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I. Introduction and Background

On December 10-15, 2007, twenty-six persons from six European 

countries gathered at the Le Pont Meeting Center of Protestant Churches in Paris, France for a community organizing training and theological reflection on the role of the church in the city.  The Training was sponsored by the Protestant Church of the Rhineland (Evangelische Kirche im Rheinland).  The participants represented Sleszka Diakonia from the Czech Republic; Caritas Slovakia; the Center for Peace, Non-Violence, and Human Rights in Osijek, Croatia; community organizing initiatives sponsored by the Friederick Ebert Foundation in Romania and Moldova; leaders from the Neidergirmes Protestant Parish in Wetzlar, Germany; and Diakonia in Saarbrucken, Germany.  The community organizer trainer was Rev. Paul Cromwell, a United Church of Christ minister with twenty-five years of community organizing experience in the United States and who has been studying and working in Germany and Europe for two-and-a-half years with the support of the German Protestant Church (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD)) in cooperation with the Forum on Community Organizing (FOCO).  Peter Szynka, President of FOCO and employee of Diakonia Oldenburg assisted Rev. Cromwell.  The theological reflection was facilitated by Rev. Reinhard Witschke, retired Pastor and former Director of Diakonia of the Protestant Church of the Rhineland.


Community organizing, as presented in this training, is the systematic process of engaging large number of traditionally socially excluded persons (low-income, homeless, unemployed, minority, and migrant persons) at the local neighborhood and municipality level in order to create positive change and guided by the values of compassion and justice.  It seeks to powerfully engage diverse groups of people with their governmental and other civic leaders in the democratic process that shape the lives of individuals and broader community.  Community organizing has an eighty-year tradition in the United States, beginning in the late 1930’s with the work of Saul Alinsky.  Through community organizing, ordinary citizens have come together in hundreds of cities to solve problems and achieve their visions for education reform, neighborhood improvements, youth programs, job creation, better access to governmental and economic services, etc.  


While not confined to religious congregations, a recent survey found that over 3,200 religious congregations and parishes are actively involved in community organizing in the United States.  These parishes have found that community organizing provides an effective method for implementing the words of the Biblical prophet Jeremiah, which served as the theme of the December, 2006 Training:  “Seek the peace and prosperity of the city, and pray to the Lord for it, because on its welfare, your welfare depends.” (Jeremiah 29:7)


The participants of the December, 2006 Training are part of a growing movement in a number of European countries seeking to transfer good practices from the community organizing tradition to their own specific cultural and institutional settings.  The German Forum for Community Organizing began this transfer in the mid-1990’s.  During the past two-and-a-half years with the help of Rev. Cromwell, FOCO has expanded their efforts to six German cities and are providing community organizing assistance to organizations in Sweden, Bosnia, Romania, Moldova, Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Croatia.  This December, 2006 Training was a further step in these efforts.


This report is in four parts.  It begins with a brief description of community organizing and listing of the December, 2006 Training sessions.  “The Potential for Community Organizing in Europe” section is based upon problems and visions that the Training participants used from their local communities in workshop sessions, and which they believe community organizing strategies could impact.  This section of the report also includes next steps planned by the participants.  The report concludes with a short list of references and a “Further Description of Community Organizing” for the reader who would like to learn more. 


The December, 2006 participants and trainers are deeply grateful to Rev. Joern-Erik Gutheil (Landeskirchenrat) and the Protestant Church of the Rhineland for their very generous financial and moral support in making the training and this report possible.

II. December, 2006 Community Organizing Training Sessions

Community organizing was presented as a three-step process.  The first 

step involves listening to large numbers of neighborhood residents to identify and prioritize problems and visions.  The use of one-on-one (face-to-face) visits in this first step also helps build relationships of trust and respect, and serves to help engage and mobilize large numbers of persons in the community organizing process.  The second step involves researching the problem and developing potential solutions.  During this step other individuals and organizations that share concern about the problem are invited to participate.  The third step is to implement solutions.  While self-help solutions are an option, community organizing emphasizes negotiating with governmental and other civic leaders to help create long-term institutional solutions that can impact large numbers of stakeholders.


