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Introduction 

If I am not jor myself,. wl)o will be jor me? And if I am only jor myself, 
what arn 1? 

-RABBI HlLLEL 

We .can never predict the impact of our actions. When she was two 
.. mo~thspregnant, ltebecca Hughes worried about how she'd find 

.time to continue her work as a freelance science and health writer, 

'and also be a good mother to her first child. On the SpUl' of the 

moment, she approached a woman in the elevator of their large 

Boston apartment building. The other woman was about eight 

months pregnant. Although they'd never spoken, Rebecca intro­

duced herself and blurted, "I see you're pregnant. I am, too. What 

if we exchanged baby-sitting?" Scrawling he1' phone number on a 
scrap of paper, she placed it in the other woman's hand. 

The. woman looked alarmed, but took the note and hurried off 
theelevator. Rebecca felt embarrassed, but a week later the WOman 

called her. "I've been thinking about it," she said. "Would you like 
ro start exchanging even before your baby is bam?" Rebecca ac­

cepted the offer. She and her new friend invited several others 

they'd met in the neighborhood to participate, including a nun who 

took care of the baby of a single surgical intern. The group soon 

became a clo~e-knit exrended family, baby-sitting each other's chil­

dren daily, holding a weekly play gronp, sharing emotional sup­

port, volunteering together at a local community help line, and 

exchanging tips on raising children, staYll1g healthy, and managing 
crowded lives. 

In time, twenty families were involved, and the co-op had be­

come permanently WOven into the fabric of their neighborhood. 

"It just seems like ·a more hopeful way to live," Rebecca recails 
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2 Introduction 

years Jater, after she and I met-and eventually married, "Finding 

group soJutions to individual problems, I felt a Jot Jess alone," 

In both intent and outcome, Rebecca's effort was modest. It 
..resnlv.ed an evel'yd'"y personal dilemma, while helping nurture an 

old-fashioned sense of community in an urban setting, Yet it also 

had a powerful emotional and spiritual impact on her life, It heJped 

replace isolation with connection, 
We can take the lesson of Rebecca's story-that our problems 

, can often best be solved through common effort-and apply it 011 

a Jarger stage as weU, addressing the major issues of ,our time, 

When we open ourseJves up to those around us, asking for and 

offering help and support, we discover strengths and passions we 

never knew we had, We begin to reconnect with our fellow human 

beings, with our wisest and most humane instincts, and with the 

core of who we are, which we caU Our sou!. 

A MORE HOPEFUL WAY TO LIVE 

In the personal realm, most Americans are thoughtful, caring, gen­

erous, We try to do our best by family and friends, At times we'U 

even stop to help another driver stranded with a roadside break­

down, or give some spare change to a stranger, But increasingly, 

a wall nOW separates each of us from the world outside, and from 

others who've likewise taken refuge in their own private sanctu­

aries, We've all but forgotten that public participation ,is the very 

soul of democratic citizenship, and how much it can enrich our 

lives, 
However, the reason for our wholesS'l,e ,retreat from social in- ' 

volvement is not, I'believe, that most Gf.us' feel all is well with the 

world, I live in Seattle, ~ 'city with a see,,',ingly unstoppable econ­

omy, Yet every time:I go downtown'I,,~e men and women with 

signs saying "]'11 work for food," or' "!iomeless vet. Please help," 

Their sllffering dilrtinishes me as a' human' ,being, I aJso travel ex­

tensively, doing research and givi~glechlreB throughont the conn-
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try. Except in the wealthiest of enclaves, people everywhere say, 

"Things are hard here.'1 America's economic boom has passed 

many of us by. We struggle to live on meager paychecks. We worry 

about layoffs, random violence, the l'ising cost of health care, and 

the miseducation of our kids. Too stretched to save, uncertain 

about Social Security, many of us wonder just how we'll survive 

when 'we get old. We feel overwhelmed, we say, and helpless to 
change things. 

Even those of us who are economically comfortable seem 

stressed. We spend hours comm~ting on crowded freeways, and 

hours more at jobs whose demands never end. We complain that 

we don't have enough time left for families and friends. We worry 

about the kind of world we'll pass on to our grandchildren. Then 
we also shrug and say there's nothing we can do .. 

To be sure, the issnes we now face are complex-perhaps more 
so than in the past. How can we comprehend the moral implica­

tions of a world in which Nike pays Michael JOl'dan more to ap­

pear in its ads than it pays all the workers at its Indonesian shoe 

facto'ries combined! Today the five hundred richest people on the 

planet control more wealth than the bottom three billion, half of 

the human population. Is it possible even to grasp the process that 

led to this most extraordinary imbalance? More important, how 
do we even begin to redress it? 

