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magine for a moment that you
are an interplanetary visitor to the United States.
You’ve just arrived today with a benevolent,
anthropological curiosity about the beings
who call this place home. Initially, you might
be preoccupied with the characteristics and
actions of individual humans, but you would
quickly come to focus on the interactions and
communications between them: in their homes
and neighborhoods; places of learning, work, play
and worship; and on and through their devices.
With your extraterrestrial senses you would
quickly appreciate the heterogeneity of both the
physical environment and its corresponding
populations: dense cities, gridded towns and
neighborhoods, cul-de-sac suburbs, rural
regions, wilderness. Yet you would also detect
strong similarities and emergent patterns of
behavior. Without knowing the word for it, you
would see everyone, everywhere, connecting.
Connecting in groups defined by similarities and
differences. In places, and across them. Online
and IRL. Identifying common points of reference
and developing empathy. Building platforms for
joint problem solving and mutual aid. Creating,
participating in, and shaping “community.”
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Learning this new term, you might start to
investigate how people in these United States in
2019 think and talk about community. Dipping
into mainstream conversation on the subject, you
would observe a divided narrative. “Community”
is either in crisis, eroding as Americans pursue
their individual goals and interests at the expense
of common good, as the population composition
shifts, as the media landscape changes, as social
media filter bubbles deepen our already polarized
politics, and as institutional anchors that once
grounded them disappear or change form.
Or communities are flourishing in increasingly
diverse forms, adapting out of necessity to
respond to economic and social pressures or
because of new technologies and opportunities.
Communities are dying, or they are thriving.
Failing to meet the demands of the 21st century
or powering the bottom-up problem solving and
innovation that will lead the U.S. into the 22nd.
Flashing back in time, you would see that this
fascination with (and concern for) the health
of community and communities is not new to
the United States. In fact, it is one of the nation’s
defining concepts. The link between country and
community is not unique to the United States, of
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course. Nearly 40 years ago, Irish historian and
political scientist Benedict Anderson called the
nation itself an “imagined community,” calling
out the enabling role of newspapers and print
communication in forging a collective identity
for individuals who would never meet face to
face. But the United States does have a very
particular historical relationship to community.
Another curious observer of the early American
experience, Alexis de Tocqueville, arrived from
France to document the strength and diversity
of civic associations – communities, formalized
to varying degrees – and their relationship to
American democracy. With such high stakes, it
is not surprising that concern for the health and
vitality of community runs deep and strong in
the political discourse of the United States and
that this focus has been a constant, common
characteristic of American life.
But what will the future look like for community
in America? As evolved an observer as you
are, you haven’t yet developed the ability to see
ahead so clearly, but looking backward, you
can discern some of the drivers of change. The
characteristics and composition of the people.
Technologies that enable communication and
connection. The landscape, including the natural
and built environments. The institutions that
provide structure, stability, and boundaries for
our and interactions.
In commissioning this series, Knight Foundation
asked a diverse group of leading scholars,
policymakers and practitioners to consider
this timely and timeless question. The project
has two primary goals: first, to identify some
of the forces shaping communities and our
collective understanding of what communities
are and how they are changing; second, to
spark thoughtful conversation about solutions
to challenges communities are facing. The
authors that lend their distinctive voices and
visions to this collection responded to a single

prompt: “What is the most important trend
that will transform how Americans think about
community over the next decade?”
The resulting essays are meant to be arguments,
provocations, and invitations to consider
dimensions of the American experience of
community in some of its myriad forms.

“Out of Many, One: Immigration,
Identity and the American Dream”
Ali Noorani, executive director of the National
Immigration Forum, begins by grounding us
in the changing demographics of American
communities and how these changes affect the
perception of immigrant communities. He then
draws lessons from a series of “Living Room
Conversations” held across the country in 2018
and shows how listening and careful unpacking
of tangled concerns about economic and social
changes can lead to greater empathy and
respect for diversity.

“Block Club 2.0: Digital Community
Organization for Hyper-Local
Innovation”
Jahmal Cole, founder of My Block, My Hood,
My City (M3), shares his perspective on the
evolution of block clubs, one of the building block
institutions of community engagement and
neighborhood development in his hometown of
Chicago. By pairing social media strategies with
the door-to-door, real-life interaction of neighbors
in the block club model, Cole is working to amplify
the effects and efficacy of these groups beyond
their traditional boundaries. Through it he shows
how community institutions can be reimagined,
using new technologies and tools to adapt to
changing pressures and conditions.
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Ryan Streeter, director of domestic policy
research at the American Enterprise Institute,
examines the connections between American
ideals, the physical design of neighborhoods
and the geography of economic opportunity. In
describing the characteristics of desirable and
competitive “multicentric communities of the
future,” he argues for defining quality of life in
communities not just by traditional measures
such as affordability, job access, and amenities,
but by the networks and mobility that they enable.

“Reckoning, Redemption, Resilience:
Lessons from Religion on Community
Life Today”
Rev. Jennifer Bailey, founder and executive
director of Faith Matters Network, offers her
reflections on the changing nature of American
faith communities, grounded in her own
experience as a faith leader and facilitator of
secular (but still spiritual) dialogue through The
People’s Supper. Her account brings examples
of multiple tools and strategies that help
people build empathy and connection across
differences of faith, race, and class. Hers is also a
story of institutional change, showing where and
how new institutions are and even whole new
fields of practice are rising to meet the needs
that declining religious institutions leave behind.
All of these essays grapple with how
communities are changing, in diverse and
complex ways. In alternating the viewpoints
between zooming out and going to ground,
these pieces force us to consider both the
conceptual and the practical dimensions of
this slippery community idea and give us so
much more to think about than the question of
whether communities are thriving or declining.

Common themes emerge across these diverse
perspectives. The power of careful, considerate
listening as a precondition to connection
across difference and a step along the path
to community building. The inevitability of
institutional evolution, adaptation, and change,
and profound need for people living through
these sometimes disconnecting and destabilizing
shifts to find steadying forces and ways to come
together. The toxic human tendency to deepen
distrust of difference when economic and
social stability is threatened. The conviction that
community will remain central to the American
experience, and that with inevitable change will
come new expressions, forms, and meanings.
These questions are central to Knight
Foundation’s origins in local journalism, covering
and serving several dozen cities across the
country, and to its philanthropic mission to
further informed and engaged communities as
the bedrock of a healthy democracy

Connection is at the heart of community building.
Whether online, around the dinner table, in sacred
spaces, or neighbor to neighbor, it requires a
process of communing: coming together.

Connection is at the heart of community
building. Whether online, around the dinner
table, in sacred spaces, or neighbor to neighbor,
it requires a process of communing: coming
together. The American experience is tightly
wedded to community. And like a marriage, we
are somewhere in the middle of a very long
and ongoing conversation about it. The future
forecast is neither triumphal nor dismal, but like
the best characteristics of American people and
spirit, entrepreneurial, adaptive, resilient. We
hope you will engage with these ideas in spirt
and substance and bring your own to the table.

Introduction: The Future of Community in the United States

“Cities on a Human Scale: Place and the
Pursuit of Happiness, Upward Mobility
and the American Dream”
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Out of Many,
One
Immigration, Identity and
the American Dream

ALI NOORANI
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nprecedented global
migration, how it is perceived and how it is
experienced, is the prism through which we
will understand the 21st century American
community. How we respond determines what
kind of America future generations live in.

