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are said to be] the rag, tag and bobtail of humanity. But
Jesus does not leave them that way. Out of material you would
1ave thrown away as useless, he fashions [people of strength],
tving them back their self-respect, enabling them to stand on
their feet and look God in the eye. They were cowed, cringing,
oroken things. But the Son has set them free!

— Origen (3rd Century, A.D.)
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Now that might seem hard for people in the twentieth century to
adopt. But we should not allow our secular scientific framework get in
the way of perceiving the truth that people like Paul and Ezekiel, Jeremiah
and Jesus were communicating pictorially to a story-telling people.

[ believe that what the biblical writers are telling us is that every-
thing in life—a family, a church, a neighborhood, a city, a nation—has a
spiritual dimension to it. The political system of a city consists of more
than its people, electoral processes, structures and institutions. That
system is infused with a spiritual essence; it has unimagined and unex-
plored inner depths that are its “soul.” The angel of a city is the inner
spirituality that broods over the city. That spirituality has immense
power, either for good or for ill. And if the church seeks to do ministry or
if the poor work for their own liberation in that city without understand-
ing and dealing with that spirituality, they are destined to be seduced or
crushed by that Power. That is why a chief task of the organizing of a
community is not simply that of “organizing” (either to throw the rascals
out or to gain power for the people). It is to work at creating a new
“community” of people who love God and their neighbor as themselves.

This, then, is the adequate answer to the question, “Why are there
poor people in the city?” This completes our analysis of the powers and
Powers that maintain control and set direction for a city.

Why are there poor people in the city? It is not because they are
lazy, uneducated, or lack initiative. It is because they lack power. People
are poor because other people are rich—and use their wealth and power
to control the poor. The poor are victims of such power, and as victims,
often turn to victimizing each other.

What, then, can be done? How can the poor become the people
God created them to be? How can the systems and structures work for
justice, maintain the “common wealth” for all and seek to bring the whole
city into vital relationship with God—rather than to seek to economically
exploit, politically oppress and spiritually control the people? How can
the city work authentically for a Godly community no longer dominated
by the powers of darkness which corrupt every effort of humankind?

It all begins with working for the empowerment of the poor.
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Empowerment through
community organization

HOW CAN THE CHURCH EMPOWER the
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gor Exar;;;;ea:i 2 gT ;Dﬂt deal abf}ut t.he assumptions wergring}:ﬂ are*a :5551:1;
B diatel ’SUS ia‘ V€ question 1s the wrong question. I would be
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hood in order toattend the church, but whoselives arelived outin another
community. The result is that they have no stake, no psychological
ownership in that community. To be a church in the city is the first
response of the church with regard to the city and to its nel ghborhood.

The church to the city

The second response is for a church to perceive itself as a church
to the city and a church to the community. In due time, many churches
following the scenario | just described, will begin to realize that if they do
not interact with their geographical community in some way, they are
going to die. If the church is to live, it will have to find some way of
reaching out to its neighborhood. So the church begins to become con-
cerned about its city, its neighborhood and its problems. This, of course,
:s a much more holistic approach because of the recognition that the
church must be present to the people around it and must be concerned
both with evangelism and social action. It is inadequate to be concerned
with the souls of the people around the church—particularly if those
people are poor—unless the church is also going to be concerned about
the social and economic needs of the people.

There is great potential in this kind of approach but there is also a
tatal flaw. The Achilles heel of this approach is the perception that the
church knows what is best for that neighborhood. Those Christians look
at that neighborhood and say, “Look at all these poor people here; what
these people need is a youth program for their teenagers to get them off
the streets.” The church says, “Look at all these children running around
the streets here; they have no place to play. What the church needs to do
is to develop a program for those children.” Or the church looks at the
number of senior citizens sitting on their porches and it says, “What our
church needs to do is to develop a ministry to senior citizens.”

