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Glossary




	Aid:


	When a government unit or a major philanthropy gives cash or goods to another country or to an on-the-ground agency in order to accomplish a specific purpose.


	Asset Based Community Development (ABCD):


	Building on what is already working in a community.


	Betterment:


	People growing their own capacity for improvement at their pace, and at their direction, using resources that others make available.


	Capacity Building:


	The capacity to act is built when the local community participates in their growth, when leaders emerge, when individuals have more skills, when there is a shared understanding of the problems that the community faces, when there is a shared vision for the future, when there is a widely understood agenda, when there is tangible progress toward goals, and when effective organizations and institutions can guard the process for the long term.


	
Capital:



	Another word for asset, or something that has value that can be spent.


	Community:


	In this book, a set of relationships that are bounded by geography. A more common definition is a set of relationships that are bounded by identity.


	Development:


	Those programs that address the bigger picture: the systems of health care, of government, of schools, of faith communities, of infrastructure and other categories that encourage people’s abilities to naturally rise (or hold them down).


	FISH:


	Financial, Informational, Social, and Human assets.


	Holistic:


	Putting all aspects of society to work on the common goal—the businesses, the government, the health systems, the schools, the faith centers, the media, and our neighbors. The results are holistic too: better health, higher income, less violence, greater educational attainment, healthier families, and so on. Holistic thinking means that each of these elements cannot be understood as a standalone thing. Each must be understood in its relation to the whole. If you’re not doing it all, then you’re not doing it at all.


	Human Flourishing:


	In the context of community development, achieving shalom.


	Income Inequality:


	The extent to which incomes are unevenly distributed in a society. The more equal a given country is, the greater the social cohesion, the lower the crime rate, the better the health outcomes, and the faster the economic growth.


	Proximity:


	Reducing my distance to the poor from miles to the width of a café table. And staying there for as long as it takes until I am more interested in the real you than I am in the idea of you.


	Poverty:


	The result of broken relationships between individuals and their context.


	Poveteers:


	People who make their living off of the deficiencies in a community. They study the needs, nurture funding, and create institutions that are dependent upon the existence of these deficiencies. The poor are not the primary beneficiaries of Poverty, Inc. They are the raw materials. The beneficiaries are the people who make a living from Poverty, Inc., and the investors who are earning a return.


	Relief:


	Those programs that spend aid dollars on specific felt and immediate needs.


	Shalom:


	Peace along five dimensions—self, family, community, God, and the environment.


	Social Capital:


	The network of relationships, norms, and resources that sets the stage for human flourishing. People who are high in social capital flourish more than people who are low in it.


	System:


	A combination of public and private sectors defined through policy, power, and personal positions that instills a defined network of structures and hierarchies that get to dictate three very important factors:



	Who is normal?


	What is normal?


	How is normalcy achieved?


















Foreword by Paul Young


Brad Ketch and I have known each other for over fifteen years. There are those rare friendships that don’t require work and easily pick up where they left off, regardless of the time that has passed. Such relationships aren’t embedded with hidden expectations. Ours is one of those and is certainly a gift to me.


In these pages you will come to know the CDC, an astounding community of people who represent as diverse a group as I have ever encountered and who have challenged by their very efforts and successes the entrenched and often blindly accepted doctrines of community development. My personal involvement with the CDC has been as an engaged participant waving and cheering from the cheap seats. I have watched its struggles, and now the dramatic and unpredictable triumphs, resulting from embracing the risk involved in trusting what resides in human beings, especially those considered poor and marginal. This story is counterintuitive to current and often patriarchal social agendas. It is important because it is unexpected and mysterious, as must be anything fundamentally relational. You will meet real people who will surprise you and challenge you, and other precious folk who are enmeshed in the “way it has always been done,” or others to whom fear-motivated power matters more than person.


I cannot adequately express to you how important this work and book are and how deeply surprising and emotionally connecting you will discover it to be. To be invited to write this foreword is an honor unlike any other.


So, to enter into The Flourishing Community I would like to employ the way of a parable. The story below did not happen, but that does not mean that it isn’t true…





“Okay, bring him in,” said the important Man sitting at his organized desk in his carefully adorned office. He rose as Brad entered the room.


“Mr. Ketch?” he asked as he stretched out his hand in greeting.


The visitor shook his hand. “Brad would be fine.”


“Brad then it is. Please have a seat,” said the Man pointing to one of the chairs in front of his desk. He sat down and shuffled through some of the papers.