In just over 25 years the number of international
migrants in the world increased approximately
70 percent to reach 257.7 million. In the same
period, the U.S. foreign-born population more
than doubled to reach 49.8 million immigrants
in 2017.1 Along the way, America experienced
the Great Recession and economic disruptions
driven by technology and globalization that
changed the way we work and the way we relate
to one another.
Over the course of 2018, the National
Immigration Forum convened 26 Living Room
Conversations to better understand how
Americans are grappling with these changes.
What we heard, what we learned, offers a

1
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roadmap for civic leaders across the political
spectrum to help communities grapple with the
politics of immigration.
Over the last few years, stories of mass migration
have found their way to our homes, filtered
through our news feed of choice, bringing a
level of urgency to the debate. For many of us,
when we see the Central American child on the
train or the Syrian family in the raft, we are led
to believe by certain press and politicians that
they will be our neighbor in a matter of weeks.
As our communities diversify, through marriage
or migration, our new neighbor reminds us of
what we saw on our screen. Diversity brings to
our communities new languages, new customs,
new religions. Our divisive politics define our
perception, creating unease and insularity.
The fragmentation of traditional media and
the powerful influence of social media bring
these changes into sharp focus. We don’t trust
our institutions, so we turn to our friends and

“Migration Data Portal,” International Organization for Migration’s Global Migration Data Analysis Centre, accessed January 2, 2019, https://
migrationdataportal.org/?i=stock_abs_&t=2017.
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family for the information and influence that
shapes our opinion. For Americans worried
that their children will not be better off than
they are, it feels like the movement of goods,
people, commerce, and ideas presents future
generations an overwhelming set of economic
and social challenges.
In some cases, leaders respond with a
hardened politics, the building of actual and
metaphorical walls, legislation that seeks to
exert greater control at the local and national
level. Paralyzed by anger and fear, the politics
and policies of these communities stymie
growth. And that feeds into the sense of
victimhood as neighboring communities that
embrace the challenges and opportunities of
immigration see greater economic growth.

The combination of a more diverse America and
a rapidly-changing economy has exacerbated a
perception that immigrants and immigration are a
threat, not a benefit, to American communities.

Those policy makers looking to lead more
inclusive communities, buoyed by the rule of law,
thrive with growing, diverse populations. They
do the hard work necessary to help communities
understand the changes around and beyond
them. Fears are acknowledged and addressed,
not dismissed and ignored. Programs
and policies are put into place to welcome
immigrants and refugees into the community
without displacing native born residents.
The combination of a more diverse America and
a rapidly-changing economy has exacerbated a
perception that immigrants and immigration are
a threat, not a benefit, to American communities.
In this new normal, there are two paths we
can take. One leads to an expanded sense of
community, positively influenced by a diversity of

sights, sounds and relationships that come from
global migration. The second, darker path is
more insular, narrowed by fears of immigration.
These days, it feels like America has chosen the
second path where leaders are quick to sow
seeds of xenophobia and division. The seeds that
lead to cultural, security and economic fears
define the questions that polarize the nation’s
immigration debate:
 Culture: Are immigrants and refugees
isolating or integrating? Do they live in
isolated enclaves, or are they immersed in the
community, learning English and becoming
American?
 Security: Are immigrants and refugees
threats or protectors? Are they national
security or public safety threats, or do they
make positive contributions to communities,
even serving in law enforcement and in
the military?
 Economy: Are immigrants and refugees
takers or givers? Are they taking jobs and
benefits, or are they economic contributors?
Rather than help Americans understand and
facilitate the cultural and economic changes
around them, supporters of immigration
ignore these questions, while anti-immigrant
forces weaponize them. Yet, we observed that
when Living Room Conversations participants
were able to voice their fears and feel heard,
the discussion migrated away from division
towards solutions.
Changing course requires us to understand the
broader context of demographic change, the
fears Americans have, and, more importantly,
how to acknowledge and address those fears.
Only then can America live up to the ideal of
e pluribus, unum – “out of many, one.”

9

In a historical context, what we’re experiencing
is not new. In 1890 and again in 1910, U.S foreignborn residents and citizens made up at least
14.7 percent of the nation’s population.2 Decades
of xenophobia and political backlash followed the
1910 crest, resulting in multiple laws restricting
immigration. Today, with 13.7 percent of the
United States’ current population being foreign
born, we are at a similar inflection point . What
lies ahead depends on how Americans think
about and engage with community.
Today, more than 40 million U.S. residents
and citizens were born in another country.
And, while immigration of generations past
diversified the ethnic makeup of the nation,
modern day immigration has made today’s
America more racially and ethnically diverse
than ever before. The Pew Research Center
paints a colorful statistical portrait of America
in 2016 where Mexican immigrants accounted
for 26 percent of the nation’s foreign born, with
the next largest origin groups are those from
China (6 percent), India (6 percent), and the
Philippines (4 percent).3 And America will only
become more diverse in the years ahead, with
Asians as a whole projected to become the
largest immigrant group by 2055.4
The diversification of America’s communities
is not wholly dependent on future immigration.
In fact, new U.S. Census estimates found that
for the first time, in 2013 over half of babies
born in the U.S. were non-white. Which means,

“non-Hispanic whites will cease to be the
majority group by 2044.”5
The challenge is that the combination of
demographic and economic changes is hard to
unpack for Americans who see their community
and their livelihood changing at the same time.
For recent generations of Americans, a diverse
America is the reality they were born into. But,
for the nation’s Baby Boomers — those born
between 1946 and 1964 — these were tectonic
shifts that rattled their economic and social
framework. In 1960, 88.6 percent of the U.S.
population was white, dropping to 72.4 percent
in 2010. In 1970, 4.5 percent of the nation’s
population was Hispanic. Just 40 years later the
Hispanic population quadrupled to 16.3 percent.6

The challenge is that the combination of
demographic and economic changes is hard to
unpack for Americans who see their community
and their livelihood changing at the same time.

In the 1990’s, as the nation’s immigrant
population began to grow, the Baby Boomer
generation peaked at 78.8 million.7 At this
point, Baby Boomers were between 25 and
45 years old, and beginning to start their
families, worrying about college tuition and job
prospects for their children. And along comes
immigration and globalization to fundamentally
reshape their socioeconomic reality.

2

“The Foreign-Born Population in the United States,” United States Census Bureau, accessed October 1, 2018, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/pdf/cspan_

3

“Key findings about U.S. immigrants,” Pew Research Center, accessed January 2, 2019, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/11/30/key-findings-

fb_slides.pdf.
about-u-s-immigrants/.
4

Ibid.

5

“It’s official: Minority babies are the majority among the nation’s infants, but only just,” Pew Research Center, accessed January 2, 2019, http://www.

6

“A Look at the 1940 Census,” US Census Bureau, accessed January 7, 2019, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/cspan/1940census/CSPAN_1940slides.pdf.