Do you see the common element there? The common element 1is
that the church decides what is best for the community. A primary assump-
tion of effective urban ministry is to recognize that the people who are
best able to deal with a problem are the people most affected by that
problem. The people best able to deal with teenagers who are running
amok in their neighborhood, for example, are the people who live in that

neighborhood.
Now, although that seems self-evident, that concept is one of the

most difficult insights for Christians to apply. We can understand it
intellectually, butitisextremely hard for usto implement that perspective

in our own ministries.
The reason why is that the church operates out of the unbiblical

assumption that, because we know the gospel, we know what is best for
that community. Therefore, we undertake ministry in that community out
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definitive” understanding of the needs of that community (“what

ti;:: S:;;L?E;i? is‘a child-sponsorship, health care and family education
prog » - This, in turn, I:ﬂbs the people of that community from the
responsibility of dealing with their own corporate issues

The fate of any program or project developed under such assump-

tions is inevitable. It will function successfully only as long as the church

or mission agency is willing to commit its people, money, material
buildings to the program. But “burn-out” Will_eﬁentﬁall;r ha e?'t S‘:_nd
once programmatic exhaustion has occurred, so that the well-iEE;nt: e
pastor or mission executive can no longer raise sufficient m e
resources or workers to maintain that program, it will die. And itﬂn'el{ e
becau.se it has never been a project of the people. They ne;.rer ercjl 3 it
as their program, but rather a program of the church or missl';(m aWE -
And because. the people have no ownership in the program thegenc'};i
always remain spectators and clients of it, never partici antsf dy -
owners. Therefore, its death is inevitable. 4 ——
o thil:l 19£0t ?ppmpr}ate for the church——in fact, itis strategically a very
- g—to c}f}k at 1ts community and decide what it needs to do to
becafl{;?;}?;n;ty 1rn Orst?r to change that community. It is not appropriate
i pproach is to perceive the community and its people as an
ject to be ministered to and the church as the subject—the only viable

chan ' :
. i a%j agﬁnzi In that community. Such an attitude is actually colonialist
re, and reveals a paternalistic attitude toward people.

The church with the community

. T"}ll‘i :;r_d respc;nse of ﬂ:lE' church in the city is to be the church with
urban};ei r lrsh a p:lﬂ ound :Ehfference between being a‘church in or to an
B ta%es C’;h‘mhf and being a church with its neighborhood. When a
communit Th;f ,;1 ird approach, that church incarnates itself in that
the peo lez; bo CI - bef:ﬂmes ﬂe,Sh of the peoples’ flesh and bone of
Parmergwith thrr.::—:'. tenterg into the life of that community and becomes
B e chors Eh t:ﬂlllnmumty in addressing that community’s need. That
ey t{}:l ‘ a -.'::rwls the people of the community to instruct it as it
B peopic of people. It respects those people and perceives them as
e i Eeal' grea_t ;:.rmdt?m and potential. Such a church joins with the
R t}::g with the llssuES‘ that the people have identified as their
Reeually done. approach in which the most authentic urban ministry is
& n;h}? };t;};;d rE;P‘?fnse of the church-j-tﬂ be the church with the people
the Pmpgle in adcziﬂ —Isanapproach which enables the church tojoin with
IR vt ¢ ;esm}x:g the issues of that community, but doing so from
B il at the only pEﬂPlE who in the final analysis have the
pability to change that community and to deal with its problems are the
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ity. The church comes alongside them and sup- means for bringing abo '
people of that communi : ; : ; ging about such empowermen T :
ports them and works with them in that endeavor, sharing with those organization. P ent in the city is community

people the particular gifts and strengths the churcl_\ ‘has to contribute to
that situation. It is that body of Christ which identifies with the:: people,
casts its lot with the people, works along with the people. But it cannot
and will not do the people’s work for them. Only the people can assume
responsibility for their own empowerment.
Now can you see why the question, “How can th_e church empower Community organization is the process by which th

the poor?” is the wrong, question? Itis the wrong question because no one urban community organize themselves to dealycor orate? Peﬂ_Ple of an
can empower anyone else! Only you can take charge of your Own situa- essential forces that are exploiting their communitp : y w1-th thl:}s:e
tion. The task of the church is not to empower the community. The task y and causing their

powerlessness. The church’s place in su e
; * ici- _ ch organizing is to join wi
of the church is to join the empowerment of the community—to partici poor to take responsible action to Ch organizing is to join with the