The Bible and church history provides a rich resource of guidance and inspiration for those who “seek the peace and prosperity of the city.”  Theological reflection helped the Training participants think about and share with each other around such themes as the role of religion in their cities, how this role has changed in the recent past amidst trends of secularization and governmental changes, and how the church can be an agent for positive change.  Participants were inspired by a guest presentation from a pastor working in one of Paris’ most impoverished neighborhoods.


The following is a list of workshop training and reflection sessions.  Session formats included lectures, small group discussions, role-plays, and large group work.

A. Community Organizing Sessions

1. Introduction to Community Organizing

2. Why People Get Involved and One-On-One Visits

3. Moving from Unmanageable Community Problems to Solvable Issues

4. Negotiating

5. Community Organizing Structures and First Steps in Building a Community Organization

6. Fundraising

B. Theological Reflection Sessions

1. Daily Readings from Scripture and Prayer

2. The City in the Bible and Describing My City

3. The Role of Religion and Religious Institutions in My City

4. Vision for the New Jerusalem

5. Guest Lecture by Rev. Agnes Von Kirchbach:  The Role of the Church in Paris

III. The Potential for Community Organizing in Europe

Twice during the December Training, workshop participants were asked to 

work in small group with others from their own country for the following two purposes:  1.  To strategically reflect upon solving a local community problem faced in their city, and 2.  To make plans for how they want to use community-organizing practices in the future.

A. Community Problems and Visions

The Czech participants focussed on the problem of gambling machines in 

the city of Cesky Tesin.  Such machines have proliferated in bars and other locations throughout the city, contributing to significant social problems such as indebtedness and family conflicts.  Drawing upon their knowledge and experiences, their “research” indicated that in a nearby village such gambling machines were prohibited by passage of a municipal ordinance, a solution that could also work in Cesky Tesin.  Participants wrote out on flip chart paper a graphic “power analysis” of the various governmental leaders and structures, along with the process needed to pass such an ordinance in their city.  This example was then used in a negotiating role play in front of all the Training participants where the Czech participants met with their reluctant mayor seeking his support for the ordinance and inviting him to a three hundred-person public meeting where he would be asked to declare and explain his position on this issue.


The Romanian and Moldova participants combined in seeking to get land adjacent to a housing complex in the city of Chisinau transformed into a “green space”, complete with a children’s playground, benches, lighting, trees, and grass.  They envisioned area residents building alliances with local shop owners, parents in nearby areas, and local NGO’s who share a similar vision before negotiating with the mayor and city council for this neighborhood improvement.


The Slovak participants discussed the problem of homelessness in the city of Kosice.  Their action plan began with creating a broad alliance of groups that have an interest in solving this problem and which could provide needed resources.  Prior to negotiating with the city to donate a building that could be renovated into a homeless shelter, they planned to use their existing relationships with area TV stations and newspapers in order to do extensive reporting on the homeless problem, as a means of raising public awareness and  creating political pressure for change.


The Croatian participants described a local hospital in Osijek that lacks adequate parking, creating hardship for visiting patients and serious traffic problems for area residents and the parents with children in the nearby kindergarten.  They outlined a four-month action plan that included negotiating with city officials and a parking company that would transform land adjacent to the hospital and previously used by the army into a parking lot.


Participants from Wetzlar and Saarbrucken shared many problems that afflict their low-income and migrant neighborhoods, such as high unemployment, youth challenges, and need for better services.  But they focussed their attention during the Training sessions on how they would create the networks among local neighborhood stakeholders for the purposes of identifying and solving community problems.  