7

“The Baby Boom Cohort in the United States: 2012-2060,” United States Census Bureau, accessed January 5, 2019, https://www.census.gov/prod/2014pubs/

pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/23/its-official-minority-babies-are-the-majority-among-the-nations-infants-but-only-just/.

p25-1141.pdf.
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A Changing Nation
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As American Action Forum President Douglas
Holtz-Eakin said in 2016 before the House Ways
and Means Committee, from World War II to
2007, the economy grew fast enough that GDP
per capita — a crude measure of the standard
of living — doubled on average every 35 years,
or one working career. Coming out of 2008’s
Great Recession, projections indicated that it
would double every 75 years. And, in 2016, those
households that worked full-time for the full year
saw zero increase in their real incomes. As HoltzEakin put it, “The American Dream is disappearing
over the horizon.”8 For many Americans
experiencing this new reality, particularly as their
children came of working age, immigration was
a source of competition, not of optimism.

while 54 percent of those under age 35 are
white – a “gap” of 21 percent, nationally.10 As a
result, the lived experience of Baby Boomers
is fundamentally different than Millennials;
a difference that lays the foundation for very
different perspectives on community.
Most importantly, Frey finds, “The gap is especially
high in states that that have received recent
waves of new minority residents to counter more
established old whiter populations: Arizona leads
all states with a gap of 33 percent.” Nevada, New
Mexico, Florida and California round out the
top five. With the exception of New Mexico, all
five states have been the epicenter of heated
immigration debates as older voters pressure
lawmakers to clamp down on immigration
through a range of local enforcement policies.

It isn’t hard to see why Americans are
feeling stress and anxiety about their future.
Demographic, economic and cultural shifts
lead them to question their sense of community
and turn too quickly to blame immigrants as
the source of their problems. Our politics track
this anxiety as the generational and geographic
divide between political parties grows. So much
so that the difference in generational diversity is
driving not only a competing sense of community,
but divergent political priorities.

To state the obvious, our changing nation has
changed our politics. The echo chamber nature
of our political debate creates bubbles where
perceptions of community are narrow and
divisive. Driven by primary elections, policy
makers have little incentive to explain these
changes to their electorate, much less reach
out beyond their base. As a result, a racial and
geographic divide to our politics settles in.

Our starting point in this case is the fact that
nearly half of Americans under the age of 20
are minority, while over three-quarters of those
65 and older are non-Hispanic white.9 William
Frey, a Brookings Institution demographer,
writes, “The rapid growth of minorities
from the ‘bottom up’ of the age structure is
creating a racial generation gap between
the old and young that reflects the nation’s
changing demography.” He finds that 75
percent of the population over age 55 is white,

Luzerne County, which includes and surrounds
Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, provides a 2016
election example. The county’s diversity
index — which measures the variance of the
racial and origin-based composition of a given
population — increased by 360 percent from
2000 to 2015. It was one of the counties that
saw a dramatic swing from blue to red in 2016.
President Barack Obama carried Luzerne County
by nearly 5 percentage points in 2012. Four years
later, based on a campaign defined by racial and

8

Douglas Holtz-Eakin, “Addressing the Growth Challenge,” United States House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means, February 2, 2016,

9

“Diversity Growing Because Births Far Exceed Deaths Among Minorities, But Not Among Whites,” University of New Hampshire

accessed October 1, 2018, https://waysandmeans.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/20160202FC-Holtz-Eakin-Testimony-CLEAN.pdf.
Carsey School of Public Policy, accessed January 2, 2019, https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.
com/&httpsredir=1&article=1243&context=carsey.
10 “Diversity defines the millennial generation,” Brookings Institute, accessed January 5, 2019, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2016/06/28/
diversity-defines-the-millennial-generation/.
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The racial gap between the parties grew in 2018.
While 54 percent of whites voted for Republicans,
African Americans, Latinos and Asians voted
for Democrats at 90 percent, 64 percent and
69 percent, respectively.12 And, geographically
speaking, urban and suburban voters preferred
Democratic candidates, while voters in small
towns and rural places favored Republicans.13
Estimates indicate that by 2040, approximately
70 percent of Americans will live in the 15 largest
states. Even as New York City, Los Angeles and
Houston continue to see population growth,
30 percent of the country’s population — living
in smaller states without major metropolitan
centers — will hold disproportionate electoral
power.14 Unless political and civic leaders have
strategies to help communities understanding
the changes they see (or read about), political
dysfunction will lead to national tension.
Coming of age in big cities that include a greater
range of economic opportunities, many (mostly
liberal) Americans are insulated from the
demographic and cultural changes Americans
in suburban or rural communities struggle with.
Diverse, urban environments have been built
over generations, and the changes there have
been steady and gradual. While not perfect or
easy, cities allow youth and families to familiarize
themselves with the idea of diversity. Over time, it
becomes the norm as institutions in urban areas
shape, and were shaped by, the diversity of the
populations they served or engaged.

Suburban and rural parts of the country, home
to an older and white population, with less
access to the spoils of the technology economy,
experienced these demographic changes more
recently, and more dramatically. The changes
that took place were proportionately larger,
faster, and more acute – and accompanied
changes as the global economy shifted.
Demographic changes became a proxy for
economic disruption.
Unless we change course, the political divide
between young and old, rural and urban,
will only widen as migration pressures are
exacerbated by continuing economic shifts.
Needless to say, the need for a different
understanding of the American community
has a certain level of urgency.
With or without immigration, the American
community is becoming more diverse. As Richard
Longworth of the Chicago Council for Global
Affairs put it, “You can’t build a wall against
hormones.”15 Which means we are not going to
return to the Baby Boomer definition of America.
So charting a viable path toward compromise
and common purpose requires us to meet
people where they are, understanding the
origins of their hopes and fears and reactions to
their fast-changing communities. Our current
politics and politicians limit the opportunities to
do this kind of work. Ultimately, we must work
together to hold elected officials from both
parties accountable for divisive rhetoric.

11

Thomas B. Edsall, “How Immigration Foiled Hillary,” The New York Times, October 5, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/05/opinion/clinton-trump-

12

“How We Voted in the 2018 Midterms,” Wall Street Journal, November 6, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019, https://www.wsj.com/graphics/election-2018-

13

“Election results offer more evidence of urban-rural divide.” The Associated Press, November 9, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019, https://wtop.com/

14

Phillip Bump, “By 2040 two-thirds of Americans will be represented by 30 percent of the Senate,” The Washington Post, November 28, 2017, https://

immigration.html.
votecast-poll/.
national/2018/11/election-results-offer-more-evidence-of-urban-rural-divide/.
www.washingtonpost.com/news/politics/wp/2017/11/28/by-2040-two-thirds-of-americans-will-be-represented-by-30-percent-of-the-senate/?utm_
term=.826487ecb26c.
15