“I’ve been looking at your résumé and work history,” said the Man without looking up. “Quite impressive. Undergrad in Economics, master’s in management… from Kellogg Grad School, no less, extensive and successful experience in sales, you founded a couple companies, CEO of a semiconductor company… publicly traded, no less. Both hard skills and soft expertise and then your time with Community Development of Oregon, and even some international experience in the Philippines.” He picked up the pages of the résumé and organized them into a neat pile on his desk before looking up.


“Very impressive, Ben, very impressive.”


“Brad.”


The Man raised his eyebrows before looking down at the pages and then back up, smiling.


“Of course it is. Your résumé is extensive and remarkable, exactly the kind of talent that we like to attract to our real estate development company.” The Man leaned in a little. “That is why you are here, is it not? To get the lay of the land, to see what possibilities lay in front of you?”


“Well, I… admit that I want to learn more. I’m looking for clarity.


“Excellent!” exclaimed the Man. “Clarity is essential when you are facing the future and making decisions that will affect you in the long term. You are aware of our project, I assume?”


“In a general sense.”


Ben, I think you will love it. The area we are working to secure is a blight, housed by people who are existing on the bottom rungs of society. Those people have nowhere else to go. Most of them are refugees from other countries. Many of those poor people don’t even speak English. They can’t even read their own language, for God’s sake. There are gang problems in that area, drugs and who knows what else, and we mean to clean it up, transform it into retail and multifamily housing. And,” he looked quickly at the file, “your skill set seems ideal to help implement such a plan.”


“And what exactly are you going to do with ‘those people’?” Brad asked.


“What people?”


“The ones you mentioned in the blight list. Those poor refugees who don’t speak English.”


“Help them, of course. It’s not like we don’t care. We will get some tutors to help them speak English, get them job training, help them transition into the American way, maybe help them find housing somewhere better—you know, that sort of thing. Look, they would be happier somewhere else. Our goal is to save the larger community, make it stronger and more viable, and of course, do it at a profit. Takes real smarts,” he pointed to his head. “And critical… uh, what’s the term…?”


“Critical-thinking skills?”


“That’s it, Ben! It takes critical-thinking skills to navigate the politics and local cultural issues to work it out. But we already have the support of local authorities and politicians. Everyone wants this area cleaned up and economically productive.”


“You have the support of ‘those people’ too?”


“What people?”


“ ‘Those people,’ our neighbors who are immigrants, refugees, and low income?”


“They don’t have enough skill or knowledge to make a true decision for themselves. They are not motivated, and we mean to change that. Don’t you see, all of this is for their benefit. We will give them a hand up, a step to a better life, while solving real world issues and making all of this a win-win outcome.” He sat back.


“Well, how exactly are you going to…” Brad hesitated and that was all the Man needed.


“Bob, we can get to the nuts and bolts of all this once you are signed on, but for now why don’t we talk in general terms. You’re a communicator. You know the power of words, of language, to help steer conversation toward a desired outcome. There are a lot of people out there who don’t want change and a bunch who want change, but in the wrong way. So, language is key to maintaining our goals and objectives while convincing the community and the politicians that our way is best for everyone.”


Brad sat silent.


“Let me give you a couple of examples.” The Man leaned forward, obviously energized by the conversation, even though largely one-sided.


“Listen to this. This is a good example. We don’t waste valuable time, especially if we can help someone. Did you get that? Never hurts to have a bit of social self-consciousness that we can mix into a statement. People, especially young people, eat that sort of thing up.”


Brad remained silent.


“Here is another one that you will need in this work.” He made a grand gesture with his arms. “We tried that and it didn’t work.”


“Have you tried it?” Brad interjected.


“Tried what?” The Man looked a little confused.


“You said, ‘We tried that, and it didn’t work.’ Did you try it?”


“Oh!” the man thought for a second before responding, “It doesn’t matter whether we actually tried whatever ‘it’ is. I’m sure that someone tried it, somewhere. It matters that we don’t want to waste any….”


“…of your valuable time,” Brad finished the sentence.


“Exactly, Ben!” the man stated triumphantly and sat back in his chair smiling. Then he leaned forward again and lowered his voice. “Time is valuable. Time is money, and whatever ‘it’ is, will only be a waste of time.”


“But… what if it helps people?”


“Then it is just a bonus. Oh, listen, here’s another gem.” He broadened his arms again and stated, “We are here for the long haul. Sometimes it means that if we aren’t able to help the few, and we surely will try, it is only because it is more important to help the many.”


Silence hung in the air as if holy, a silence that Brad broke. “Would the ‘few’ investors count?”


“Absolutely! The investors always count. It is because of them that we can help the many.” The Man didn’t even take a breath. “Oh, how about this one?” he said enthusiastically. “We already have a system for that, created by very smart people who studied all this for years. Our way is the best and has proven itself over time.”