Yet what leaves too many of Us sitting on the sidelines is not 

only a lack of understanding of the complexities of our world. It's 

not only an absence of readily. apparent ways to begin or resume' 

public involvement. Certainly we need ·to decide for ourselves 

whether particular causes are wise or .foolish-be they the politics 

of campaign finance reform, attempts to addres/;. the growing gap 

between rich and poor, or efforts to safeguard water, air, and wil­

derness. We need to identify and connect with worthy groups that 

take 011 these issues, whether locally or globally •. But first we 'i1eed . 

to believe that Our individual .involvement is worthwhile, that what 

We might do in the public sphere will not be .ill'vain. 

this means we face a challenge that is as· much psychological 
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as political. As the Ethiopian proverb says, "He who conceals his 

disease cannot be cured.» We need to understand our cultural dis­

eases of callousness, shortsightedness, and denial, and learn what 

it will take to heal our society and heal our souls. How did so 

many. of us become convinced that we can do nothing to affect our 
common future? And how have some other Americans.managed 

to remove the cataracts from their vision and work powerfully for 

change? 
When we do take.a stand, we grow psychologically and spiri­

tually. Pete Knutson is one of my oldest friends. During his twenty­

five years as. a commercial fisherman in Washington and Alaska, 

he's been forced, time and again, to respond to the steady degra- .. 
dation of salmon spawning grounds. "You'd have a hard time 

spawning, too, if you had a hull dozer in your 'bedroom," he says, 
explaining the destruction of once-rich' salmon habitat by com­

mercial development and timber industry clear-cutting. Pete could 
have simply accepted this degradation as fate, focusing on getting 
a maximum share of the dwindling fish populations. Instead, he's 

gradually built an alliance between Washin.gton. State fishermen, 

environmentalists, a~d.1~~ative American·tribes, perstia"ding them to 
work collectively to demand that the :habitat be preserved and re-

. stored. 
The cooperation'P!'t~:treated didn't COme easy: Washington's 

fishermen wer~ hist;';li:iUYiridi.vidualistic ancipoliti~aliy lllistrust;' 

.ful, J,llore inclined, ::inf'ete's judgment, '.'to grUmble ~rblame the 
.Indians than t~' act>"Now,.withtlieirnew allies, ·they began.to .; 

.. push for cleaner sp~;'l1i~g~treallls, preservation ~f the Endangered . 
.. ' Species Ac;, a~d ~~;l1~r~~seiCfl:ow 'of water over major regional. 

dams to he1pboos\salil):onruris. But large industrial iq\erests, sucll 
as the aluminum c~~~g~i~s,'f~ared that theS~ ineasureswouHralse 
their .electricity cost';.·9r restrict their opportunities for develop-' 

ment. So ~ few ye,)i:s'~~o they bankrolled a statewide initiative to 

regulate fishing ne;;iri 'a'way that would eliminate sinoll family 

fishing operations. 
"J think we may be tQast;" said Pete, when Initiative 640 first 
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surfaced. In an Orwellian twist, its backers eve'l1 presented the in­
itiative as environmentally friendly, to mislead casual voters. It was 

calJed "Save Our Sealife,'j although fishermen soon rechristened it 

"Save OUI' Smelters." At first, those opposing 640 thought they 

had no chance of success: They were outspent, outstaffed, out­

gunned. Similar. initiatives had already passed in FIorida, Louisi­

ana, and Texas, backed by similar industrial interests. I remember 

Pete sitting in a Seattle tavern with two fisherman friends; laughing 

bitterly and saying, "The three of us are gomg to take on the alu­

minum companies? We're going to beat Reynolds and Kaiser?" 

But they refused to give up. Instead, Pete and his coworkers 

systematica:lly enlisted the region's major environmental groups to 

campaign against the initiative. They·worked with the media to 

explain the larger issues at stake. And they focused public attention 

on the- measure's powerful financial backers, and their interest in 

its outcome. On election night, November 1995, Initiative 640 was 

de£eat'ed throughout the state. White fishermen, Native American 

activists, and Friends of the Earth staffers threw their arms around 

each other in victory. "I'm really proud of you, Dad," Pete's 

twelve-year-old son kept repeating. Pete was sttinned. 

"Everyone felt it was hopeless," Pete said, looking back. "But 

if we were going to lose, I wanted at least to put up a good fight. 

And we won because of all the earlier work we'd done, year after 

year, to -bui~.d up our en\~lronmental relationshIps:, ·get some cred­

ibility, and show that" we weren't j~st il~~it for' otir;,e"iv'es>' 
We often think of social involvement as noble 'but' impractical. 

. ! et ~s P~te'~ ~~ory att~sts, 'it .can .s~rve .en:ligh~~li~d _sel£..:in~~rest 'an~ . 
. the. it;tte~es.ts 'of others simuIraoeously, while',~giY~ng us a. sen~e Qr 

. connection. and purpose nearly impossible to find'in purely priva;e 

"life.,-".!t takes energy to act)~ said Pete. "But··~t-'~·;ll1or"e _draining to 

bury your anger, convince youfselfyou're po0'er1;;s,and swallow 

whatever's handed to y~u. The. times J've,compromisedmy integ­

rity"artdaccepted something. I shouldn't, the ghostso(my cboices·. 

:have haunted me. When you get lllvolved'in something meimingful, 

you make your life count. What you do makes a difference. It 

" , 
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blows my mind that we beat 640 starting out with just a small 

group of people who felt it was wrong to tell lies." 
In fighting to save the environment and his economic livelihood, 

Pete strengthened his own soul. How the rest of us might achieve 
something similar is not always clear. We often .don't know where 
to start. Most .of us would like to see people treated 'more justly, 
to have the earth accorded the -respect it deserves, and to feel less 
pressure in our lives. But we find it hard to imagine having much 
of a role in this proces~. 'We mistrust our own ability to make a 

difference. The magnitude of the issues at hand, coupled with this 
sense of powerlessness, has led' far t~o many o£.us.to conclude that 

social· involvement isn'.t w.orth the·cost. 