B. Next Steps and Future Cooperation

The Romanian participants reported that with the support of the Friederick 

Ebert Foundation, a two-day community organizing orientation and five-day training in 2006 have lead to the potential development of six community organizing initiatives in Romania.  They also outlined detailed plans and a two-year timeline for their work in one of these initiatives, taking place in Harghita County in central Romania.  This will involve recruiting and training local residents in four villages to conduct a “listening process”, followed by research and action on priority community problems.  They will create an organization structure, which allows for both local and regional work.


The Friederick Ebert Foundation is also promoting community organizing in two cities in Moldova.  Fundraising is currently underway to conduct initial community organizing orientations and trainings.


The Niedergirmes Protestant Parish in Wetzlar and Diakonia in Saarbrucken are beginning community organizing along with four other German locations that will receive consulting and training assistance for the coming two years funded by a German foundation.  In Wetzlar, parish members will conduct a listening process within their parish, followed by a similar process in the surrounding neighborhood in order to select and solve community problems.  In Saarbrucken, three adjoining neighborhood areas have been selected for a listening process to begin in early 2007.


Five cities and villages were identified for community organizing by the Croatian participants where post-civil war reconciliation work has already occurred in recent years.  The first six months of 2007 will be used to identify interested groups, followed by a Summer five-day training, Autumn listening process, with research and problem solving occurring in 2008.  They also have plans to continue cooperation with a community organizing initiative in Tuzla, Bosnia that was initiated in June and November, 2006.


The Czech participants spoke of adding community organizing to an already existing effort, and to explore other possibilities when they meet with their Sleszka Diakonia colleagues in early 2007.


Participants from Caritas Slovakia spoke of adding community organizing to their existing work in five cities, using 2007 as a time for building local support, trainings, and listening processes, followed by research and action in late 2007 and early 2008.  


The participants divided into two groups on the final day of the Training to discuss fundraising for community organizing.  One group developed a long-list of local fundraising possibilities.  The second group focussed upon joint cooperation in submitting grant proposals to the European Union and others for the purposes of future networking.  Such networking would include trainings, site visits, and conferences for the purposes of sharing experiences and best practices.

IV. Additional Resources on Community Organizing

The written literature on community organizing is extensive.  The reader 

will find the following four references a good starting point in further exploring community organizing.

· http://www.fo-co.info:  The website of the German Forum on Community Organizing (FOCO).  [German]

· http://comm-org.wisc.edu:  An American-based website with lists of community organizations, trainings, and numerous articles about community organizing, including a paper by Rev. Paul Cromwell entitled “The American Community Organizing Tradition and Its Potential Application to The German Protestant Church and European Context” (http://comm-org.wisc.edu/papers2005/cromwell.htm).  [English]

· Transforming Power:  Biblical Strategies for Making a Difference in Your Community, Robert Linthicum, InterVarsity Press, 2003.  A description of community organizing strategies and techniques, along with use of scriptural and theological reflections. [English]

· Theoretische und Empirische Grundlagen des Community Organizing bei Saul D. Alinsky (1909-1972), Peter Szynka, Zentraldruckerei der Universitaet Bremen, 2006.  A description of Saul Alinsky, the founder of community organizing, with extensive bibliography.  [German]

V. Appendix:  Further Description of Community Organizing

A. Introduction

Many in Europe are currently engaged in an important conversation 

around the themes and practices of citizen participation.  This conversation is found within such terms and under such headings as the “European strategy to combat social exclusion”, “civil society”, “accessibility”, “principals of governance”, the development of “national and local action plans”, etc.


Growing out of the 1930’s Great Depression and continuing through the War on Poverty, civil rights movement, and numerous other historical and societal developments, a tradition of community organizing has developed in the United States.  The American tradition of community organizing is multi-faceted and continues to evolve as it works to increase powerful citizen participation among low-income, minority, migrant, and other vulnerable peoples (like persons with disabilities and single-parent families).  American community organizing has increased access for these people to needed services, jobs and economic security, and to the governmental decision-making processes themselves.  It has also helped persons become full-democratic participants and stakeholders in their neighborhoods and cities.  The American community organizing tradition can help inform this European debate and practice of social inclusion in a theoretical and practical way.  