: —— identify and deal wit '

pate in it, to be an integral part of it. . ” are destroying that community. tity and deal with the forces that
' ration, there are three essentia S I T - _

As we can see from this explorati i I;Iﬂ;v‘World .Vlsmn goes about doing this in an urban slum is

particularly instructive. Each of the field offices interested in participating

in World Vision’s Urban Advance draws up its own strategy, identifying

O m'CF:mmumty organization is a uniquely urban approach to Chris-
Inistry among the poor. Modern cities are the centers both of great

power and utter powerlessness, of absolute poverty and corrupted

wealth. And it is in the midst of such
wer and weal 1
poverty that the church makes its hﬂpn?& wealth, vulnerability and

responses of the church to the city.

. First, it can ignore the city and the needs of the people

the slum communities in which it wi
: : ; which it will organi d g
it as it fi reserving its own life. lt can view ; . ganize, and contextualizing the
;E;'l:ﬂll,lfnads 1; afi ;ttrﬁ;ztes on prese g generic urban strategy of this development agency. &

itse :

Acting as a “mid-wife in the birth of a community,” trained World

Vision communi :
: ; unity organ i
. Second, it can provide social services and do good works y organizers move into a selected slum or squatter

; ; : settlement, live there and
for and to the people %n the city. It can view itself as the to five years. Focusing ﬂ:c;rh]:n}ﬂng t}f poor an'd the churches for three
savior of the community. process- slum, the organizer follows a five-step
. Third,itcanjoinin the community’s struggle to determine * Networking: : :
for themselves what kind of community they want to le idr l_l}g: The organizer visits and befriends the peo-
have, a community with justice for all. The church can Eu;tbee?n ying key issues and leaders while building
view itself as a partner with the community. ween the poor and the churched.
; 3 C v, ¥ n : ) .
The task of the poor in the city is empowerment. The unbelievable Cll'::?ilsl:i?: ?uﬂdﬁngj The organizer gathers the poor and
living conditions of the urban poor—wretched jerry-built housing, pol- ks idei tiij}igecti lfr Into coalitions to address community
luted water supplies, open sewers, a lack of balanced food, terrible health ed by the people.
conditions—are essentially manifestations of a far deeper problem. For E Ktinerefloct: . |
the primary problem s a distribution of power. A few have considerable alitimg reﬂectma%:/tajilg' AE dynamic process begins. Co-
wealth and political clout—and back up that clout with the laws of the S uate, act again and reflect more

deeply. Reflection includes a freedom to look at their own

' 2 ¥ : : ften With ]
state, their control of the city's economic machinery, and o sinfulness and gospel solutions. The results? Root prob-

military hardware, guns, police dogs and even tanks. Unless the poor can B At nelcleesnert, sistemic: aclion teken Self .
find ways to effect an economic and political redistribution of power, :afll dence and community trust are built. And . . -confi-
the efforts to feed, house and clothe them will only be palliatives that will have joined with the oo ﬂddres:s - theg:j ;:;15 who
never significantly change their estate. naturally share their faith. €S can

o, The task of the poor in the city 1s their own empﬂwer}:ﬁ_m?:nt. Anjcl
4 L“ﬁ/ the task of the church 1s to come almng:side the pD{‘:'I', t;\oth btecomlmg their
_,f@ﬁ? advocates before the rich and to join w1t.h the poor int f;: strugg Ef? d?al
h & ye with the forces that are exploiting their community. The most etfective

* Leadership empowerment: Coalition leaders inevitab]
_Surface, are 1dentified and equipped. Church leadershi
Integrated with the community also emerges and ip
trained. Support networks emerge among coalitions as ;

o
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vision for the birth of a community unfolds. Community-
wide leadership results.