Such resignation .isn~t an 'innate r~spons~) or the. creation of. . 

some inevitable fate. Rather; it's what. psychologists call learned 

helplessness. Society hassystematiGally·.taught us tei ignore the ills' 
we see, and leave them to others t~ handle. Understandably, we . 

find it unsettling even to think about crises as huge and profound 

in their implications as. the extinction of species, depletion of the 
ozone layer, and destruction of the rainforests. Or the desperate 
poverty that blights entire neighborhoods in our nation's largest 
cities. We're led to believe that if we can't solve everyone of these 
kinds of problems, we shouldn't bother to become .socially active 
at all. We're also taught to.doubt·~ur voice~to feel we'!acb,ither 

the time to properly learn and articulate the issues we care about, 
or the standing to speak out and be heard. To get socially involved, 
we believe, requir~s. alm0st saintlike jucjgment, confidence, and 
character-a standard we can.ne~er'me·e't.-'Whatevei·impulsestG- .....•. 

w~rdinvolvement -we might have;they're·,:d"mpeneciby.a culture.' 
that ·demeans idealism; enshrines', cynicism,al!d.mak~s.usfeel naive 
for caring about our fellow human'beings.orlhe planet we inhabit. 

.. ...." .. ' . <:,.> . ... 

THE DREAM OF PrzI.yA~riS~~CT)JARY 
"'.: 

When I came of age, d"ring the Vietnam War, .peaGe. and j.ustic.e .,. 
activists worked tremendously-hard'to convi;"e theidellow.dti~: 

. . '.' . 
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zens that our leaders were lying. Back then, most 01 us grew up 

believing OUf government. It took massive betrayals of trust, and 

much patient work, before large numbers 01 Americans decided 

that this confidence was often unwarranted, and that they needed 

to challenge official policies. After Vietnam, Watergate, and a pa­

rade of other government abuses and scandals, however, people 

btgan assuming that all politicians lie; indeed, in this cynical era, 

lying is considered their defining characteristic. And we cons·ider it 

normal for wealthy interests to buy and sell our elected officials 

like so many trading cards. But as singer Bruce Cockburn says, 

"The trouble with normaLis!t always gets· worse." By allowing 

others to set the standards that debase the public realm, we risk 

passing on a world thafs mea.ner, more polarized, more desperate, 

and unquestionably more corr.upt. Working to change things 

doesn't guarantee that our lives or our society will improve. But 

hopelessness becomes. a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
In the chapters to follow,.I'm going to try to convince you that 

our most serious problems, ·both the public ones and those that 

seem most personal, are in large part . common problems, which 

can be solved only through common efforts. The dream of private 

sanctuary is an illusion; It erodes our souls by eroding our sense 

of larger connection, whether .to our fellow human beings or to 

that force many of us call God. The walls we're building around 

ourselves, around those closest to us, and ultimately aroun·d our 

hearts may provide a temporary feeling of security. But they can't 

prevent the world from affecting us.·Quitethe:oPPQsite. The more 

we_construct such barriers, the more p"rivate:'life, for:mos{of US., 

w:ill grow steadily more insecure. . 

Think about why we spend more and m6~e· tin';~~i w~~i" and· 

why.most families need two in~~mes to get by. The·re···~re various 

reasons,) of course, but·none more·re~evant than the f~ct that average 

wages buy less than they did.intheear)y. 1970s .. Would such pres­

Sures be as acute if we hadn't enshrined "Greed is good" as a core 

cultural ethic, justifying all manner of.destructi;veeconomic and poe .... 

litical decisions? We worry much about paying."hebills when we 
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a'· aUf children get sick. We wouldn't if the United States joined 
every other advanced industrial nation in providing universal health 
care Coverage. If public sUPpOrt for Our schools were adequate, and 

we didn't pay oUr teachers less than in a11 comparable nations, we 
wouldn't have to devote so much time and energy to making Sure 
OUr kids get a decent education. We used to hope for solid pensions 

funded by ouremployers. Now we rely On anything-but-solid IRAs, .. 
Keoghs, and 401 (k)s, and spend hours trying to figure out how to 

make the right gambles in a casino. economy, so OUr investments will . 
increase enough .to support us in OUr old age. Surely, as Rebecd' 
says, there's a more hopeful way to live. 

AN ANTIDOTE TO POWERLESSNESS 

I've wriiten Soul of a Citizen because I'm certain this more hopeful.' 
Way is possible. I'm' certain because I've witnessed it-again and 

again, under every imaginable set of circumstances, and am~ng.' 
.peop1e as diverse as America itself. For much of the past thirty 

years, I've. w~tched ordinary ·citizens get involved, .End .their voice, 

take a stand. I've seen them embark on that passage from a jiureJy"/: 
private.!ife,in whkh We leave the destiny of OUTcommuniti~; . .to'< 
other;, to Dne rhatj6in~ priv~te'~nd public. I've also exp10wj why 

so man.y. ot!1er.peop1e, inc1udingonce passionately.inv()lved.{ndi_.:'" 
viduals,fiIidkhard to act on their beliefs-why they getc,,'ughi, 

'in doubt and'hesitati~n or burn out .in despair .. 