Ali Noorani, There Goes the Neighborhood: How Communities Overcome Prejudice and Meet the Challenge of American Immigration, (Amherst, New York:
Prometheus Books, 2017).
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geographic fearmongering, President Trump
carried the county by more than 19 points.11
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Understanding the Fears
Deepened understanding of these fears
and anxieties starts with careful listening.
The National Immigration Forum works to
engage conservative and moderate faith, law
enforcement and business leaders living in
the Southeast, South Central, Midwest and
Mountain West, regions that have experienced
some of the fastest growth in the foreign-born
population and are struggling with the political
and cultural changes that come with it.
In the sprint of 2018, Forum staff traveled to
dozens of rural and suburban communities in
conservative regions of the country to convene
“Living Room Conversations.” We tapped into
our networks of faith, law enforcement and
business leaders to recruit 10-15 participants
per conversation in order to better understand
how conservative leaning rural and suburban
communities perceived a changing America.
A discussion guide designed by a team of
researchers helped us lead robust and open
conversations that included themes of identity,
community and polarization, and perceptions
about immigrants.
We launched this learning campaign to test our
hypothesis that Americans grapple with three
specific fears that lead to critical questions of
our changing sense of community:
 Culture: Are immigrants and refugees
isolating or integrating? Do they live in
isolated enclaves, or are they immersed
in the community, learning English and
becoming American?
 Security: Are immigrants and refugees
threats or protectors? Are they national
security or public safety threats, or do they

16

make positive contributions to communities,
even serving in law enforcement and in
the military?
 Economy: Are immigrants and refugees
takers or givers? Are they taking jobs and
benefits, or are they economic contributors?
To complement our findings, we partnered with
More in Common, an international initiative to
build stronger and more resilient communities
and societies, which had just completed an
exhaustive quantitative survey of the American
public. More in Common’s report, “Hidden Tribes:
A Study of America’s Polarized Landscape,”
provides greater texture to these issues. Rather
than a typical conservative versus liberal
categorization of the public, their research led
to a segmentation of the American public into
seven tribes. Four of the tribes, they concluded,
are a part of the “Exhausted Majority.”
More in Common’s findings aligned with the
results of our Living Room Conversations,
“Unsettling changes in our economy and society
have left many Americans feeling like strangers
in their own land.” They defined the Exhausted
Majority as being:
 Fed up with the polarization plaguing
American government and society
 Feeling forgotten in the public discourse,
overlooked because their voices are
seldom heard
 Flexible in their views, willing to endorse
different policies according to the precise
situation rather than sticking ideologically to
a single set of beliefs
 Believe we can find common ground16

Hawkins, S., Yudkin, D., Juan-Torres, M., & Dixon, T. (2018), “Hidden tribes: A study of America’s polarized landscape.” Report prepared for More in
Common.
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Wings

8% Progressive Activists
11% Traditional Liberals

Exhausted
Majority

15% Passive Liberals
26% Politically Disengaged
15% Moderates

Wings

Just because the Exhausted Majority is, well,
exhausted, it doesn’t mean they agree on the
issues. Their views on issues range across the
spectrum but they are turned off by polarization,
feel disregarded in the public discourse, and are
flexible in their views. So, while there are certainly
a large number of Americans trying to find
consensus on our nation’s changing communities,
finding that consensus requires careful listening.
As the authors wrote, “It would be a mistake
to think of the Exhausted Majority merely as a
group of political centrists, at least in the way
that term is traditionally understood. They do
not simply represent a midpoint between the
warring tribes of the left and right. They are
frustrated with the status quo and the conduct
of American politics and public debate.”
This mirrors what we saw in our 26 Living
Room Conversations across the country in
2018. Participants wanted leaders to hear their
concerns. They sought information they can
trust. And there was an unambiguous desire
to rise above polarization and divisiveness in
order to build coalitions and advance overdue
policy reforms.

17

19% Traditional Conservatives
6% Devoted Conservatives

Before specific fears or anxieties came to the
fore, questions of identity undergirded the
conversation.
Francis Fukuyama wrote that the nation’s
identity crisis is exacerbated by the perception
of invisibility. “The resentful citizens fearing
the loss of their middle-class status point an
accusatory finger upward to the elite, who they
believe do not see them, but also downward
to the poor, who they feel are unfairly favored.”
Therefore, “Economic distress is often perceived
by individuals more as a loss of identity than as a
loss of resources.”17
The perception that one’s job is going to be taken
by the Mexican next door, or the Mexican in
Mexico, creates a deep distrust of demographic
change and the elites who seem so comfortable
with it. Again, perception melds into reality and
our political leaders are ill equipped to navigate
the changes – or, more often, exploit the changes
to divide rather than unite the electorate.
Fukuyama goes on, “The rightward drift also
reflects the failure of contemporary left-leaning
parties to speak to people whose relative

Fukuyama, Francis, “Against Identity Politics: The New Tribalism and the Crisis of Democracy,” Foreign Affairs, September/October 2018.
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The Hidden Tribes
of America
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status has fallen as a result of globalization and
technological change.” The nation’s changes are
much bigger than demography.
The authors of a new book, Identity Crisis,
define “racialized economics” as “the belief
that undeserving groups are getting ahead
while your group is left behind.” As Washington
Post columnist Dan Balz explained, “Issues of
identity — race, religion, gender and ethnicity
— and not economics were the driving forces
that determined how people voted, particularly
white voters.”18 We know from recent data that
69 percent of Americans — including 56 percent
of Republicans — believe immigrants are “an
important part of American identity.”19 But what
shines through in our work, whether it was
the Living Room Conversations or our broader
approach, is that the when you localize the
concept of “identity,” the term speaks as much
to people’s hopes as to their fears.

“You’re a little bit of everything, and that’s really
what America is … and that is the beauty and some
of the angst in America … that you don’t want to
give up your heritage.”

In Corpus Christi, Texas, we heard about the
loss of American identity, while in Memphis,
Tennessee, we heard that the church can be
a powerful entity that organizes efforts to
build transformative and inclusive national
identities. In Gainesville, Florida, a man told us
that “we are tribal and can’t handle difference,”
whereas up the road in Tallahassee, we heard,
“One of America’s proudest and most beautiful
things is that it is a melting pot of cultures.” In
Bentonville, Arkansas, a participant remarked,
“You’re a little bit of everything, and that’s really
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what America is … and that is the beauty and
some of the angst in America … that you don’t
want to give up your heritage.”
Identity also speaks to a person’s community;
which, at times, is different from the idea of
an American identity. Numerous participants
told us their identities were tied to their local
communities, their neighborhoods, their sense
of place. In Texas, unsurprisingly, there was a
strong affinity with the idea of being “a Texan.”
And Bentonville had a deep sense of civic pride
when participants talked about the community’s
growing diversity. Overlooking people’s economic
concerns would be an error, but so would
underestimating the power of identity as it
underlies broader fears and anxieties people have.
With change taking hold all around them, we
watched law enforcement officers, small business
owners, and pastors — in real time — soulsearching, exploring what these changes mean
to their own identities. Those who were hopeful
saw their identities connected to larger themes of
values and ideals. Those who were fearful found
themselves in the midst of “an identity crisis.” But
if they felt heard, if their opinion mattered, the
tension melted out of the room.
So, why does the imperative to help America
reimagine a sense of community in this global
environment feel so challenging?
We need to move past binary arguments that
attempt to delineate between race and class
concerns. As our work has demonstrated,
Americans experience immigration in a much
more complicated way; our explanation of
immigration, and engagement of the public,
has to be just as complex.