“Has it?”


“Ben, just look at our track record. Once you have succeeded with something, why change it? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Everybody knows that.” He paused, almost for theatrical emphasis. “So, Ben, what do you think?”


Brad waited a moment, thinking. “Are you familiar with the Hebrew writings?”


The Man looked surprised. “Hebrew writings? Not that I am aware of.”


“Well, there is a story about a young boy, mid-teens maybe, the youngest of a large family. He was given the worst job in the family business, taking care of sheep out in the scrublands. It was out there that he learned to use a sling, a weapon that had enough power that he was able to kill a bear and a desert lion who threatened his sheep.”


“Impressive,” stated the Man, not sure where the conversation had gone.


“Word came that his older brothers had joined the military, so he went out to the battlefield to see them. Their army was on one side of the valley and the other army on the other side. Seems that the other guys had a secret weapon, a giant of a man estimated to be somewhere between seven feet to ten feet tall.”


“Even more impressive,” stated the Man, now mildly curious but wondering what this had to do with anything.


“The agreement between the armies was that two warriors would fight to the death and whoever won, so did their army and nation. Nobody wanted to fight the giant. He was huge, dressed in bronze armor that shone in the sun, and he carried a massive spear and huge sword. The shepherd boy’s king offered fame and reward to anyone who would go out onto the battlefield and fight the guy, but everyone was too afraid.


“The boy was frustrated and offered his services to the king to fight the giant and, surprisingly, the king accepted—on one condition. The boy had to wear the king’s armor. Out of respect and tradition, the boy tried on the armor, but it was too large and unwieldy, and he finally took it off. I can imagine the king talking to the boy, saying, ‘It has always been done this way before, we have a track record to prove it.’ But the boy insisted and walked out onto the battlefield with only a sling.”


“The kid is going to be killed. I can see where this is going!” The Man was now more than curious.


“Maybe not. You see, there are some downsides to being a giant. It comes with a cost. This giant couldn’t move very fast, especially with all the heavy armor. It turned out that he was more an image to instill terror into their opponents, a commercial for power. If you got close, he could kill you, but if you stayed at a distance, out of range of his weapons, it became clear what he was—a false and inflexible imitation of power. The giant couldn’t respond to change, was unable to move quickly when faced with something new, and was terribly nearsighted. He called to the boy to come closer, within range of his traditional weapons, but the boy wasn’t stuck in the ‘way we have always done things.’ With one sling and one stone, he knocked out the giant, took the huge man’s own weapon, and cut off his head.”


There was quiet in the room as the Man thought. Finally, he stated. “Wow, I have to say that in your story, I wanted to be the giant.”


Brad hesitated, “You are the giant.”


The Man looked bewildered, “So, does this mean that you don’t want a job here? I am a bit confused.”


“I got exactly what I came for—clarity. I am grateful to you for helping me with that. Thank you!”


Brad stood and held out his hand. “Well, I should be going. I wouldn’t want to waste any more of your valuable time.”


“Well, Bob,” the Man rose to his feet. “I must say this has been an unusual meeting, but I appreciate you coming by. If things don’t work out, you are welcome to come back here.”




For those of you who read this foreword, you may be thinking it odd. It is a parable, of course, and such stories tend to be written through another lens. They are true but not real. I invite you to revisit this parable when you have finished reading this brilliant and insightful book, which is both true and real.


—Paul Young, author, The Shack













INTRODUCTION A Knock at the Door



When the doorbell rings at 5:30 in the morning, it is never good news. I live on a quiet country road just outside Portland, Oregon. All the houses are on five-acre plots, and I drop the word “estate” when describing them. When people learn where I live, they always say, “Oh, I know exactly which one you’re talking about. I love that one!” There are two miles of fencing and metal gates that swing open only for us. Private, quiet, insulated.


A slight Latino teenager shuffles on the porch. I have a son about his age who is asleep upstairs. The kid looked down, and off to the left, and maybe at me, and says, “I need help.”


I looked around and saw no cars. “How did you get here?”


“I was driving with my friends, and they stopped and pulled me out of the car, and they hit me on the head and took all of my stuff and threw me in your bushes. I don’t have a phone anymore. Can you drive me home?”


“You got assaulted and robbed? Let’s call the police!”


“No! I just need to get home, man. It’s like three miles from here, over by Stark and 192nd. Can you help me?”


So, drugs, then. What the hell? Why was this happening right here, right now, and to me? I was supposed to go lift weights with my neighbor from down the street, who was supposed to be here any minute. I did not have time for this.


Then I think twice. “My friend and I are driving by that area anyway. Just wait on the porch, and we’ll help you out.”