My expe,:ie,}ce leads me to believe that the main distinctio
ll

.,oe':,'.: 
tween those ;Vhoparticipate fully in their communitieS'and those 

who withdr~winto priv.ate life doesn't ,rest inil;e·activ~citizen~'. 
grasp of complex issues,'or their innate morais~rengtb. 'rrrit~ad;; 
those who get inv01ved view their place in the wodd very differ'." 
enily. Theyhave learned specific lessons "bout approaching s0ci~1 ," 
change: that they don't need to wait for theperfect citcumsra'iices" 

.il;e perfect COli'", or t.he perfect level of i<llO';ledge:to take a. starid;',Y: 
. that' theyea,; proceed step by step, so that they don't..get. over'::!' 

'. "',, ':-"i/ 



I:' 

i,e, 

' .. , 
;", 

Chapter One 

Making Our Lives Count 

Souls are like athletes that need opponents worthy of thenl if the), are to be 
tried and extended and pushed to the full use' of their powers. 

_THOll-US 'MERTON 

We're often taught to view social involvement as a zero-sum game. 

With all. our life pressures and the stress that comes with them; we 

barely have time for family.and friends. How could we possibly 

take on some demanding cause? 
Yet for all the frustration we expect, when we do get involved, 

we get a lot back: new relationships, fresh skills, a sense of em­

powerment, pride in accomplishment. "A rich life," writes philos­

opher and theologian Cornel West, is fundamentally a life of 

serving others, "trying to leave the world .. a little better than you .. 

found it .... This is true at thepersonaUevel.. .. [but there's also 1 ... 

a political version of this. It has to do with what you see when 

you get up in the morning and look in the mirror and ask yourself 

whether you are simply wasting. time. op the .planet or spending· 

time in an enriching mann¢r-~ " , , 
Again and again, I've heard active citizens say that what moti~ 

vates them th~ mo~t is ihe .. desire' 'iii :tesJ#t 'Whanhey see in the' 

mirror. The exercise isn't :about- vanlty, ·':bu( about values, about 
., . . , 

taking stock .of ourselves and coniparing. t1i~ convictions we _.say-'. 

we hold with the lives ;;'e. actually lead. Ies :ibout seeing oursd~es . 
from the viewpoint of our'comniuniries,the'earth, maybe evert 

God. If eyes are windo),,'s lei. the so'ul, an'ci faGes reflections of char­

act"r, looking in the mirro/i~ts i:tsstep ... ~ad~dn;>m the flux of our 
lives and .hold ourselves accountable. .'. .. 

Sound a bit daunting? It cau be .. As the saying goes, not one 

among us is without fa~lt. But .such se~{exall1iliation .also can be 
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enormously rewarding. For it's equally true that not one among us 

lacks a heart, which is rhe wellspring of Courage (the word is de­
rived from coeur, French for heart). At the core of our being lie 

resources many of us never dream we possess, much less imagine 
we can draw Upon. 

"I NEVER. KNEW I HAD IT" 

Virginia Ramirez, of San Antonio, Texas, could easily have lived 

out her days without ever discovering her hidden inner strength. 
She left school after eighth grade to get married. "That was what 

most Hispanic women in my.generation did. My husband went to 

work after sixth grade." Although dropping out seemed normal at 

the time, she felt frustrated when she couldn't help her children 
with their homework, and dreamed of resuming her education 
someday. Virginia wasn't completely. detached from her commu­

nity: She Was active in the PTA, "not running the meetings, but 

making the coolcies and punch, carrying out the tasks." She'd 
baby-sit for her neighbors, help in whatever ways she could, "do­

ing basic community work without realizing it." Mostly; though, 
she focused on private life, raising her five children while her hus-
band worked for a taxi .company. '. 

When Virginia was forry-five, she r&ahzed' that an elderly neigh­
bor Was getting sick every winter. The neighbor Was a widow who 

lived in a .houseso dilapidated that it 'co~Idn't retain heat.' "She 

Was one ofthose people who aiways paidhei:.t~xes 'on time, always 
faithfulIy making out her little ~oneiorder5.;iut she couldn't af­

ford to repair her house, and everyone aro~ncl .here was jnst 'as 

poor. So I went with her to dry agenciest[yi~g to g~t help. They 

kept sending us from place to place, from department to depa~i­
me

nr 
. .,Finall.y she died of pneumonia, The-jiaJ'amedics said she'd 

never have died if her house hadn't been so freezing cold. 

"I Was very angry," Virginia recalls. 'Td never been so ,angry 

in my life. This woman had done everything she was supposed to, 
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and now she Was dead because no one could help her fix her house. 
Someone said there's this community organization calJed COPS, 

and maybe they could help, I'd·heard of them before, but thought 
they were too radical, a bunch of nuts. H 

At that time, in the early .1980s, the largely volunteer-based 
COPS (Communities Organized for Public Service) had been 
around for eight years, GroWing out of a network established by 
the late Saul Alinsky, the godfather of modern community organ-. 

izing, COPS began by working through churches to organize San 
Antonio's desperately pOOl' Latino population. The group SUccess_ 

fully pushed for municipal investments in storm sewers, parks, and 
schools in the town's'long,negiected barrios, and got major down- . 

town businesses to hire their residents. COPS eventually secured' 

. over a billion dollars of public and private resOUrces for their com~ 
munity through a combination of grassroots organizing And in-. 
novative protests. During one series of protests, lines of COPS. 

members endlessly exchanged pennies to tie 'up traffic at local 
banks, and sympathetic nUns tried On brida1.gowns at local de­

partment stores to put pressure on their staff. But Virginia'had paid . , ... " . them little heed. 

