


reduced-cost lunches, The average budger of
the individual churches s 75,000, These
congregations are rhose thar remain in rhe
urhan core after the so-called brain drain. It
15 the segment of the faith community that
provided rhe back-hone of rhe Civil Righes
Movement, but did not realize the opportu-
nities that arose from it

Beyond the size and soctoeconome sta-
tus of the congregations involved in RCNO'
Southern California effort, there are a num-
ber of distinet characteristics thar make this
effort unigue, A conscious decision was nude
to build the capacity of the people from
within the ranks of the member congrega-
ttons to staff the network, With the excep-
tien of its most senior stalf member, none of
the statf or leadership had any prior experi-
ence in faith-based organizing. Unlike most
faith-based community organizing projects
that operationally ask African Americans to
lay aside their cultural preceprs and tradi-
tions, RUNOYS project embraced cultore —a
centeal foundation upon which the organie-
ing effort would rest. A suiding element that
has informed necrwork construction is an
emphasis on the unhzation of an African
American-centered historical analvsis,

WHY SMALL-TO MID-SIZE
CHURCHES?

Most Americans, regardless of race, class aor
ethnic origin, attend worship in communities
of faith that have a membership of less than
zao penple. Despite this reality, communiry
organizing networks often seelt larger, seem-
mgly more established congregations as tar-
gets for activation. This 15 based on g widely
held industry assumption that only larger
congregations offer sufficient opportunities
for amassing  enough money, people and
power to create institutional change, RECNO
made an intentional departure from  this
thinking. It believes thar ignoring small- o
mid-size congregations eguates to a con-
scrons disregard of the vast majoricy of the
American faith communiry.

[n RCNOYs experience, once an African
American congregation reaches the oo
member plateaw, its primary preocéupation
becomes servicing its physical plant. Building
a larger edifice, finding program dollars o
support new stall, and establishing ivsell as a
leader in its denominational andfor conven-
tion circles takes precedence over secking
justice for the poor and disenfranchised,
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Leaders of these congregations tend to
become very reluctant to expend any energy
propherically engaping political and business
leaders. Leadership often oprs [or estalilish-
ing personal, brokered relationships wirh
public decision-makers, The hope is that
numerical growth and brokered relation-
ships are signs that the congregation has
achieved the distinction of being a major
player in political circles, Although chis tac-
tic does not prodoce muoch mstitucional
change on behalf of low- and moderate-
income people, ithas often proven successtul
in leveraging status, recognition, governmen-
tal and private resources.

Small- to mid-size congrepations are not
mdividually as attractive to public decision-
makers. They tend to remain geographically
based. There is a much greater reliance on
volunteer leadership, Their Facilities are not
always as appealing and visible as those of
larger congregations. Despite these iti-
tions, store fronts, small blessing starions
and prayer parlors are equally as viable insti-
tutions as their larger counterparts, They are
frequently more open to new and innovarive
methods of building social capital, They are
a First line of refuge for the disenfranchised.
And they are often more responsive to the
marginalized. RCNO has discovered thar
this constituency has one of the largest pools
of untapped human capital in the United
Srates.

Wikl susfepront from Los
Angeles Metropolitan
Clirches, parents gather
a Comrfrionr school board
inteeting,
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_ Utilizing the cultural idioms, biblical references
and customs particular to congregants has produced a number
of blessings and burdens worthy of documentation.



starewide policy initiative to allow judges to
sentence offenders to make progress towards
a high school diploma as a condition of suc-
cessful - completion  of  probation.  In
September 1998, 30 pastors and lay people
stocd alongside former Gov, Pete Wilson as
he signed Assembly Bill 741 into law.

Most policy experts doubred that a

Lead orgamizer Rew. Greg
Mesrgan at ain RCNO

trafning session on faith-
hased organizing, phished such a victory. Manv legislators and

criminal justice officials cautioned LAM
apainst the inmiarive. Iv was felr that che
organization was tog inexpenienced in public
policy formation. Experts pointed our that
LAM had no track record of impacting ciry
or county decision-makers, therefore impace-

group of 17 small- o mid-size African
American congregations could have accom-

ing the state legislature would be impossible,
LAM was advised to caprure the low-hang-
ing fruit by establishing an adult education
site and recruiting ex-offenders to participate
in its classes. To the chagrin of most, LAM
did not take the advice of the doubrers. Nt
only did the organization win the initiarive,
bur it demonscrated an ability to integrate its
historical analysis into a practical policy
sohution,

Chare A
ey LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

blessinmgs buwrdens

1. Educing the talenis and gifts 1. Biblical interpretations can
of leadership has been greatly hecome points of contention if
enhanced, teachers do not undersland the

2. The knowledge construction specific audience being
process has been expedited. engaged.

3. Basic citizenship lessons have 2. Newly recruited pastors are
been maore effectively trans- initially hesitant in exposing
mitted. leaders to new interpretations

4. Culture, history and traditions of scripture.
of clergy and lay leaders have 3. Lay people sometimes learn
heen validated as suthentic faster than pastors.
and important. 4. Pastors and leaders some-

5. Personal confidence of new times view their social service
and emerging leaders has been program construction as
enhanced. synanymous with faith-based

OFgANIZINE processes.