Scott pulled up in his Mercedes right on cue. His facial expression told me he was silently appalled at the dirty teenager sliding into the back seat. “Can’t he find another way home?” he said under his breath.


“We’re driving right by his place,” I said. “I mean, you can’t not help him out.”


On the brief trip to his apartment, I quizzed Renaldo about what had happened to him. I’ll be honest—I had no frame of reference for this kid’s life, and I did not understand what I was hearing. But I could process what I was seeing at his apartment: a car up on blocks, a Little Mermaid sheet in the living-room window where curtains ought to be, and a dirty, torn screen door. The parking lot abutted land that held a strip club, an hourly motel where people cooked meth, and the hub of the narcotics business. So that was how Renaldo connected to the drug culture.


He mumbled a gracias and we pulled out. As we did, a thought occurred to me—Renaldo could have been my kid. Despite how close they were to where I lived, I’d thought that I was insulated from him and his community. But he invaded my zen anyway.


I couldn’t have known it then, but the memory of Renaldo would dog my steps as I encountered an ever-growing stream of Renaldos and fought hard to understand them and to work with them to create solutions. It became a ten-year quest that would end with me demolishing that strip club and meth house next to Renaldo’s apartment and opening a new multi-million-dollar urban renewal project directly across the parking lot from where I dropped him that bewildering morning.


In the ten years since that knock at my door, the journey that Renaldo ignited would take me into glittering penthouse boardrooms, apartments used by sex-traffickers, tense confrontations with powerful politicians, and heartbreaking encounters with billionaires. I would visit those places and people in search of solutions—for the world’s Renaldos and for me.


Working to lift up the poor was not a new concept to me. I have always given money to causes, and I have served on boards of directors for nonprofits. I enjoyed the “can-do” environment of most of them, and I had thought seriously about joining one full time once I was satisfied with the level of retirement savings I had set aside. In fact, when Renaldo knocked on my door, I was chair of a shelter for homeless families started by Cathe, a friend of mine. I was known around town because of my connection to this organization, and I was getting pretty good at raising money for it. But in truth, I was happy to be one step removed from the families that trudged through our doors every week. When Cathe would encourage me to get to know the families, I would say, “I do my compassion at the wholesale level, so that you and your staff can do compassion at the retail level.”


Many people feel this way, don’t they? Don’t you? Aren’t we all busy enough that personal involvement with people in need isn’t really an option? Or at least that’s how we feel. That’s certainly where I was on the morning of Renaldo’s knock. And yet—somewhere inside, I felt as if a different response might be required.


Later that night over a glass of Oregon pinot noir, I told my wife, Lynn, about my morning. Lynn is a far better human being than I am, and for reasons only she understands, loves me. Lynn was raised all over the US by a family serving in the Public Health Service. In childhood, she had been the only white girl among indigenous kids in remote Alaskan villages and Southwestern US reservations. If Lynn regards anyone in her life as other, it is probably people who are as white as she is. Always a step ahead of me, Lynn waits patiently for me to grow.


Until Renaldo knocked at my door, I liked my comfort circle. It had never occurred to me that this ever-shrinking circle was changing, becoming toxic to my culture—and even to me. Lynn knew that my privilege wasn’t nearly as good for me as I thought.


“So, what do you want to do?” Lynn asked. “Drop the kid off and pretend that this never happened? Or might this call for a response from you?” Lynn had just completed her Certificate of Public Health from Oregon Health & Science University, and she knew a lot more than I did about who a kid like Renaldo is and why he was on my doorstep at 5:30 a.m., miles from home. That evening beside the fire, Lynn unfolded for me many of the themes we will be exploring in this book. She laid out for me the concept of the social determinants of health, the world of community development, how diversity is changing America, and the pathways forward that people are forging all over the US. What she was explaining was why poverty exists at the scale it does in America.


To me, some of this sounded so touchy-feely. I countered with the argument that for a community to thrive, it must have financial interventions on a huge scale. I explained that “the system”—mainly our government through our taxes—is supposed to take care of people like Renaldo. That people like Renaldo’s parents must take personal responsibility. Not my responsibility. Their responsibility.


Lynn and I finally ran out of words and arguments and sat staring at each other, both realizing that neither of us saw the whole picture. For people to prosper, they must live in functioning communities. For communities to function, they must align both the hard elements—capital, public policy, land use, environment, taxes, and legal; and the soft elements—civic engagement, culture, faith communities, and equity—into one cohesive thing. It sank in for both of us that the solutions to poverty are complex, elusive, and radical.


Really too much to take on.


Above our pay grades.


So there.