So it WaS' with some hesitation that she attended a COPS meet- . 
ing at her church, Immaculate Conception, where she raised he,. 

hand and said, "fhav,thlspr051erri: This neighbor,ladY'of miue . 
died because it Was cold and they wouldn't fix he,:'ho~se> Twint ': 

. . . '. . - . - .. . 
someone to do something ab"olit'lt,,'.','.. , 

"What are )10U going ·~o do about il?';;h~COPS GtgaIliz;'r: 
as1~ed, But Virginiadidn~tlqlOw whatto do, Tha.t",aswhY she'd.: 

come to the meetirlg'iiltlieiirstpJace"Tthbuihtyoupeopl~i.Vere: 
supposed to be able to':11e1p," shesai1,a?d. walked om of th'e,~' 
meeting in anger. " 

A few days later;' a COPS organizer knOi::kedOn.,yirgipia 's door. " 

si,e Was a nun, which Was th&6nl)'l'eason'Virginia'jet'heiiiJ, "All:', 
I want to know!s why you were so allg,:y,"'askedth~ mm, Virgiriia>', 
was angry, she said; because she'd tried to' help.the old lady and:­

failed. But that waSli't all. She also Was. upset because' her kids ::':' 
. .'>~ 
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weren't getting properly educated in school. Because she'd given 

up On her Own education and dreams. Because she'd had to watch 

her father, whom she'd adored, be humiliated again and again by 

police and store owners when they drove from state to state to 

pick crops. She Was upset because no one seemed to care about 
her community. 

The nun didn't advise Virginia to do anything in particular. She 

just asked if they could talk again. When she returned she sug­

gested Virginia hold a house meeting, to ,see .jf her neighbors had 
concerns as well. 

Nine people came. Virginia ,had never conducted a meeting. Her 

stomach -felt hollow and clenched. Her legs shook so much she 

almost fell over. But gradually people began to talk ohheir prob­

lems and experiences. Their neighborhood had been thrown to­
gether at the cheapest possible cost, built for workers at the nearby 

slaughterhouses, which were now closed down. It lacked sidewalks 

and adequate sewers. Most of the houses were crumbling. As she 
listened, Virginia realized that more was at stake than the sad death 

of a lonely widow; this Was about the future of her community. 

Convinced that the neighborhood hadn't received its share at 
public tunds; Virginia and other COPS members painstakingly re­

searched documents at city hall. And they were right: The city had 

built a street in a .more afpuent ar~a :withmonq actually ear­

marked to repair homes in theii-barrio. The next step~testii}'ing 
before the city council-took even more co~rage. When. Virginia 

walked to the podium tcii>n)t;stthe diversion offu~ds,she :;;.~s 
so nervous she forg'or what she was goiqg to ,say. "I didn't remem­

ber my Speech. I baj-ely'r'e'n{e~bered my narne .. Thenhurned' 

ara'und, saw the sixty peopl~who"d ~9me with ~e, and realizedT 

Was just telling the story of OUl: community. So Ttold it and we 
got OUr money back. 

"It was hard to stand up to p,9liticiaris and,teli them wha't we 
-. wanted, because it's been imbedded il; my mind tobe'nic~ to every­

body. It seemed rude at first. But I began to understand ihe im­

:, POrtance of hOlding people accountable for what .they promise. " 
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As they did with other newly energized community members, 
COPS trainers encouraged Virginia to continue learning, so as to 

make her involvement in social causes more effective. They helped 
her to reflect on eacb st,ep she took in every campaign, and to 

acquire the skills to research, negotiate, articulate a point of view, 

analyze people's needs, and channel her anger. They also intro­

duced Virginia to a new community of people who were similarly. 

involved. One of these. new colleagues, a siity-eight-year-old. 
widow, becam, her inspiration. "Even though she didn't know En­

glish ,and couldn't read or write;" yirg~.nia.recalls) "she ~poke-out ," 
and stood up for her beliefs. She talked to other families. Arid she' 

keep telling me, 'Go back to school.' She alway, said, 'You have. 
to represent liS.' " 

Even with this- support and -inspiration, -Virginia's j:ourney into­
public life wasn't easy. She ofteri prayed' over whethel her'new" 

found path was right, asking God for guidance;' "like what am I 

doing with these crazy people and where' is it going to .lead. " Yet 

her involvement also strengthened her faitli, giving new meaning 

to biblical lessons that had once seemed more re~ote and abstract. 

"Suddenly you read these stories' about injustice from thousands 

of .years ago," Virginia says, "and it. seems like they're talking 

about today. You feel like you have ~ chance to· be one of God's 

instruments, to do His work by helping ybur commuriity. You feel 
closer to Him in the process." 

Yet Virginia's. choices still raised difficult tensions, particularly 

in her family. At:firsther husband was ciiticalcifher irwolv~ment,' ...• 
saying "That's not your rol~;; and telling her she wi, ~egiecting': " 

her household. "My kids were mosriy g;owlJ,.but Hispanic women .. 

weren't supposed'cto do these. things. It was l,ard Ior .hi
111

t() un:'" 

demand that I w~sbec:omingat().lally differentp"rsbn-:-going oui . 

of'the house, going i~l11eetings,w~ti~g ;0 talkabour-the things;' 

. I was doing. Then my mother would ·calleveryday.and.say, 'This; 

is not for you. What are you .doing to your faInJly?' Itwas like,' 
twenty-four-hou; guilt. You're .tornbetween,yourhome and yqur' 

. .! " ". . . 