5. Mew attitudes and skills
acquired by lay leaders some-
times creates tension in other
areas of ministry.
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A provision in AB 743 mandated the
program in Los Angeles Counry, It also
allowed ather counties to opt in with a
majority vote of the county board of super-
visurs, This provision was acreacrive to legis-
larors because it promored local control and
protecied counties from unfunded mandases.
For LAM, it opened up opportanities o
organize in other counties. The legislation
eventually passed the legistature with toral
bipartisan support. The win was the first
successful policy initiative authored by
African American churches in the history of
the state of California, RCNO groups have
proven that che initiacive can be replicated,
The board of supervisors in chree additional
councies passed resolutions embracing the
policy approach. Two ather states have
mtroduced  legislation  modeled  after
RONOS palicy mitatve,

EPISTEMOLOGY, CULTURAL
COMPETENCY AND

CULTURAL PARTICULARISM

Failure to understand the epistemology of
African American leadership in small- to
mid-size churches has been a significant
impediment to engaging chis segment of the
faith community. RCNO Training Center
understands char in order to effecrively
arganize any ethnic group, community
organizers must demonstrate cultural com-
petency. Understanding and appreciating the
values, customs and beliefs of a particular
community provide the tools for effective
relationship building and knowledge con-
struction, RCNO has invested  significant
time and effort in validating the culture of its
constitbents. The knowledge construction
process has been far mare efficient and effec-
tive as a result of this investment.

In the early stages of the project, con-
siderable time has to be spent developing a
plossary of terms, Terms such as organizer
and organizing were forcign o leaders.
These rerms were replaced with terms like
ministers and prophetic engagement. Public
discourse had to be undersrood through the
lens of addressing the principalities and pow-
ers. Site visit preparation, action prepara-
tion, and negotiating with decision-makers
all required the are of translacon,

Some would argue thar these practices
are common to all crganizing projects.
Readers are cautioned not to reach this con-
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_ Many pastors
confuse prophetic

responsibility
_with prophesy.

The biblical lessons of personal conduct,
commitment o0 work and sowdy, and the
prophetic responsibilities of secking justice
are all manifested in the work. Redemption
1% at the center of an organizer’s call.
Inevitably, every orgamzer that has
worked in the Southern California project
has come into a realization thar many
African American pastors are not totally ful-
filling rheir call o seck justice. Maost pastors
view this call as oprional, andfor politics,
Many confuse propheric responsibilicy with
prophesy. When this realization oceurs
arpanizers hur a brck wall, They tend o
withdraw, blame themselves and can become
cynical about active participation in their
own congregation. The role of the organiz-

Chart B

STAFF DEVELOPMENT

blessin

1. Candidates understand

cultural particularisms of black

congregations,

2. ldioms, storytelling and biblical

refiections guicken pace of
learning,
3. Leadership demonstrates a

greater degree of patience with

emerging staff.

4. Accountability to the organiza- 3.

tion is enhanced beyond the
itself,

5. Vasl talents and gifts of this
constituency have been
gxposed.

&. Faith-based organizing has
become a viahle option in
ministry,

baerdiens

1. Dismissing a staff person
from a member church can
have greater implications than
normal.

2. Pastors have 1o be held

accountable for maintaining a

firewall between |local congrega-

tion and the arganization in hir
ing and firing of staff.

Drganizers are discouraged from

staffing their own congregation

to maintain a lirewall.

4. Organizers have had to be
cantinually cautioned against
sharing confidential information
about challenges in other min-
istrigs.

5. A bottleneck in strategic devel-
apment and decision-making
can become problematic when
staff and leaders become too
dependent an the senior organ-
izer to be the wellspring of all
knowledge.

6. Multitasking on multiple issues
can become overwhelming for
emerging organizers, This has
necessitated the need to hire
consultants from outside the
network to provide certain staff
support.

gs

job
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ing mentor is to challenge the organizer 1o
draw from the experiences of overcoming
their own brokenness as a source of strength
in mavigating through the doube and cvni-
cism of that he or she is experiencing. This
process has proven to be cathartic.

There are & number of other lessons
learned rhar have mformative and
insiphtful (Chare B). Learning moments have

heen

also arisen concerning povernance, congre-
garional developmenr and accountability,

Many foundations and networks con-
tnue to ponder how o engage low income
congregations and how to coltivate African
American organizers, RCNO Training Center
has developed a set of promising practices
for realizing these goals. The Southern
California necworls is penetrating denomina-
rions, conventions and conferences that have
never been exposed to faith based organiz-
ing. Three organizations rthat span four
counties have been developed. Their success-
es can be documented and measured, Four
senior level arganizers and four seaff level
organizers have been culrivated. A new gen-
eration of low and moderate income people
are emerging as leaders i cheir congrega-
tions and communities. These blessings have
come as a result of 2 significant amount of
risk taking, making mistakes and doing maore
with less,

Burdens and obstacles remain, The ner-
worle is still insufficiently funded, It contin-
wes to delicately balance the investment of
time and energy needed to develop new staff,
and rhe responsibalities of producing qualiry
organizing curcomes. This balancing act s a
real test of Giith,

RONO's successes are emerging ar a
time when philanthropic giving is shrinking,
Shrinking resources means less risk raking
and less investment in new, promising prac-
rices, Then there are the challenges associat-
ed with the new philanthropic flavor of the
dav: social science evalvation, Despite the
burdens, RCNO remains committed to inst-
tutionalizing its promising practices, The
evolution of this work will continue to be
documented in this magazine, And the chal-
lenges concinue.

Rew Eugene Willianes 11 is executive divec-
tor of the Regional Congregations and
Neighborbood Organizations Training
Center and Los Angeles Metropolitan
Clrirehes,



