Power, Political Positioning
and Petty Politics ..........

The realities of public life vs. the
petty politics of conventions

and theological entertainment

Alvican Americans appear (0 be losing power and influence in
California in pare because of demographic shifts. But African
American churches can continue to project power beyond
African American numbers if thev initiate
strategic alliances with new immigrants and
other ethnic groups in order to protece the
interests of low-income and working class
Californians. Untorrunarely, many African
American clergy have been maore interested in
the petty politics of conventions, misinformed
about the realities of public life andfor are pre-
oecupied with theological entertainment.

The Perceived and Real Loss of Power
The James Irvine Foundation recently complet-
ed demographic research to look at California’s
population growth paterns for the next 40
vears, One of its findings concluded thar the
African American population in California will
decrease from 7 o 6 percent.

For the first time in 40 vears there is not an
African American legislator in the state legisla-
ture from Morthern California. There are only
six African American legislators in the state leg-
islature; 17 African American clecred officials in
Los Angeles Counrty, one in San Diego Counry
and no African American elected officials in San
Bernardino and
Riverside counties.

and undervalued, We are fighting harder for African
American organizations seeking funding, In some cases,

frican American program officers opt for winning brownie
points by demonstrating that
they are unwilling to support
African American groups when
recommending organizations for
funding.”

Bellvaching 1s not in order.
The sky is not falling. Things are
never quite as bad as they seem,
Undoubtedly though, it is time for
African Americans ro be more dis-
ciplined and ereadive in building
and mamtaimng long-term social
and polinical capital. African
American nonprolit organizations
must do a far better job of mak-
ing their case with foundations
and doing quality work, Tssue-
based mutiatives rather than race-
based electoral stracegics are more
appropriate now. And the African
American faith community must
lead the wav.

Political Positioning

Alrvican Americans have one of
the oldest sustained models of

This predicament
could erode the
African American
COMIMuUNItY’s capacity
to impact the legisla-
tive process. There is
more power at stake
than legislative power.
An informal survey of African
American philanthropy foundation
program officers drew a correlation
between demographic shifts and a
greater degree of ditheulry i secur-
ing resources for viable African
American organizations, Generally,
surveyed black program officers feel
undervalued and concerned about
job security, According to one pro-
gram officer, *We are being ignored

Reality

The African
American
population in
California will
decrease from
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political struggle in the kistory of
the United States. They have sur-
vived Jim Crow and the prison
industrial complex. The black
commmunity has overcome liceral,
political and economic lynching,
It has endured countless indigni-
ties, And this is not the first nme
ir has had o deal with the economic and political impacr of
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The Civil Righes Movement is a classic example of the
impact that African American congregations can have on the
econamy and politics of the United States. The American
wealth gap closed more during the civil rights period than at
any other cime in the counrey’s history, The movemenr pro-
duced voting rights, public accommaodations and an end o
legal segregation, The past prepares the future.

California’s problems and challenges require a greater con-
tribunion and measure of public parocipation from African
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American congregations, Mepa-congrega-
tions will continue to play their rradicdonal
roles. Yet the most fertile oppormunities for
new and emerging strategies exist among
small ro mid-size black congregations. In
fact, most Americans, regardless of race,
worship in a house of faith that has less
than 200 members. African Americans are
typical in this regard.

Contributions Based on Authentic
Experience

African Americans have rich, authentic
experience that will continue to inform
sociveconomic problem solving in Califorimia. Experiences i
addressing prison reform, affardable housing, public health
and voting rights uniquely qualify African Americans to par-
ticipate and conteibure, Sumilarly siwared, Latine inmigrants
can take full advantage of the African American experience if
African Americans share it with them.