,," 
.' 
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desire to grow as a person. For a while 1 thought 1111' famiJy was 
going to break up." 

Eventually, Virginia returned to school and acquired her GED. 

Then she enrolled at a community college. Studying for a college 

test-her first test in over forty years-Virginia Was sitting with 

books spread across the kitchen table, and no SUpper ready, when 

her husband came home. He ran his finger Over the furniture to 

show her the accumulated dust. "Look at this house!" he yelled. 
"It's going to ruin. You're not taking care of anything." 

"l'm preparing my future," she responded, hei: voice trembling. 
"If you don't like it, that's too bad, because I'm going to do it." 

She'd never talked to him that way, and he Was shocked. "I'm 

sorry," Virginia said, "but this is a priority." It took her husband 

a long time to get used to her new attitude and cOl1cernS, "to re­
alize," as Virginia says, "that I w~s going to' keep' on going to 

school and to my meetings:" But he slowly. accepted Virginia's 
transformation and even took pride in it. "I'd begun to think of 

myself as a person. I'm Virginia :Ramirez, not just someone's wife, 

mother, or daughier. My husband realized I was getting involved 
for both of us." 

College gave Virginia the credentia}s to secure a new job, train­
.jng. and supervising Over three hundred v.oluAte~rs who do- health 

education Outreach in lOW-income neighborhoods. During her fif­

teen years with COPS, she's moved up in the organization, first 

train.ing people in her parish, then working'. with other . . local 
churches to develop. their members: l~'ader$l;ip skiilsaswell.'She,s 

focused particularly On WOmen ·like herself~w~rking to inspire. 

them, as others. had spurred her to ~ction.Usirig her own 'unex­

pected journey as an example, she:s taught theiJjtofindtheir :~wn 
Voice and speak .out fDr their commUnIties, de~pite ani; d~';lbi$or . 
hesitati~ns they might have, and everi Over the iI1itia(~~si~ta~ce Qf . 

their husbands. "At first all the men in the' neighbo;'h06dsaid they 

had a lot of respect fot lUe, 'but just dOI;'t get lUy wife involved.' 
After a While they began to come around.'" "', . ',. 



I 

I 
I 
I 
1 

I 
I , 
! 

I 
j 
I 

20 
Virginia's also negotiated with the mayor and bank presidents 

on major community development projects, pressured local cor­

porations for decent jobs, pulled together after-school literacy proj­

ects, "You should see our neighborhood now," she says, "!t's just 

Making Our Lives Count 

so pretty.)' 
She realized how far she'd come when she went to Washington, 

D,C" to testify before the U,S. Senate on an innovative job-training 

program that she andotherCOPS merribers had helped develop, 

"1 stood there getting an award from Clinton and dare," she re: 
calls, "I thought about how you can't do anything'by,yourself, but 

with other people you can change things: 1 ~lso thought about hov.! 

this process has changed me, developed potential I'd never have 
dreamed of. Fourteen years agol waS a stay-at"home mother .. That 

,was my world. Never in my wildest imagination could I have 
thought that I'd be here, Now.] tell people 1 learned all my talents' 

and confidence at the University 'of COPS, The"people therdound 

some spark in me. 1 never knew 1 had it," 
,Entire communities can, similarly grow when ,challenged, When 

Cherokee leader Wilma Mankiller visited the impoverished thr'ee: 

hundred,family town of Bell, Oklahoma, she asked the residents' 

what would most help improve things, She expected them to sug' 
gest projectS that a:ddressed alcoholism, nnell1ployment, or, kids 
dropping out of school. Instead people wanted s'01uethirig,simplei, 

something most of us take for granted: a clean water supply can: 

nected to every house, so their kids wouldn't have to bathe in 

'poUuted stJ:eamsor drink £rom,asingle Spig6t,a(the schoolh
Duse

;, 
Mankiller responded by' challenging ,each f~in;TY: to laj ~mil~ciI ' 

pipe and alsD' help with {und-raising,and, otiW:qa,s!<:s,Soon fa~ili~~ . ; . ' - . . . ..... ". ,., .. ,.,-.". 

were racing to complete their sections t1~e Jast~S~')flspired' by 'its, 

own succ~ss, the formerly ,:~~ssive andd~;;;i'Fa\i~e(I c~rnl;unitY 
tackled other proj ects;su2h'asbuildingpet{e~h,d~si~g ~~clrnakiii;" 

, 

an orgal~ized efforttopre~~rve ,the :ChexokeeJgngu~gean(l <;uF 

ture, The town'becallle amodelofhope, JUSt is cOPS had ~all~d 
forth the "spark">6(~trerigth,'indvislon i!i,vb:ginia Rarnir~z, ~o . .' ' . .' -. '. ' , . . 

. " :" -;': 
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Mankiller helped revive the collective spirit of Bell. She went on to 
be elected chief of the Cherokee nation. 