 The birth of community: The slum people begin taking
charge of their situation as the result of problem-solving
coalitions. The community is organized, the church be-
comes integral to community life, and the poor are em-

powered. Under such community organizing, the slum’s
quality of life radically improves and the people increas-
ingly take charge of their own lives and of their commu-

nity.

A cup of cold milk—the liberation of a neighborhood

The scenario which we have just explored sounds like magnificent
theory. But I would like you to see this liberating philosophy at work in
the story of the organizing of one small favela in a medium-sized city in
Brazil—Natal.

Natal is a city of over one million in the poverty-stricken northeast
region of Brazil. World Vision Brazil is working for the empowerment of
the poor in the slums of Natal. The following story was shared by our
community organizer there—a profound example of the empowerment

of a desperate slum community.
To truly appreciate this story, the reader needs to be aware of two

factors. First, it is the policy of the Brazilian government that all urban
slum children are to receive milk daily, which is supplied through re-
deemable milk tickets. Second, the urban slums of Brazil are officially
organized by the government around neighborhood-sized residents’ as-
sociations which then, in turn, belong to a district-wide community
council.

Here, then, is the story of the liberation of a Brazilian urban slum
through a cup of cold milk, as told to me by the World Vision organizer
in that community:

“I had been visiting with the people in one favela, talking with
them wherever I found them. While 1 was visiting, I became terribly
thirsty. I went to a small snack bar in the favela, and 1 ordered a soft drink.
Then something interesting happened. A small child came up to me, and
asked me to buy for him a glass of milk. Then I thought to myself, "But
doesn’t the government distribute milk?’ So, I asked of the bar owner, and
he replied, "Here the community is very large. And the community
council is distributing these milk tickets just for a part of the community.’

“ThenInoticed that the group had grown even bigger. And I began
talking to them all, "What are you doing to solve this situation?” They
replied, "We can do nothing, because the community council is the only
group that can distribute the milk tickets, and our leader is fighting with
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the other leader.” And I told them, "Do you know what the basic problem
is?” And they replied, "We don’t know.” "The problem is,” rePIiEd ‘that
it’s not their milk to do with as they please. It's our milk;-given to ,us b
th:e government. Why should we let them decide how to distribute ﬂu};
milk?” Then I proposed we make a group of five to go to the house of th
president of the residents’ association. )

. “S0 we went there, and we waited for him. After quite a while, he
afnved, and wondered why so many people were there. Then I aslled
}}un, ‘'Why are these people—who represent so many families—not get-
ting the milk tickets?” And he told me, ‘The problem is, I am the Enegm
of th.e president of the council. And the politician who provides the tickety
to h'lm for distribution is his friend. He doesn’t provide those tickets ts
me.

“Then I asked him to set a meeting with the residents’ association
and he agreed. When the meeting occurred, we were very excited becausé
therﬁe were so many people there, because everybody was interested in
getting the tickets. Then I raised this question, "How many times did yo
get together to solve this problem?’ And they replied, "Well, as un}:meliren.}-I
able as it seems, this is the first meeting we have had on thi; subject!’

~ "Then we talked about what we could do, and a gentleman éave
an idea. "Why don’t we go to talk with the secretary of health (a govern-
mental regional administrative post)?” The crowd selected the people
representative of the community. But how could we get to the secretar 2
As we talked about it, someone in the group indicated that he w}a,:::
gr:.qualntec{ with the secretary. And we invited a nei ghboerhood pastor to
Join us; he is someone whom many of the people trust. We set a meeting
da te, and we went to the secretary’s office—ten community residents, the
remden}t association’s president, the pastor and me. |
B ‘V;f? trl:leii “;lth tbe Secretary, who was impressed by the size and
- p ¢ delegation. He told us he had never received a visit like
s, and he wanted to know what the problem was. The residents told
h.lm the problem. He was very frustrated, because he didn’t know his
aides viere acting like this. He promised to solve the problem.
B theBI:Et tll;}? delegatim} insisted that they wanted a public meeting
by a:th secretary in 'the'cammunity. He accepted the challenge,
came to the meeting. We invited all the heads of all the mothers’ clubs
and allfhe community’s residents to attend, as well. |
R o Ez?;re our public mee.tizng was to be held, our delegation went
& munity of the politician withholding the tickets. We asked
e pEi{)ple whether they were happy to know that they were getting our
mllk'tlckets while we had none. They said, “That’s not fair but we cagn do
nothing.” We replied, "What do you mean, "you can do nut}ting?‘ You can
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talk to the politician who supplied you with the tickets. You can explain