Dan Balz, “A fresh look back at 2016 finds America with an identity crisis,” The Washington Post, September 15, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.
com/politics/a-fresh-look-back-at-2016-finds-america-with-an-identity-crisis/2018/09/15/0ac62364-b8f0-11e8-94eb-3bd52dfe917b_story.html?utm_
term=.50bae1a13332.
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NPR Press Room, “NPR/Ipsos Poll: American Views on Immigration Policy,” NPR, July 16, 2018, https://www.npr.org/about-npr/629415700/npr-ipsos-pollamerican-views-on-immigration-policy.
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While cultural concerns are linked to identity,
participants spoke to them in the context
of a changing country, not always how they
identified within those changes. For some
participants, issues of race and ethnicity were
central. For others, language determined
whether an immigrant was integrating into
American culture. Diversity and inclusion were
also a consistent theme; as one participant in
Fresno, California, said, “We don’t celebrate
diversity … and too often it’s been us and them.”
A participant in El Paso, Texas, captured the
tension between cultural integration: “It’s just
easy to be American, and that is what this
country is about, that we assimilate and unite
as Americans … and I see that as a problem
with some immigrants that want to isolate
themselves and try to continue their own
cultural behaviors — styles and behaviors
… while they want to take advantage of the
privileges of America … ”
In Appleton, Wisconsin, we heard that
immigration “grows our culture, makes us more
educated, [and] better people.” In Lubbock, Texas,
a participant remarked, “I think [immigrants]
bring a lot to our community by way of service
and family values.” But in Las Vegas, Nevada, we
heard that although immigrants are viewed as
patriotic and hardworking, there were anxieties
around a loss of cultural and language unity.
The conversations echoed More in Common’s
findings: that freedom, equality and the American
Dream are beliefs that make someone American,
and that the ability to speak English can be valued
as an important marker of American identity.

Security: Are immigrants threats
or protectors?
Since the Sept. 11 attacks, security and
terrorism concerns have loomed large in the
nation’s immigration debate. More recently,
the administration’s enforcement actions
at the border and in the interior, along with
progressive efforts to “Abolish ICE” and create
“sanctuary cities,” have further polarized the
debate. As the Trump administration falsely
conflates immigration, terrorism and crime in
order to achieve political goals, voters are left
looking for information they can trust.
Our conversations indicated that personal
relationships mitigated fears that center on
security. People were willing to extend the
benefit of the doubt to the “good” immigrants
they knew. But many participants indicated that
portrayals of immigrants as security threats
are pervasive throughout the media. Therefore,
even if people believe that such portrayals are
misleading, what they read in the newspaper or
saw on the television influenced their opinions.
Some 65 percent of Americans, including 42
percent of Republicans, do not believe that
undocumented immigrants are more likely
to commit serious crimes, according to Pew
Research.20 This maps to reports that show,
“immigrants are much less likely to commit
crimes than the native-born.”21
In the border town of El Paso, we observed a
tension between some Americans wrestling
with a desire to be compassionate as they fear
threats posed by unauthorized immigration.
The conversation in Mesa, Arizona, which
included a handful of local law enforcement
officers, revealed that although issues of
legality and criminality continue to plague

20 “Shifting Public Views on Legal Immigration Into the U.S,” Pew Research Center, June 28, 2018. http://www.people-press.org/2018/06/28/shifting-publicviews-on-legal-immigration-into-the-u-s/#fewer-are-bothered-by-contact-with-immigrants-who-speak-little-english
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“The Integration of Immigrants into American Society,” National Academy of Sciences, 2016, https://www.nap.edu/resource/21746/issue_brief_crime.pdf
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Culture: Are immigrants integrating
or isolating?
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local residents’ perceptions and attitudes,
participants generally agreed that immigrants
do not pose an increased security threat. In
Parker, Colorado, the sense among participants
was that the broader community did believe
immigrants posed a security threat.
Security fears are difficult to overcome.
Even if someone feels immigrants are not a
threat, one tragic incident, one hyperbolic
headline, can plant a seed of doubt. All of
which underscores the importance of local
law enforcement in the conversation about
the changing American community.
ECONOMY

We often hear that immigrants have a
bootstraps mentality — they work as hard as
they can to build a better life. Data suggest
that these participants are echoing national
sentiment. A 2017 Gallup Poll found that
45 percent of Americans believe immigrants
make the economy better overall, compared
with 30 percent who believe immigrants make
the economy worse overall.22 It’s a sentiment
that lines up with the contributions immigrants
make to the U.S. economy: According to
New American Economy, immigrants paid
$105 billion in state and local taxes, and
around $224 billion in federal taxes, in 2014.23
Participants in southern border communities,
where the economy is closely tied to Mexico
and to immigration, recognized the economic
benefit of immigration. In San Marcos,
California, participants saw that the economy
is dependent on the ability of businesses to
buy and sell in both the U.S. and Mexico. There
was general agreement among participants
in Corpus Christi that immigrants were an
economic benefit. On the other hand, thousands
of miles from the border in Spartanburg, South
Carolina, participants remarked that some
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in the community invoked the economy as a
reason to close borders and deport people
here without authorization.
Fears related to the economy can be persistent.
We can address questions of culture and
security only to have questions about jobs
and trade linger. Business leaders, at the
national or local level, can help Americans
understand a changing community when they
partner with other civic leadership. Speaking
to American competitiveness and growth in a
fashion that serves all workers, American and
immigrant, helps people understand the value
of immigration to the nation. When the message
is immigrant-centric, people feel left out of the
conversation, believing elites are looking for
cheaper workers.

Changing Hearts and Minds
More in Common concluded, “To bring
Americans back together, we need to focus first
on those things that we share, and this starts
with our identity as Americans.” Questions of
race, religion, and patriotism led to competing
frames that pushed people apart. But,
“One belief that brings Americans together
is a sense that the country is special.”
We observed that when Living Room
Conversations participants with different
religious or political beliefs felt that their
individual concerns were being heard, the
tension in their voices dissipated, and their
faces brightened. The discussions turned
towards solutions, not divisions. In our
conversations, we saw the same theme More
in Common found in their data: a need for new
approaches and a different conversation on
immigration that helps people come together.

“Immigration,” Gallup, accessed September 6, 2018, https://news.gallup.com/poll/1660/immigration.aspx.

23 “Taxes and Spending Power,” New American Economy, accessed October 2, 2018, https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/issues/taxes-spending-power.
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the emotionally gripping story of a mother
seeking asylum or a successful immigrant
business owner offers a fleeting sense of what
is possible. And in this media environment, that
moment is quickly replaced by the next headline.
Taking a step back to offer an audience an
emotion, attitude or empathetic moment
connected to an underlying belief or value,
allows for a conversation about change that
can be sustained. And when that value or belief
is connected to a person’s self-perception and
connected to the norms of their community,
there is potential for behavioral change.

“It’s very easy to hate from a distance,” one
participant in Spartanburg said. But as people
get to know the immigrant family next door, at
their child’s Little League games, or one pew
over at church, they come to understand them,
appreciate them, love them and value their
individual contributions to the larger American
story. The challenge in front of us is whether
we can bridge the personal relationships with a
broader perception of immigrants.

The new normal is a fast changing, fast moving
world that impacts the way Americans see
themselves and each other. And, at least for the
foreseeable future, the fears of migration and
immigration will continue to be exploited for
political gain.