STRETCHING THE SOUL 

"Heart," Hspark," "spirit"-whatever word we use for .the rnys~ 
terious force that animates us, its foil potential cannot be realized 

in isolation. lndeed, according to developmental psychologists, iIi­
dividual growth is possible only:through interaction with the hu­

man and natural world, and through experiences that challenge us. 
"Souls are like athletes," wrote the Trappist monk Thomas Mer­

ton, "that need opponents worthy of them if they are to be tried 
and extended and pushed to the full use of their powers." 

Many of us may already know the value .ofstr.etching out souls .. 
in personal life. We know the virtue of learning to voice Our needs, 

fight for our choices, recover from psychological intimidation. This 

process may require acknowledging painful truths, withStanding 
conflict, standing firm on what seems like shaky ·ground. We may 

need to question familiar habits,. overcome self-doubt, and begin 

to separate who we really are from the roles we've been taught. 

Jungian analysts like James Hillman would say that by taking these 

steps we reconnect with what the Greeks called the daimOn, the 

"acorn" of character at the Core of Our being. The psychiatrist M. 

Scott Peck describes spiritual healing as "an ongoing process of 
becoming increasingly consci04s:" . .' . ."., ' .. ' ,. 

We are·slower toattemptsLichttansformatioIl~ in. the. public 
sphere. Self-assertion there 'requires ~ .not only to modify Our IOut­

lookalid. i>ehavior but alSo' to'confronta-bewildering and often 

disorienting maZe of institutions aniindividtials,p~wers and prin­

Cipalities. So we stay silent i~ .the f~ce of acti<,m,(:We'lmow are. 

unwise or morally troubling. We 'keep our·opiriion~ .to ourselves, 
because we doubt Qur voites wili be heard, ~isti~si our'right to 

speak, Or fear th; Consequences if~e do speak Oljt .. We feel we 
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lack essential political skills. Like Virginia before she attended her 
first COPS meeting, we simply do not know we have it in us. 

Yet coming Out of one's COCoon in the public sphere is just as 
necessary to self-realization as it is in the private. I once told a 

young Puerto Rican activist about the. notion~ common !3-mong 
many of his fellow students, that theY'd lose their identity qy get­
ting involved-find themselves "swaJJowed up" by the movements 
they joined. He laughed and said the reverse Was true. "You learn, 
things you never knew about yourself. You get pushed to your, 

limits. You meet people who make youtlunk',md push you further: 
You' don't lose y6uf'identity. You 'begin·to find out wh0 youreaJJy 
are. I feel sad for people who will never have this experience." 

You begin to ·find out who you real/y",are. The implication is" 
deal' enough: We become 'human' only inihe' company of ,other' 
human beings. And' thisinvolves'both o!"eningour hearts and giv- ' 
ing voice to our,deepest convi~tions. 'The biblical vision of shalom. 

describes this process with its concept· of "right relationships" with 
our feJJow humans, and with ail of God's creation. The turning 
point for the Buddha, writes James Hillman, came only "when he 

left his protected palace gardens'to enter the street. There the sick,' 
the dead, the poor,and the old drew his soul down into the ques­
tion of how to live life in ,the world." As Hillman stresses, the 

Buddha·became.who'he ';as pl'e.cisely by, leaving the cloistered life; 
; " 

A doctor I know 'works in a low-income clinic because, she says;' 
"seeing the struggles of others helps me be true to myself. It helps 
me find out ,ho:",!' people in very, different circumstances live out 

theirhumanity';':'C~m~iinitYiii'Vi,I¥ein~I1~;.iri o'othe; wbrCfs" is .thy, 
mirror thatbestreilects otir;inq1vidual choices, Ollr strength~ a~c!: 

' weaknesses; oui::accoriiplishtnents:.~nclj~;l~res. rt,all~wS' ,Q\!rllves' 
to count for sotn~thing: " " , ,', . ' ' .. ,' '-:" " ' , . ",.': ' 

' .. ,.. ..,.,. ::- .. 
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LEARNEPHELPLESSNE·SS. 

America's prevailing culture of cynicism insists that nothing we do 
can matter. It teaches us not to get involved in shaping the world 
we'!Ipasson to ouicl1ildien •• :It·~M6ur~gei'.·u~·t6Jeave.:sl\yhi'1l!. 
portant decisions' t06theis~;';h~the/ih~ybe:c6ij,6ih;;aidg,,#'C" 
ethmendeader~, or,socialacthdsts:0:b:9's~!iEesfiles'§eem'lrnpb~slhjy 

. selfless or f~reign. !:_$adJy;> a~4:)~Qri)R~Try~';)i<:~',' ~9U:a~d~':~~6r'~ :pt:~· 
de!110~ratiC. lOoli tica! r~ybli)ti~~,\!??~~:Am,~I1~~1l;a:~~fi1,.fi;f~~k.~i.· 
lineal. Civic wi thdiawalhas·becdme .our,norm.;r6cI1alle'ngeiiliiii· 
. __ . '. '. . ' .. ; ,,:" .:"' ':"-":::/~""""'''':','' _,-, .. ~-'.-.::. ->', ""':" ~e~' 
requires. courage. Iials'o,.;i;equifes;cre"ting,g·.ieB';Wei:Ldeiiniti6ri:,6J 

. ,,, "'. '.'- " :'/'--:' ... :.--... :.-.. : ... '.' ... -.-:-.'--.... ,-.'.";:\.:::-~:.:(-' ...... -:.~.-~ .•. !;;:.,-(: .. >~: 

. ourselve~ ,: .as, ,citj.zer'is·~sb~-n:~thirig ~:d9s'et · .. :to-.(.fh'e:ji:ati611 ,:::.df,,aaHvb.· 

'.', stalseholdfrs . tha;iB~ders ... :.Jj~~·~~rm~~~f:f:r:1.in~~?·'l?:·f' .• ,lri~y :'J.i, 
''''', "I 3!,";<i: "",'.' 