B. Key Concepts and Practices of American Community Organizing

1. Viewing “Clients” as Talented and Democratic Participants

In contrast to many social service and government approaches to socially 

excluded and dispossessed people, community organizing looks at the talents and rights of all people.  Instead of “clients” with needs and deficits, socially excluded and dispossessed people and neighborhoods are viewed from an “assets-based” approach.  In addition to their individual gifts and talents, these persons are viewed as the best source for identifying what community problems need solving, and helping to identify the best solutions.  In addition, community organizing affirms the fundamental rights that all persons have to shape their life and the life of their neighborhoods and communities.


An American theologian, Dr. Robert Linthicum, has articulated this community organizing approach in reference to a church’s relationship to its surrounding neighborhood. He speaks of three basic ways the church can relate to the community:  the church in the community, the church to the community, and the church with the community.  The church in the community conducts activities traditionally associated with the work of the church (worship, baptism, confirmation, weddings, funerals, etc.) but has little connection to the everyday concerns of the people in the immediate neighborhood.  The church to the community provides services the church feels the community needs (counseling, tutorials, food, clothing, etc.), but has very little engagement with the people it is serving.  The church with the community begins its work by forming a partnership with area residents, actively listening to them, and sharing its power in shaping a plan to address community challenges. (“The Urban Church: in, to or with the City” by Robert Linthicum, Theology, News and Notes, 10/91).


While Dr. Linthicum speaks of the church in relationship to the community, his model of “in, to, and with the community” can be used to evaluate governmental bodies and social service providers.  Three fundamental flaws exist in the traditional “to the community” approach.  First, by not actively listening to the “clients” of services and policy decisions, the services and policies themselves may not address the true needs of the people and/or provide the wrong solutions.  Second, social services can often create unhealthy dependency rather than healthy independence (thereby violating the so-called “iron rule” of community organizing: “never do for others what they can do for themselves”).  Finally, the “to the community” approach fails to acknowledge the fundamental right that people have to participate in the decision making processes that shape their individual and collective lives.

2. Problem Identification Through Active Listening in the Community

Community organizing begins the citizen participation process by actively 

listening to those who are socially excluded.  Such listening can take the form of face-to-face visits, house meetings, or community-wide forums.  These “listening processes” are conducted in a democratic fashion by prioritizing community problems to be solved through voting by a broad cross-section of the residents involved.  The listening process also accomplishes the task of bringing people out of isolation by networking them with others who face the same challenges.  

3. Engaging People in Identifying Community Solutions

After individual and community problems have been identified and 

prioritized, the excluded population is included in the research process of identifying and evaluating potential solutions.  The assistance of policy experts, government representatives, university personnel, and successful examples from elsewhere are sought and welcomed.  The dispossessed community in negotiating with policy makers, however, must have the final word in determining what solutions will best work for them.

4. The Concept and Use of Power

American civil rights leader, Rev. Martin Luther King, recognized the basic 

misconception and lack of comfort many people have with the concept of power when he wrote the following:

“Power, properly understood, is the ability to achieve purpose.  It is the strength required to bring about social, political, or economic changes.  In this sense power is not only desirable but necessary in order to implement the demands of love and justice.


One of the greatest problems of history is that the concepts of love and power are usually contrasted as polar opposites.  Love is identified with a resignation of power and power with a denial of love…What is needed is a realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is sentimental and anemic.  Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice.  Justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love.”  Where Do We Go From Here:  Chaos or Community?, 1967


Community organizing recognizes that without such an understanding of power, debates and actions taken on behalf of citizen participation and civil society are often meaningless for socially excluded and dispossessed people.  Without such an understanding of power, symptoms are often addressed rather than root causes of social exclusion.  Even if those who are excluded are listened to, if they do not have power, their input is often ignored.  Organizing the socially excluded for power helps to insure that governmental bodies and social service providers are held accountable for their decisions, policies, actions, and services.  It also often results in greater openness, transparency, and effectiveness.