Which leads to the foundational question: What
actually changes people’s hearts and minds?
It is easy to assume, and a lot of social change
campaigns do, that if you can change someone’s
attitude or emotion towards something, you can
change behavior. But that isn’t really true, or, at
least it’s not the whole picture.

But local leadership — the pastor, the police
chief, the local business owner – have the
potential to bridge the divide. These are the
trusted messengers who can operate within the
networks of friends and family that are some of
the most trusted places in society.

From the Theory of Planned Behavior we learn
that campaigns that focus solely on creating an
emotional reaction, shifting an attitude or even
creating empathy, don’t tend to have sustained
and lasting effects on behavior. In other words,

Few politicians can step into this fray unless they
are willing to cross partisan lines. Which is hard
to imagine these days.

They are the local leadership with the trust and
the credibility to help Americans understand
the shifting nature of community in the context
of global migration. They are trusted leadership
who can meet people where they are, but not
leave them there.

Out of Many, One: Immigration, Identity and the American Dream

Taken together, the Living Room Conversations
left us with a powerful realization: American
identity is being reshaped as perceptions related
to culture, security and the economy are shifting.
Quickly changing demographics are not solely
responsible; the industries of the past are giving
way to the industries of the future, and the
transition from a post-industrial to a knowledgebased economy is disruptive. New technologies,
social norms and conventions are accentuating
the way many Americans view issues such as
immigration. When it comes to identity in the
context of culture, security, and the economy,
there is both optimism and concern.
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Block Club 2.0
Digital Community Organization
for Hyper-Local Innovation
JAHMAL COLE
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he future of “community” is
rekindling the spirit of local organization. In
Chicago, the most local form of community
organization is the block club. On average,
these block clubs consist of the residents of
35 homes. On my block there are 16 houses on
one side of the street and 19 on the opposite side.
Democracy and community within our city start
at the block level. The more connected we are,
the safer, happier, and healthier we are.

Grassroots Government
by the People
For those of you who may have never heard
of a block club, let me explain. A block club is a
group of people who live on a specific city block
(smallest area of land surrounded by streets)
within a neighborhood. The primary purpose
of block clubs is to improve the local quality of
life through organizing and social action. They
connect with each other to share ideas about
what needs to happen to strengthen their
neighborhood and find ways to combine their
efforts toward making it happen.

Lately, I would argue that many of these block
clubs have lost their steam and lack a clear
vision for community improvement. We need
these community organizations, and we need
them to innovate to keep pace with changing
neighborhood conditions. Due to a lack of
resources and opportunities, neighborhoods
on the south and west sides of Chicago have
suffered economic hardship and the loss of
hope for themselves and their communities.
As a result, these neighborhoods are plagued
by what I call a poverty of imagination, or simply
stated, a lack of ideas. Ideas are powerful tools!
One idea can change the world.

Democracy and community within our city
start at the block level.

We blame elected officials for community
conditions: the neglected alleys, trash in the
parks, high crime rates, and failing schools. This
blame excuses a lack of personal responsibility.
The reality is that the mayor doesn’t demand
that you get to know your neighbors, but if you

Block Club 2.0: Digital community organization for hyper-local innovation
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want your block to be safer, you must know your
neighbors and work together to strive for better
conditions. It isn’t an alderman’s job to pick up
trash in our alleys and they cannot demand
residents to do so. However, if you want to rid
your block of blight and vermin, the demand
is on you to take action and pick up that trash.
Government is not a cure-all for every ailment
in our struggling neighborhoods. To improve
our quality of life, there must be personal
accountability, initiative, creativity, and ideas. The
purpose of block clubs is to create an organized
environment that instills that spirit and capacity
for action in its residents.

Embracing Social to Lead Local
Just as new leaders are elected based on the
needs and vision of Chicago’s residents, a new
style of leadership is needed at the local level to
address the needs and vision of our communities.
That style must include and embrace technology.
What a time to be alive and organizing! There
are technologies that allow leadership to
communicate directly with their stakeholders.
Chatbots allow them to communicate with
followers and target their campaigns. Mobile
devices enable immediate sharing of information,
including livestreams and podcasts. Online
surveys and polls provide interactive feedback
from constituents, and social media sites like
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram
provide a wealth of social media influence and
interaction to both leaders and their followers.
President Barack Obama used social media
to increase his visibility and win the 2008
presidential election. Of course, there are risks
and downsides with this connectivity too. And
many leaders don’t know how to use technology
to effectively engage with the world. An online
survey by Harris Poll showed that nearly 70
percent of leaders don’t know how to build a
brand that a city can get behind.

Communication and interaction are critical to
the success of both leaders and organizations,
including block clubs. These clubs are social
groups offline, and they can be social groups
online, as well. The organization I founded,
My Block, My Hood, My City (M3) works to
elevate these block clubs and their mission
in order to promote peace and prosperity
in Chicago’s under-resourced communities.
M3 was born out of my love for traveling and
helping people. I don’t think you can truly love
helping people if you’re not willing to travel to
them. You can understand and share another
person’s feelings, but a true leader moves
beyond empathy to compassion. Compassion
entails not only sympathetically understanding
another person’s distress but also having the
desire to do something about it. I have empathy
when I hear a snowstorm is rolling in, but it is
compassion that makes me grab my shovel and
clear snow on a whole block. I am empathetic
about kids not having access to opportunities
in Chicago. They’ve never been downtown
and seen Lake Michigan, waved for a taxi or
been in an elevator. Compassion drove me to
get a 15-passenger van and start an Explorers
Program so I can transport underserved youth
so they can have these experiences.
Technology and social media provide our block
clubs with a way to connect, communicate and
interact. M3’s One Block at a Time uses Facebook
to organize block clubs in Chicago. “One Block”
currently has 50 block clubs chartered with
M3, each with 35 members that represent
the 35 homes on the block. The block club
administrator, known as the block club captain,
can disseminate information quickly, easily, and
freely to those members as needed. Regular
updates about block activities and issues are
shared within seconds. Video chats can take
the place of physical meetings, allowing more
members access and the ability to participate
and contribute to the issues at hand. They can
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M3 tutorials help residents start their own block
clubs and find new ways to connect to hyperlocal civic organizations on Chicago’s south and
west sides. We help them use technology to
find and support volunteers, identify resources,
share ideas, and seek advice. M3’s One Block
at a Time program provides supports to
them, including branding with new block club
signs. These signs are designed by Chicago
high school students and graphic artists, with
positive and inclusive messaging, and installed
by M3 staff. In addition, One Block at a Time
organizes beautification projects, including alley
cleanups, vacant lot and abandoned building
maintenance, garden installation, and yard
work and snow removal for seniors. This work
incorporates M3’s full network of volunteers,
Chicago students who are completing service
hours and M3 Explorers interested in growth
opportunities over summer break.
In the process of organizing block clubs,
M3 also creates their Facebook group and
trains the members of the clubs to use
Facebook and access the features that are
available, including sign up information and
fliers to promote their club. We encourage
civic advocacy, sharing how block clubs can
advocate for necessary city services, including
speed bumps, stop signs, street lights, and
park repairs or maintenance. Technology and
social media expand our outreach and ability
to virtually travel to individual neighborhoods.
Through M3 and social media, I know I am not
alone. There are residents, both within and
outside these neighborhoods, who have the
empathy and compassion to contribute to our
communities and help solve our issues.