But Renaldo would not settle. His persistently difficult life did not have to be this way. It was not the Fates that dictated that Renaldo would live a hopeless life—it was our culture. Lynn and I could think of dozens of changes, both large and small, that together could bring hope back into Renaldo’s life.


She posed the question again: “So, what do you want to do?”


It was funny that her question, and Renaldo’s invasion, came at the time that they did. I was already at a crossroads, both personally and professionally. After the market crash of 2008, the strategies that had worked so well for me for so long had stopped working. The semiconductor company I had founded and owned, and of which I was CEO, went broke. I had stopped working, and I was out of money.


I was gearing up, mid-career, for a complete life change, and I was open to working full time in a different field. Maybe now the time had come to work for a nonprofit. But the problem was: If I was going to enter into poverty work, I wanted to enter it from a position of financial independence and power. If I entered it right now, after a year of not working at all and running down the savings account, I would enter it identifying with the poor. That seemed silly to me. How could anyone who was poor himself tell people how to get out of poverty?


Now, I wouldn’t have it any other way.


I could feel it coming over me, almost physically. I had spent years negotiating with my future and my calling. Time to stop negotiating and step up. I was ready to answer the knock at the door, even if it took me in directions that seemed radical.


“I’m not going back to tech, dear. And I don’t know what else to do. Let’s go where this road leads us.”


“Maybe we should just do what Mother Teresa said.”


“Mother Teresa? What does she have to do with this?”


“Well. People, especially rich people, came to her from all over the world to give her money or to volunteer. She turned them away. Here’s what she said: ‘Stay where you are. Find your own Calcutta. Find the sick, the suffering, and the lonely, right where you are—in your own homes and in your own families, in homes and in your workplaces and in your schools. You can find Calcutta all over the world, if you have eyes to see. Everywhere, wherever you go, you find people who are unwanted, unloved, uncared for, just rejected by society—completely forgotten, completely left alone.’ ”


You know what happened, starting that night?


I found my own Calcutta.










CHAPTER ONE I Find My Own Calcutta



Kiesel called out from the kitchen, “Coffee is on if you want it.” Five years had gone by between Renaldo’s interruption of my world and this mug of warmth—warmth that emanated from the man who brewed it. Kiesel is old and tall and thin, and he reminds people of Obi Wan Kenobi (the Alec Guinness version, not the Ewan McGregor one). He’s a hippie who worked in Nigeria for years, training leaders to develop their communities and their faith. Over time, Kiesel’s work has proven to be wildly successful, because he actually listened to emerging indigenous leaders, walked with them, and answered questions only when asked. He stubbornly insisted on a bottom-up approach instead of a top-down approach. Kiesel is my guide, my fellow wine enthusiast, my “desert father.”


Kiesel and I talked for hours while the rain pounded on the windowpanes. What’s great about Kiesel is that he notices the same things that I do. We were both intrigued that a very distressed neighborhood—Renaldo’s world—existed just outside the boundary of one of America’s richest cities, Portland. We saw how the rich and the poor are elbow to elbow, but living in different worlds, and how this disconnection was getting worse. It seemed to us that evidence of this disconnection was everywhere, mostly just below the surface, then sometimes popping up and pointing out its hold over our country. Kiesel and I admitted to each other that “disconnection” as a topic of discussion was big—so big it was hard to even think about.


But whether we liked it or not, “disconnection” was being dropped off on everyone’s doorstep as surely as Renaldo had been dumped on mine. A few years later, the COVID pandemic would reveal to everyone the depth of our country’s problem. “We’re all in this storm together!” went the thought, until a tired single mom or frontliner would shoot back, “We may all be in the same storm, but we’re not all in the same boat!” The disconnected people we used to ignore were now marching in the streets. And all of us who have means were being forced to decide: turn others away, or load them up in our car and drive them home.


Kiesel said, “Every American I know feels that they are living in momentous times. As a nation, we have been perched on the highest branch of the tree of nations during our lifetimes, our parents’ lifetimes, and their parents’ lifetimes. But lately our perch has become precarious. Many of us feel that we are falling off, and that once off, we will never get back on.”


Kiesel’s statement made me think about the stark disparities between the rich and the poor in developing countries.


When I was a technology executive, I hired a group of engineers in India. One day when I was visiting them, I was threading through traffic on a motorbike taxi and passed a Rolex dealership in a free-standing glass building with gold fixtures. But one of the outside walls was used by a farmer to prop up a tarp that formed his oxen stable. The shit-infused mud lent a new aura to the Rolex brand. How do the rich people of India accept these stark disparities? Don’t they feel a twinge of conscience? Doesn’t it cramp their consumerist high when they walk into that store? Don’t they wonder if something should be done to reduce the inequality?