In his recently released hook, The Presumed Alliance,
Micolas O, Vaca suggests that demographic shifts may threat-
en African Americans, He writes, *On January 21, 2003, the
U5, Census Bureau officially announced that Latines had sur-
passed African Americans as the largest minoritv group in the
United States. This fact may be the hardest pill for African
Americans to swallow even though the handwriting has been
on the wall for some time now. Accepting this also means
accepting the fact that it is now tme to share cenrer stage
with another actoe™

Certainly there are segments of the African American and
Latino communities that view this change in demographics in
zero sum terms. Bur several points must be considered: (1)
Some African Americans thank God for the demographic
shift, thinking that perhaps African Americans are no longer
public enemy Mo. 1; (2] Latino communities are diverse,
There is a world of cultural, social, economic and polinical
difference berween Florida Cubans, New York Puerto Ricans
and Dominicans, Texas Mexicans, and so forth.

There is wemendous Latino diversity in California, For
example, Chicanos do not automatically share the same views
and interests on every issue with Mexican immigrants, much
less the majority of Central American immigrants residing in
South Cenrral Los Angeles. There is enough evidence on the
ground to demonstrate that chis segment of the immigeant
population s madequately served by many traditional Lacino
organizations that profess a broad concern for The Latino
Communiry. Some African American organizations in Soutch
Central Los Angeles serve as many Latinos
from El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Costa Rica, Mexico and beyvond than some
Latino organizations that receive far more
credit than they earn for their good work.

African American congregations are
blessed and burdened by their civil righes
experience. They are blessed o be the van-
guard for devising inspired, innovative
approaches to fighring oppression. They
are somerimes burdened by the responsibil-
ity of holding up the diversity banner
despire fighring battles on all sides, More
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traditional forces point public policy
against African Americans, But most
Americans benefit from African American
struggles. Now, some minority theorists
call for African Americans to move again
to the back of the bus, so to speak,
“hecavse it 1s our turn.”™ The new largest
minority, whoever they are, will do well to
compare notes with African Americans, to
avail themselves of our experience and our
wisdom. Lannos will soon shoulder a
rremendous responsibility if they look for-
ward to their new status as the largese
American minarity. African Americans
should be relived “to share center stage with another acror™

Politic or Petty Politics

There is no longer an identifiable African American commu-
nity in California. Consequently, traditional electoral strate-
gies will become ineffective in the future. These straregies
must be replaced by more broadly defined polirics. lssue-
based politics will substitute geographically based, cthnic-spe-
cific, parrisan politics. The black church remains the most
vinhle institution from which to launch policy initiatives,
vorer registrarion and education activities, Activating those
black churches, though, isa daundng bur essential task,

A majority of African American churches do not have
judicatory structures. Consequently, convenrions and associa-
tions dominate the landscape. These struceures were origmally
places of fellowship and suppore. By defaulr, though, confer-
ences and associations became attractive to public decision-
makers becanse of the pastors thar frequented them, Decision-
makers understood that if they wanted the black vore, they
had to seek the suppart of the conferences and associations,

Teday, most African American convenrions and associa-
tions are far less ambitious and politically effective than in the
past. Stll, many black clergy practice petty politics to gain
control over these insularn, denominarional seructures, Politics
maore broadly defined had berter replace the “ineffective and
outdared™ perry politics of conventions and assoeciations.

Theological entertainment is another diversion for many
African American clergy. Too many African American clergy
and lay leaders allow themselves to be seduced by charismaric
preacher-rock stars commanding as much as $10,000 per per-
formance. The intent is not to be disrespectiul. Revivals and
good preaching are essential elements of black Faith,
However, this contemporary type of entertainment treats its
audience as consumers. Rarely does it challenge the believer
o engage in public life as a means of act-
ing out their faith. This practice will even-
rually run its course. Some hope sooner
rather than later

Mo one s certain about the outcomes
of the demographic shifts occurring in
California, Speculation about the rise of
some groups and the decline of others will
continue, One thing is certain. African
Americans will continue to be a significant
contributor in the social and politcal
furure of California, They alwavs have
been and always will. T
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