Block Clubs 2.0
Block clubs are not new — they have been
instrumental in uniting neighborhoods for
decades. In the next decade, technology will
allow us to redefine leadership to create
a playbook for community leaders. That
technology is increasing every day, providing
us with the space we need to unite and be
innovative as we work together to address the
issues and problems we face. One Block at a
Time seeks to reimagine block clubs so they
promote inspiring and positive messages, rather
than restrictions, such as “no littering” and “no
loitering.” By promoting positive messages, such
as “Where all guests leave as friends,” we aim to
create environments focused on “yes.” Positive
phrasing reinforces positive attitudes and
positive actions.

In the next decade, technology will allow us to
redefine leadership to create a playbook for
community leaders. That technology is increasing
every day, providing us with the space we need
to unite and be innovative as we work together
to address the issues and problems we face.

Bringing block clubs into the 21st century means
more than new block club signs; it means helping
them use technology that will foster greater
interconnectivity amongst their members. There
is already plenty of technology in Chicago’s
under-resourced communities. There are shotspotters microphones on poles that record gun
shots. There are blue light cameras that record
and report criminal activity in the vicinity. There
are cameras that identify vehicles exceeding the
speed limit and speed cameras and red-light
cameras that issue automatic tickets to those who
fail to stop at an intersection. These technologies
are being used reactively. While their purpose
is intended to increase public safety and deter
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take advantage of the M3 Facebook Page Units,
where they can access heating tips during a
polar vortex and find resources to assist during
extreme heat waves.
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crime, there is concern that they do not deter
crime, but merely encourage criminal activity
to move down the block, out of the scope of the
camera. In addition, they are viewed as a negative
reflection of neighborhoods, labeling most or all
of its residents as criminals, and because they
are constantly recording everyone’s movements,
they are considered to be a violation of privacy.
Therefore, they are destructive to the psyche of
the people who reside there.
I have been experimenting with ways to
use technology constructively, using social
media tools to build community, not to label
communities or take valuable revenue or
resources from them.
For example, on Feb. 9, 2018, there was a huge
snowstorm in Chicago, and the city became
quickly overwhelmed. I live in Chatham, on
the south side of Chicago, where 60 percent
of the residents are senior citizens. These
seniors couldn’t shovel for themselves and were
basically barricaded in their homes for day.
Some had doctor or hospital appointments and/
or other important obligations, and they needed
to be able to safely walk out of their homes and
drive their vehicles. I went to Facebook to seek
volunteer support. On that day, I saw the power
of a single Facebook post.
My single Facebook post received 26,811 reactions
(emojis), 1,842 comments (which I read), 5,960
shares, and 244 clicks to my website. It also
captured the attention of local media and got
over 26,000 shares once it was posted by WGN,
a local Chicago television news station. The next
day, over 120 people from all around the Chicago
region, some even as far as Indiana, met me at
the Chatham train station to shovel for seniors. It
was an amazing day for not just the seniors in my
community, but also for Chicago as a whole.
This example shows the power of technology and
how important it is for local residents and leaders

to understand how to use it. This technology could
have been very useful in the 1995 Chicago heat
wave, which led to 739 heat-related deaths in the
city over five days. According to Eric Klinenberg,
author of Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster
in Chicago, most of the victims of the heat wave
were elderly and poor residents of the city, who
could not afford air conditioning and did not
open windows or sleep outside for fear of crime.
The outreach and sharing of information about
cooling centers and other resource via Facebook
and social media might have saved many of those
lives lost due to the extreme heat.
Let’s stay with the Facebook example. When
it comes to community organizing, My
Facebook Ads (campaigns that target specific
Facebook profiles, depending on their interests,
demographic, etc.) are customized calls to action,
where I’m empowered to target a specific
geographic region, specific age range, people
who match our interests in community issues,
volunteerism, civic engagement, and interest in
using M3 volunteers to build coalitions across
color and class in Chicago. We have volunteers
from 60 of Chicago’s 77 communities. Many are
Facebook users who learned about us through
these ads. The increased technologies available
on Facebook, as well as other social media sites,
and technology that can be accessed through
mobile devices allow leadership of organizations
large and small to communicate directly with
their following. I intend to increasingly make
creative use of this technology.
Chicago has a reputation for being segregated
and disconnected, but I believe strongly that
there are so many people with good will and
a desire to connect who lack the guidance,
know-how, and platform to do so. I choose
to use Facebook to connect the will to do
good and the good that needs to be done.
Our leaders need the capacity to choose
and use technology constructively, to build
communities through volunteer outreach,

23

If used wisely, technology has the power to
amplify community organizing and boost
movements for social change. If Dr. King was
alive today, he wouldn’t be able to accept any
more incoming friend requests on Facebook.
He would have reached his 5,000 connections
limit long ago. Next to his 180 x 180 pixel profile
picture would be a blue verification badge, letting
people know that his profile is authentic. The
custom banner for his public figure page would
mirror his profile picture. His team would have
surely figured out long ago that the Facebook
cover photo size is 828 x 315 px, and they
wouldn’t cut corners on this because the image
size is important; if it’s wrong, it will reflect poorly
on your brand. If the sizing is off, the images will
become blurry. Dr. King would engage his online
community daily with questions about issues and
policies, and in this way, everyone would like they
are a part of the movement.
Dr. King would be listed as administrator of The
Southern Christian Leadership Conference
page, but the actual page would be managed
by a national team because it’s a nationwide
organization. They would set up Facebook
groups for each SCLC chapter in every
membered city. These groups would provide a
space to communicate shared interests with
certain people. SCLC online talk or “chat” would
center around local political advocacy, outreach
programs, and bringing a voice to issues in both
online and physical spaces. Each chapter would
have its own group administrator, and the
members of each group would be residents of
each city. Admins of each chapter/group would
use analytics like Group Insights to understand

how members engage within groups, discover
who the most active group members are, and
learn which posts have the most engagement.
Now this functionality doesn’t currently exist,
but Dr. King would work with Facebook to
allow boosted posts within groups. Currently,
Facebook only allows boosted posts from the
main page, but not within groups. As a result,
a great deal of important information from Dr.
King and/or the national headquarter office
could go unseen by group members, especially
if there are thousands of folks in each group.
SCLC admins would have mastered Facebook
ads and marketing. They would be able to create
a targeted reach to members in their individual
cities for a specific event without having to post
the event on the main page. Dr. King wouldn’t
be using Facebook boosts randomly — he
would already be logging into his desktop and
using Facebook ads as customized calls to
action, targeting specific geographic regions,
specific age ranges, people whose interests
match community issues, volunteerism, civic
engagement, activism, civil rights, human rights,
causes. etc. I imagine Dr. King speaking with
Nelson Mandela in South Africa on What’s App.
But I believe he would be far too savvy to use this
tool solely for text messaging friends overseas.
He would take advantage of What’s App groups
to conduct private meetings with these global
leaders, national and internationally. What’s App
allows you to see if a person read the message,
as well, so it’s quite useful.
Facebook Pixels would be installed on the SCLC
website along with search engine optimization.
Blue Jeans technology would be used to
livestream Dr. King’s presentation all over the
world. Can you imagine Dr. King going live on
Facebook from the March on Washington or
the Edmund Pettus Bridge? If Malcolm X was
alive, he would livestream his speeches from the
Harlem Ballroom using Blue Jeans by Facebook.
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targeting specific demographics with specific
projects, and creating strong and expanding
online and physical communities to hurdle
the socioeconomic barriers that divide the
city. This technology includes Facebook, but
it extends to other sites, including YouTube,
Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, and others.
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I am sure Dr. King would be amazed by the
technological tools and resources that are
available to us today, and I’m just as certain that
he would have taken advantage of them. Like
me, he would have understood that technology
provides us with a powerful tool to affect social
change. It is an effective way to build both physical
and online communities through sophisticated
marketing strategies and the best tools available.
Unlike generations ago, our leaders today have
to consider not just their physical presence and
publicity, but they must also consider the social
impact of their work and the massive, even viral,
online presence they can build through that
work. Human ideas can shape technology, but
it is just as true that technology empowers our
ideas. When the two join forces, the possibilities
to impact change within a community or within
the world are infinite.