Income inequality is the extent to which incomes are unevenly distributed in a society. All things being equal, the more equal a given country is, the greater the social cohesion, the lower the crime rate, the better the health outcomes, and the faster the economic growth. And the worse that it is, the worse off everyone is—even the richest 1 percent.


Inequality is not a vague concept. It is a number measured by a tool called the Gini index, and every country in the world has a number on the index. India’s number used to be awful, and America’s used to be pretty good. But in the last twenty years, we have slumped into a Gini index that is the same as theirs. Today in Portland, where I live, Rolex and ox dung may not sit side by side, but homeless tents and million-dollar houses share the same block.


Could it really be true that Renaldo’s neighborhood is now no different than Calcutta? I had to find out. If so, this was a truth that required action. If not, then I would not feel so troubled.


COULD ROCKWOOD AND CALCUTTA REALLY BE THE SAME?


The place that my friend and I dropped Renaldo off that morning is called Rockwood. I grew up around here, and people I know sneer at Rockwood. “The only good thing that comes out of Rockwood is the road!” my high-school friend said.


A place like Rockwood is a liminal place. You find liminal places when you go past the boundary of one place and before you arrive at another place. The eastern border of Portland is formed by 162nd Avenue, and Rockwood begins on 163rd—past the boundary. Gresham proper is down the road five miles, and historically had nothing to do with Rockwood. But in 1987, the Oregon Supreme Court forced the annexation of Rockwood into Gresham, against the sentiments of the people who lived in either place. So there sits Rockwood, excluded from Portland and never embraced by Gresham. A liminal place between two very distinct places.


The two cities of Portland and Gresham have deep animosity toward each other that goes all the way back to the founding of Oregon, so a shared vision of how to help Rockwood has never been in the cards. And to make matters worse, the school district line ran right through Rockwood east to west, and the city lines evenly bisected it north to south. Not one of the hospitals in the Portland metro area has Rockwood in its primary catchment area.


So nobody “owns” Rockwood. This liminal area does not exist on anyone’s radar. Liminal spaces are rickety, spaces that are at risk of being subsumed by the larger, more powerful places adjacent to them. People who live in liminal spaces have a basic decision to make: On one hand, they could have the dominant adjacent community redefine them; on the other, they could rise to the challenge of defining themselves. Liminal spaces everywhere and liminal people in every culture are the engines of the new because they have to create—or die.


Since nobody in charge seemed to care much about Rockwood, I suspected that no one had bothered to describe it numerically. So I did it myself. Pulling the numbers from the US Census Bureau and other sites, I learned that life expectancy is a full ten years less in Rockwood than in other parts of Portland. The reality is that life in Rockwood is alarmingly difficult. The homeless shelter that I used to be chairman of was not just full; it was turning away over 150 families every week. Each food distribution site had long lines, and there were homeless people in tents along the bike paths, outside the elementary-school fences, and below any building overhang that could shield them from the sleet. Violence, low educational attainment, obesity, low incomes, sex trafficking—all these are present in Rockwood. Numerically, Rockwood was the most distressed large community in the entire state of Oregon.


There’s a reason I started with the numbers: Understanding place-based poverty begins with a statistical analysis. In just the past five years since I started my numerical examination of Rockwood, an amazing amount of place-based data has become publicly available. Place-based data has moved into “All I wanted was a drink of water and what I got was a firehose” territory as Big Data has finally achieved its promise of illuminating even the darkest corners of our cities. But when my quest began, these point-and-click resources weren’t yet available. I had to mine the US Census Bureau data myself. But it was worth it, because the great benefit of census data is that it is so granular. Their data goes way beyond the county- or city-level data that you usually see in the media, or even the zip code data that I referred to before. Census Bureau data is available all the way down to the census tract level. A census tract has between 2,500 and 8,000 people or so living in it—about as granular as place-based data gets. Data at this level of detail brings neighborhoods into sharp relief. It’s like moving from an old black-and-white TV to a 4K, ultra-high-definition screen. Details pop out that would have otherwise been fuzzy.


As an Oregon native, I knew my state well enough to know where to look for the poverty. Native American reservations were a good place to start. The vast rural areas were too, and perhaps a dying timber town or two. What I didn’t anticipate was that Oregon’s poorest community was right up the street from me. I knew that the Rockwood neighborhood was struggling because I was raised there. But Oregon’s most needy?


It took me a while to understand why Rockwood’s neediness was hidden to policymakers, the heads of the systems that serve it, and even the media. This racially and ethnically concentrated area of poverty is so geographically small that it shares a zip code with neighborhoods twice as rich. It’s also nested in the city of Gresham, which was doing comparatively well. In Multnomah County, which is enjoying a historic boom, Rockwood didn’t move the aggregate wealth needle.