to him everything that has happened, and our anger.’
#Goon the politician came to see us. He defended himself, of course,

and blamed the man sbove him. "He’s not willing to distribute the tickets
. 7 he said. And we told him, ‘If you

to the other side. 50,

can’t do it, we will elect some
“We said we wanted him {0 attend the public meeting that the

health secretary would be attending. He was fearful. But we said to him,
'If you do not go, W€ will tell the community you didn’t want to come to
clarify the problem. They will never vote for you again.” At the meeting,
he was there.

#The public meeting began, and the people quickly began express"
ing their frustrations. And the health secretary ‘nvited all the leaders of

the mothers’ clubs and the residents’ association to speak their mind. And
, he said, ‘Beginning next week, we will begin

11 tickets. I will keep checking with you to be sure the

le. And from now on, not only your residents’
o' clubs and the other clubs will receive the
And inspectors will check regularly

complaints a

milk is reaching the peop
association, but the mother
tickets to distribute to the families.
with the leaders to receive any other

distribution.’ And the head of the communi

bout health or food
ty council began releasing the
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“What :

b e et o ﬁcjere 'f"l"E going to do? One woman said, 'If he doesn’treceiv
people got toge T St s it e o B B 5 ey
we gat}%erec? -gEtfl;Et’ AGALE I the morning, while he was still aSIEth
B d_m | ont of his house and began clapping our hands It*i‘:Ep,
i cm? u,l'itnd! and th? neighbors became fearful, asking ,whls !a
planﬁin -tu » at;Is h}?PPEmI}g? Let's go to the police because’the aatrs
A abauf . vade this man’s house!” But the police had been I‘l{]tifigd be
- whenfh at we were planning to do. They had agreed we could m :

y ey e residents complained, the police did nothing eet.
‘Ican’t rece?zew;i;a:{i:ﬁeBie:}l{ The man was awakened, and then he said
; : e promi : !
B aftocnoon st hils office. promised that he would receive the group

“Wh : .
ended up Sf: ;:E Ianh he set a thirty-minute time limit on us. But we
bossibilit fy g four hours! He got involved in the case. He saw th
g checlf 31 going to the area, and he said he would send someone t{)t e
N that we Cﬂilsc;tuﬂtlﬂﬂ* One of our people prepared the dﬂcumentatigi
engineer studi dgEt the government to give the Janc to thesquatiers. 2
g makelteh and rep;)rted to the government what would need t;::- bz
e area safe and sanitary for th :

the lanfTiecame the home of these squ); iy e people to live there. And
the ::hurch;?ilf }21 mi?' visiting in the community and our involvement of
- ealing with the problems the people identify as import-

’ seen some beautiful changes. The churches are ge};ing

#This brought a very positive aspect because people began speak-

ing out and standing up for their rights. I then said to them,
solve the milk problem, why can’t you
community and together solve some greater problem
ciation got together with the community council. An
fellowship, so that there Were families who had memb

meet with the mthell*fsyi{gz ;(f}l’:;i involved in the problems of the community. The 1
<> Thus, OUT assO- Zl:etbfecmming a:ware of the churches. Thrt;ugh fﬁipmj;fkthimmmunity
1 there was great : ;F; :: nisslﬂcmtmns_are changing, working for the mmm{; [;fsfrsi}}?]e
ers who belonged - ply for their own purposes. The people have a n e i
ut themselves, and are feeling good about their favela i:r"n; f}iﬂfgmh