'- " ~. . ..... 
-~ ~:. -.. . -'.:':'; , ..'."., 
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The importance of citizens~ direct participation in a democracy 

was expressed thousands of years ago, by the ancient Greeks. In 

fact, they used the word "idiot" for people incapable of involving 

themselves in civic life. Now, the very word ('political" has become 

so debased in our culture that we use it to describe ei.ther trivial 

office power plays or the inherently corrupt world of elected lead­

ers. We've lost sight of its original roots in the Greek notion of the 

polis: the democratic sphere in which citizens, acting in concert, 

determine the character and direction 'of their society. "All persons 

alike," wrote Aristotle, should share "in the govetnment to the 
utmost. » 

Reclaiming this political voicereguires more than just identify­

ing pIGblems, which itself can feed our sense ,of overload. I think 

of an Arthur Miller play, Broken Glass, whose heroine' obsesses, 

over Hitler. From the untroubled environs of Brooklyn, she re"dsc. 

newspaper articles about K1'istallnacht: synagogues smashed and, 
looted; old men forced to scrub streets with toothbrushes while' 

storm troopers laugh at them; and finally, ,~hildren shipped off to 

the camps in cartle cargo Her concern contrasts with the approach 

of her family and friends, who insist, despite the mounting evi­

dence, that such horrors are exaggerated. Yet she does nothing to 

address the situation publicly, except to grow more anxious. Even­
tually she becomes psychosomatically paralyzed. 

The approach Miller's protagonist takes toward the horrors of 

Nazism resembles the condition psychologist Martin Seligman calls 

learned helplessness. People who s,!ffer from, severe depression,. he 

found, do so less as a result of particular unplea~ailtexperiences ' 
than because of their "e~plan"tory s;yle<-~the story they tfOll them­

selvesabciuthciw the work] wor~s.Dep~essedpeople have'b~~onie 
convinced that the causes of their difhculties ar,e permanent arid . 

pervasive, inextficablylink~d to :th~iJ; personal failings. There:/: . 

nothing to be done bec~nse nothi~g ~ .. ~ be done. This m8ster nar- .' 
rative of their' lives excuses i~acti~~; i~ -~l'ovides < a .ra#onale· f~r' -.- ," 

remaining heIpless. In contrast,individuals wh,o function with high, 
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effectiveness tend to qelieve that the problems they face result from 

factors that are specific and temporary, and therefore changeable. 
The story they live by empowers them. 

This is not to say that change is easy, nor that everyone is in an 

egual position to bring it about. Some individuals and groups in 

America possess Jar more material and organizational resources 

tha~ others. Thk reflects OU[ deep social and economic inequities. 

But as social theorist and Tikkun magazine founder Michael Lerner 

has observed, we often fail to use the resources we do have, which 

may be of a different kind. "Most of us," Lerner says, "have been 

subjected to a set of experiences in Our childhood and adult lives 

that makes us feel that w.e do not deserve to have power." Con­

sequently, _,tve can't irnagine 'changing the >~i~ection of our societY. 

We decide that things are worse than they actually are-a condi­

tion lerner refers to as "surplus' powerlessness. '.' Think again of 
Virginia Ramirez's a.ccomplishments, when she joined forces with 

other once-powerless people in fighting for .their community. 

The illusion of powerlessness can just as easily afflict the for, 

tunate among us. I know many people who are confident and suc­

cessful intheirwor~ a';d have loving personal relationships, yet 

can hardly conceive of trying to work toward a more humane so­
cieiy . . Materially comfortable and professionally accomplishe'd, 

they COuld ·make..important social contributions. Instead they re­

sll:icr th~lr;~~;c~' for.rneaningand integrity to their personal lives . . 

. Tpeir sense ot'shared fate extends only to their.irnmediat~ IaIIllJ".e~. 
and f;i~~ds: De;pit~ their many advantages, they, too;;h~~~ . 

. taught ari' "e;"planatory style" that precludes partiCipatio.Ij : .• ', 'X . __ _ 

lif~~,.·~;c'~p.t.~o·.prom6~e· the mo~t narrow self-int~res!, . ,:: .... 
,.··Wb,~t·e:v·~r.·~~~ sit~a'tions, we alI face ~·.choice. We,,:c<:l.n 

thep~o'bl~msthat lie' just beyond Our front doors; wi" 
de~i:siQ~s· .. to h.e ma~e in our name·that lead to.a .mea9:~f ~.:u .. u."u~ 

·.desperate .world. We can yell at the TV newscastersand,·c 'OITlp]' 
" . . 

about·how bad things are, using OUf bitterness" as a neag" aig~y 
.. !; - . .' 

.. in:Vdlvem~.\1t. Or we can work, as well.as we ca.n, to":shape:~ 
ge~1 .. erous ~o~TI~on:Juture, 