The income disparities were stark. If the rich half of Multnomah County were a state, it would be the second richest state in America. And if the Rockwood half of Multnomah County were a state, it would be the second poorest state in America. Once I displayed this on the 4K data TV, I saw a community of forty thousand people who were the poorest, the most diverse, and the most violent in the state. People there had the lowest life expectancy (ten years shorter than people who lived just a few miles away), the worst health outcomes, and the lowest levels of educational attainment. Like the Pullman area of Chicago that I would visit later, Rockwood was at or below developing-world levels of human flourishing, and it was right in the middle of the wealthy and hot Portland market. Why was this okay with everyone? And how had I overlooked this? Surely everyone else knew—was I the only uninformed one?


I turned to the excellent materials in bookstores1 to learn more. In most American cities, poverty has moved from the inner city to the suburbs. These neighborhoods form a ring around the core; they’re frequently in collar counties or cities immediately outside the boundaries of a major city. Every American city has a Rockwood. I learned later why this is, and at least in the case of Portland, the reason was shocking. But at this information-gathering phase, I was simply struggling with the realization that Rockwood even existed.


My struggle was more than an intellectual exercise. It was about Renaldo, the boy who knocked on my door on the day that local poverty wrecked my zen. As my information gathering continued, as I learned with increasing alarm about the toll of human sex trafficking in Rockwood, about the toehold that gangs from Los Angeles had in Rockwood, and about the developing-world-level of health outcomes, I got angry. Portlanders and their leaders were way more focused on the few homeless people on the street of the “good” part of town than they were on the tens of thousands of people nine miles away who were one missed paycheck from joining them. Portlanders pointed fingers at California or Texas for “busing homeless people into Oregon to take advantage of our liberal safety net,” while the data proved that more than two-thirds of the state’s homeless were homegrown, and that many of them came up from or passed through Rockwood.


Renaldo’s story was not an isolated one. I had the data that proved that there were forty thousand Renaldos and no systemic plan to help them. As a Christian, I knew a moral imperative when I saw one, and this one was shaping up to be a big one.


I had to do something. I had crossed a line. I was not thinking at that point about forming a nonprofit or working on Rockwood full time. I was unemployed because the tech industry was in a downturn, but I was hoping to lead another company in the industry soon. But because of my efforts on behalf of nonprofits, I had easy access to the leaders in our area. If I share with them about Renaldo, and income inequality, and the resulting desperate community, I thought, the leaders will thank me for my insights. And then I’ll have fulfilled my responsibility.



ARE YOU SEEING WHAT I’M SEEING?


The next week, I knocked on the office door of the quietest and most connected wealth manager in town. “Did you know that Oregon’s poorest community is three miles from here, and no one is doing anything about it?”


Ed stared at me with his deadpan blue eyes and searched his mind’s database. “That neighborhood needs serious work. You’ve got a lot of cleaning up to do before the land is able to be developed for nice apartments. You’d need to get those people out of there. Is that what you want to do?”


That was not what I wanted to do, I explained, because what he was talking about was intentional gentrification. The solution was not to get “those people” out. The lives that our neighbors were leading were full of pain in large part because the cost of renting an apartment was so high. When you are severely rent burdened, meaning that you are paying more than 50 percent of your income just to rent an apartment, then there is too little money left for food, clothing, education, insurance, a decent car, and other basic necessities. I wanted for someone to fix the problem, not simply to run the poor out of the community.


Next, I talked to the pastor of the largest church in town. He had only the vaguest notion of the folks in Rockwood. “I think some people who go to our church live there. I’d have to check the database. Why—do you want to start busing them here on Sundays or something?”


I explained that this was not what I wanted to do, because what he was talking about was forcing them into the regular church mold. I wanted instead for the church to do its thing in the neighborhood itself.


And I talked to the mayor of Gresham, who rarely set foot in Rockwood, even though it held 34 percent of his constituents. “The problem in Rockwood is that there is too much affordable housing,” he said, “not too little. What we have done is concentrate poverty in a two-square-mile area. We need to get rid of the affordable housing and attract big businesses to the neighborhood. We need the tax revenue. Maybe you could bring in a Nike store or something.” That, I explained, is not what I wanted to do, because it would be cruel. I wanted instead for the neighborhood to become vibrant and prosperous for the people who already lived there.


I kept looking for someone who would do something. But the banker wanted to extract wealth, the social service agency wanted to perpetuate dependency, and the hospital just wanted to get Rockwood people to stop clogging up their emergency rooms. There were more conversations, but they all started to sound the same. Surely Ed, the mayor, the pastor, and the others understood the problem, and yet they seemed to be blissfully and innocently unaware. Was there some mistake?


