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CHAPTER I

All Real Living Is Meeting

In September of 19$o, after an eighteen-month period of base
building, East Brooklyn Congregations “began.” It was a quiet

beginning. There was no grand press conference, no ribbon cut
ting, no march, no promise of spectacular success, no celebrity
gushing praise, and no political figures mugging for the cameras.
A small team of local leaders met quietly with a newly hired lead
organizer, me, to identify other congregations and associations to
recruit, to put together a list of other leaders to approach, and to
tell me which of the current member congregations would benefit
from more intensive local training.

Around this same time, other quiet beginnings were taking
place in Texas, where Ernesto Cortes had already created one of
the nation’s largest citizens organizations, in San Antonio, andwas
enlisting people like Sr. Christine Stephens, Sr. Pearl Cesar, Eliza
beth Valdez, and the late Jim Drake to assist him as he expanded
into other southwestern cities. Larry McNeil, a good friend who
has just left the IAF, was starting to scratch out the first power orga
nization in southern California. And Arnie Grafwas settling into
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[32] Going Public

i$th and Throop Street, stopped by to visit him and did an individ
ual meeting with him. Then, nearly every year of my father’s life,
for a span of sixty years, that pastor and the pastor who succeeded
him when the first pastor died, and the pastor after that, took the
time to do an individual meeting with my father. It didn’t matter
that my father did not consider himself “special.” Was not a profes
sional. Was not rich. Was not a big giver. Was not a model parish
ioner. Moved away from the parish when he married. Then moved
again, and again. Each year, the priest visited. And each year my
father was honored to have him visit. And, until the day of his
death, he maintained his ties to that parish and that community
and those priests.

In a culture of quick encounters and multiple contacts, of in
stant access and empty photo-ops, there are fewer and fewer public
relationships of this depth and quality. The absence of these rela
tionships creates great gaps in our society—where alienated peo
ple become more detached, where lost and damaged people spin
further out of control, where the apathetic and the enraged drift
further away from a human center, where killers and terrorists hide
in plain sight, shopping at the supermarket, drinking at the bar.
We will never have enough technology or enough security officers
or social workers or government programs to compensate for the
loss or thinning ofpublic relationships.

But we don’t need an expensive PaimPilot, an MBA, or a costly
business suit to learn the art of the individual meeting and to de
velop the habit of doing them. We just need the clarity, the confi
dence, and the time—and the support of others who understand
what is fundamental to effective organizing and constructive lead
ership and what is peripheral and inessential.

CHAPTER 2
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