Power manifests itself in democratic societies in two primary ways: 

organized money and organized people.  Excluded communities lack the money of such persons as wealthy developers to assert their will in policy decisions, but when they are organized they possess the people power to insure that their concerns will be listened to and seriously considered by policy makers.  Community organizing often holds large public meetings with policy makers and the media as a way of initiating effective negotiations to see that policy changes will solve community problems.

5. An Example of Community Organizing in Practice

Rev. Paul Cromwell, one of the authors of this article, worked as a 

community organizer in Jacksonville, Florida from 1995 to 2004.  The organization of 35 member churches conducted a “listening process” every two years to identify important community problems within low and moderate-income communities.  During an eight-week listening process in the Fall of 1998, 200 members of the organization personally visited 2,000 persons.  One of the key problems sited by the persons visited was the inadequacy of public transportation for low-income workers in Jacksonville’s high unemployment Northside of town to the Southside of the city where new jobs were more plentiful.  A typical bus ride, with many transfers, from the North to Southside of the city typically took three hours.


The organization’s membership and staff discovered that other cities in the United States had solved this challenge by creating centralized “bus hubs” and more direct bus lines.  Staff from a national organization that had worked with other citizen groups conducted a local training for about fifty people.  The local organization believed that if a new bus hub were located in a deteriorating shopping mall in a centrally located Northside low-income neighborhood, it would not only help solve the transportation problem, but would also bring potential shoppers to this mall.  


Twenty-five of the organization’s low-income and minority members met with the city-supervised transportation authority to share their ideas.  The organization also held a meeting of 600 of its members with these same transit leaders and the media in order to gain commitments to take action.  The transit leaders agreed to establish the bus hub and direct bus lines within the next two months.  Transit time from the North to Southside was reduced to less than one hour, the bus lines were so popular that within six months they paid for themselves with rider fares, and within a year the shopping mall where the bus hub was located had attracted many new businesses and services.   

6. Independent Organizations and Money

Building and sustaining citizen participation for excluded and dispossessed communities requires independent organizations and money.  In the United States a full-time professional staff person (“community organizer”) is required to help build the network of relationships and to provide the technical expertise to actively engage 200 – 700 residents of a neighborhood or city.  If the majority of money for these efforts comes from local government, the risk of losing funding occurs if the citizens seek to hold the government accountable.  If a single-issue “movement” rather than an organization is built, two problems can occur.  First, movements tend to depend upon charismatic leaders rather than on a collective of leadership, which helps insure internal accountability and democracy.  Second, movements tend to dissolve after their single issue has been resolved.

C. Conclusion

The importance of social inclusion of dispossessed persons for the 

common good of the entire society cannot be over estimated.  Societal problems related to social exclusion (such as ethnic and racial tensions, crime, drug and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, increased unemployment and poverty, increased demands upon health care and other services, lower educational achievement, etc.) impact not only dispossessed people, but society as a whole.  Employers have difficulty finding trained and healthy workers, taxpayers and governments are burdened with higher social service costs, and the threat of social unrest and lack of societal cohesion impacts the entire population.

The community organizing tradition of the United States can help inform 

the current European debate and practice of citizen participation and social inclusion in a theoretical and practical way.  The theory of community organizing views socially excluded and dispossessed people and neighborhoods from the perspective of what they can contribute to solving their own challenges, and their inherent rights to powerfully and democratically do so.  The practice of community organizing offers a wealth of strategies for engaging people in the democratic process of community problem solving and policy change.

[This section of the report, “Describing Community Organizing”, was originally written by Rev. Paul Cromwell and Peter Szynka as a paper submitted in January, 2005 to the Qu/A/Si Project (Quality and Accessibility of Social Services for Social Inclusion) under the title “How the American Community Organizing Tradition Can Inform the European Strategy to Combat Social Exclusion”.]
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