Or maybe there was a different problem. Maybe they were all so scared of Rockwood that they were paralyzed by fear. I recognized it in them because I knew something about that very feeling myself.


Ever since I earned my MBA from Northwestern University in 1994, I had driven hard in the telecommunication equipment industry. The press talked about how volatile Silicon Valley was in those days, but the software people had nothing on the telecom people. My industry was experiencing wild swings and wrenching change. In 2000 alone, one million jobs were wiped out when the bubble for telecom stocks burst. I thrived in this chaotic environment and became the CEO of a midsize manufacturing company by the time I was forty. It was true that I was a sought-after executive, but it was also true that I was sitting on a precarious perch. My whole career had been about driving out the uncertainty and gaining control of the messy ecosystem and the companies that it spawned.


The leading countries of the west, and especially America, have also been through a lot of chaos lately. Historians tell us that our current generation is facing more change than almost any other generation. We have more threats—both internal and external—to our way of life than I could catalog here. The US has assembled and repeatedly defended the largest empire that the world has ever known. But now we are beginning to dismantle our empire in order to share power with the rising global economy. US administrations will come and go, but the mega trend remains: The US is becoming relatively poorer, browner, and more culturally diverse. The tipping points are all around, and it feels to most white, middle- to upper-middle-class Americans that we have lost something that we will not regain. We seem to no longer be in control of the narrative, we no longer trust our map, and we do not know the way forward.


Many are hurt and confused by this. They really want to make America great again, and they think that it is possible. Others disagree and feel that America’s map needs to be thrown away and a new identity pursued. All of us feel a powerful drive to gain (or regain) security. For America that means retaining control of the economic, political, and social systems that she runs on.


The Great Recession of 2008 dug deep into people, and its effects still linger today. Several of our friends lost their homes and their marriages. Nearly half of Americans, 40 percent, do not have even $400 that they could use in the event of an emergency. The assets that usually ensure retirement and stability are gone or severely limited. And whatever harm white people feel is felt twice as severely by African American people. Even people who did not understand subprime mortgages or the bank bailouts now understand that at the top of the system, mistakes are negotiable, while at the bottom of the system, mistakes are punitive. The government’s response to the crisis has called into question the very idea that our economy works equitably for everyone. The response of larger businesses and higher-net-worth people has been to hoard cash and to hold onto assets that have appreciated in value rather than reinvest them. All across the vast landscape of America, people are at best, self-protective, and at worst, left without hope.


Paul Young is a best-selling author and a friend of more than fifteen years. One evening over chai tea, I told Paul that the people who were supposed to lead in Rockwood weren’t leading. They were afraid that there was no solution to the area’s deep problems and that things were only going to get worse. “How do we get through this?” I asked, frustrated and resigned.


Paul said, “Those who sit on a precarious perch rarely fly. They’re fearful that the effort will cause the branch to break, so they freeze. You’re frozen, Brad.”


His answer irritated me. I wasn’t frozen. I was in denial. People like me don’t freeze. We don’t experience the loss of identity or the loss of purpose. My people are American men—white, middle- to upper-middle-class, educated men—loaded with social capital, men who will bounce back. We have a world to run. We are Americans emboldened and empowered by Manifest Destiny, and we crush the dissenters and we defend the western canon of thought. The stability of the world depends on our currency, and our currency depends on trust, and our trust is built on conformity, and our conformity is built on force if needed. Don’t tell us about identity and purpose. We invented identity and purpose.


But, still—Paul was right.


It was long past time for a beer with Ron Graves, my difficult friend. Ron is difficult because he always asks penetrating questions. Ron drives a truck for a manufacturer, paints abstracts, and still has the build of the rugby player he used to be. Now in his sixties, he’s a cowboy poet whose soul feels like leather and coffee.


“Ronnie, the problem is that if I fall off my perch, I don’t think that I’ll ever climb back onto it again. I don’t want to, because now I don’t think it’s a perch worth having. So what am I supposed to do next?”


“I understand,” he said. “It’s looking more and more like the whole country is on a perch that’s not worth having.”


“But the thing is,” I continued, “most of the folks who are doing well don’t feel safe either. They’re hoarding at levels that we’ve never seen in this country. They’re stepping around homeless people and cutting funding for food for kids. Their retirement fund is all that they’ve got their eyes on, and too bad if their neighbor has a problem. You know that the rest of the world looks at us and thinks that we are brutal, don’t you? Brutal, power-mad consumerists. The vastness of the gap between the rich and the poor is beyond understanding or fixing.”
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