lq & - - [ 1

to the association and had also members of the councl
to realize we could accomplish more working together than working with the pastors i :
against each other. So they started to become happy., because of that. So B rinunity o ks njmre direct way to the people. Even the president of
both the residents’ association and community council began having Christian. WE);1 ;umﬂ’ who was considered an agitator, is now a fervent
meetings with the cammguity, to listen to the community. B s people i attempted to do the work, not just for the people but
“In th'e larger district, there was a group of very poor pec:nple‘ who Brojects. The pknf Ec;qse the pegf?le are coming out with their own
had moved into the favela and had taken possession of some available that iﬂterfere}sz w-ﬂ: - realities and we don’t want to do anythin
land. They had done SO because their land had been taken over by a land Aavan calt their dealimg with their own realities.” &
development company, and they had been expelled from it. When this Bl stratepy is an see from this story of the empowerment of a Natal slum
s told at our community meetings, all the people thought this Britin Cﬂun}t(lesg CEE;Esn?gjsti}g]LH i}s: l};;uven, not just in World Visimn:
; u o
Zations all over the world. Itis a strafegy tilha:ecrhi?;:t?:;ifgc E;iifii;

problem wa
was unfair. So the community got together. Even people who were not
directly involved in the problem joined the displaced ones. So we went to
the governmental housing agency. Again, we had a delegation of ten
people. But the agency'’s director wouldn’t receive us. Then we returned

the next week with fifteen people, but he didn’t want to receive us.

amon ‘ . :
incarngatiriet::l}# SI}T R people. It enables the local church to
o 1rtl 1-:t5 barrio, just as Jesus did in Jerusalem. And it enables
e P Emseh:fes——nﬁt by relying on others, but by identifyi

n problems and implementing their own solutions {ﬂgethelrymg
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We can’t save the city, but... -
We can make a difference! The church should approach its urban

inistry with a sober awareness of the nverwh‘elming predicament of th;
S’ )21 f the exercise of power in today’s cities. The strategy expressgn
o ﬂﬂd " not guarantee that in some magical way ﬂ:lE c‘hurdt w1ll
fr?n‘:nrrietshe sing greed and injustice of the city. Such evil will resist a

to exorcise it. | ‘ | |
aﬁEmP;She urban strategy presented in this book simply provides a

: : ' inistry. It is a strategy that is designed to
k in which to do city ministry _
framE::: the poor, to equip the church and to evangelize those whrc:n CL?
Emtri;nw Christ. And it does so by enabling the chur_ch to Pecﬂmehpﬂ o
Ialr{:d messenger to the people by joining with them in action at the p

of the people’s deepest pain.

FHREE

Community organization:
what it is and how it differs
from development

WHAT IS COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION? How does it work? How does it
actually empower the poor? And what does it have to do with the work
of the church in the city?

Community organization is that process by which the people of an
urban area organize themselves to “take charge” of their situation and
thus develop a sense of being a community together. It is a particularly
effective tool for the poor and powerless as they determine for themselves
the actions they will take to deal with the essential forces that are destroy-
ing their community and consequently causing them to be powerless.

The assumption upon which community organizing is built is that
“united we stand; divided we fall.” [t recognizes the tremendous power
generated by people acting collectively. Particularly, the poor and pow-
erless of a city—whether in the first, second or two-thirds worlds—are
excluded from full participation in the social, political and economic life
of their city. Community organization empowers them to meaningfully
€ncounter, cope with and sometimes change these urban structures and
Systems. But only if they act collectively!

The organizing of a community occurs around the continuous use
of the process of reflection and action. Reflection enables the people to
identify both the Systemic causes and their personal attitudes and actions
which have led to their powerlessness. It provides the means for contin-
ually evaluating the actions the people take to address these causes and
attitudes.

But words without action are meaningless rhetoric. The process of
reflection and action also provides the opportunity to take concrete,
Specific actions that come out of their reflection. These actions are always
undertaken and developed by the people themselves. And no action is
Complete unless its results are analyzed by the people and inform both
their corporate reflection and their next actions.
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