People don’t need to feel isolated or alone in
their desire to improve their lives and their
neighborhoods. They are not one against many;
they are one among many.

There are technologies in place that will allow
networks of block clubs and their leaders, so they
can share advice and mentor other new and/or
existing block clubs. The SCLC used the tools and
resources available to spread its message, vision,
and mission. One Block at a Time will follow suit
and continue to use technology and social media
to expand our outreach and influence to bring
prosperity and growth to the neighborhoods
we serve. Positive actions and attitudes will only
prevail if people are aware of them. There is
power in numbers, and technology enables One
Block to increase our following and support one
resident at a time, one block at a time, and one

community at a time. People don’t need to feel
isolated or alone in their desire to improve their
lives and their neighborhoods. They are not one
against many; they are one among many.
Block clubs are governments by the people
at the grassroots level. Larger governmental
agencies are critical to us, and we are in need of
their investment of time, money, resources, and
ideas. However, resident investment in our own
neighborhoods can produce improvements
in many aspects of our lives, including our
safety, crime rate, educational facilities, and
the condition of our parks. We are aware of
our problems because we are closest to them,
and resident by resident, block by block, we
can unite to find solutions to those problems
by innovating at the hyper-local level.
Change and innovation start with individual
residents. The policy makers in Chicago are
temporary and will change with every election
cycle. Problems in our local communities will
outlive their terms of office. The real power
doesn’t lie in government, but in the residents.
Block groups provide them with the forum
and means to be heard and to experiment and
innovate — often with the help of technology
— to ultimately find local solutions to local
problems. Government agencies play a crucial
role in creating an environment that will
support this local innovation.
Communities need space for their voices to
be heard and their ideas to grow — an online
presence where they can be present, innovate,
and develop solutions for the betterment of all.
If we take the building blocks of block clubs to
the next level by helping them create and sustain
online communities, we can work together to
make the changes that allow us all to prosper.
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I

ntroduction:
Communities and American Ideals

Public conversation about the future of
communities is often dominated by debates
about talent attraction, urban-versus-suburban
development priorities, access and affordability.
But any attempt to envision America’s
communities of the future needs to expand
beyond these narrow objectives and begin with
the more fundamental ideals that unite and
ground American society. Communities that
hope to flourish need to allow their residents to
achieve the American Dream of upward mobility.
They should also enable the expression of selfdetermination, unity amid diversity and strong
familial and communal life.
More than abstractions, these ideals have
practical consequences. For most, the
American experiment is first experienced in the
communities where they live, and their reasons
for moving to, or staying within a community
often have to do with how diversified and

robust the overall experience of opportunity
is. The ideal community, I will argue, is both
competitive and desirable. It capitalizes on
its distinctive qualities to compete with other
communities for people, investment, and jobs,
and it also offers a level of life satisfaction
that makes its residents think twice before
leaving. Most importantly, it caters to diversity
of preferences and allows for individual
realization of aspiration.
As American leaders look to the future, they
should pay attention to three key economic and
demographic trends that shape the preferences
of residents and the competitiveness and
desirability of our communities.
First, as knowledge-intensive enterprises
continue to drive economic growth, thriving
communities need to find ways to attract and
retain workers with high degree of sociability.
Jobs requiring high levels social skills grew by 12
percent between 1980 and 2012, and during that
period math-intensive jobs actually shrank by 3.3
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The second trend is demographic. America’s
population is defined by a growing aging
population and a millennial generation even
larger than the baby boomers. Since 2000,
Americans over the age of 65 grew from
35 million to nearly 50 million, or from 12.4 to
15.2 percent of the population.4 As retirees grow
in proportion to the U.S. population as a whole,
so do retirement destinations, which grew by
2 percent last year.5 Older Americans as a group
are wealthy, and yet they look to economize and
stretch their dollars. Millennials, while commonly
described as city dwellers who defy conventional
aspirations for family and homeownership,
actually have higher numbers in the suburbs, a
trend that is only increasing as they age. Still, it
seems that their residential preferences lean
toward places with characteristics of urban
lifestyles and amenities.6 To retain wealth and
wisdom while attracting young talent that will

fuel their economies, community leaders need to
pay attention to the preferences and interests of
both of these populations.
Finally, digital technology has given rise to what
we might call “the preference economy” in which
individuals have the ability to develop and pursue
diverse interests and to associate with others
who share them. The preference economy has
helped to facilitate what some have called the
“democratization of taste,” whereby formerly elite
choices are available to the masses. The internet
permits everyone to dive deep into our interests,
refine our tastes, find others who share our
interests and form a virtual community without
ever leaving our home. Given the choice, we will
also live in a place that matches our interests.
The rise of the preference economy has created
demand for customization in many spheres of
life, including choice of community.

Getting the Basics Right:
Why People Move and Why
They Stay
If cities and communities are laboratories in
which we pursue our basic aspirations for a
better life, we should aim to understand how
aspiration and preferences shape community
choice. Why do people move to, or stay, in a
community? The aspirations that guide people’s
preferences and ultimately, choices should serve
as a guide for policymakers, developers, and
community leaders. What should a “policy of
aspiration” look like?

1

David Deming, “The growing importance of social skills in the labor market,” NBER Working Paper 21475, June 2017. http://www.nber.org/papers/w21473.pdf

2

Catharine Weinberger, “The increasing complementarity between cognitive and social skills,” The Review of Economics and Statistics, 96(5): 849-861,
December 2014. https://econ.ucsb.edu/~weinberg/MathSocialWeinberger.pdf
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Daron Acemoglu and David Autor, “Skills, tasks, and technologies: Implications for employment and earnings,” NBER Working Paper 16082, June 2010.
http://www.nber.org/papers/w16082.pdf. Lawrence Katz, “Get a liberal arts B.A., not a business B.A., for the coming artisan economy,” PBS July 2014. https://
www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/get-a-liberal-arts-b-a-not-a-business-b-a-for-the-coming-artisan-economy

4

U.S. Census Bureau, June 2017. https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2017/cb17-100.html
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See, for instance, https://www.wsj.com/articles/retirees-reshape-where-americans-live-1521691261.

6

Dowell Myers, “Peak Millennials: Three reinforcing cycles that amplify the rise and fall of urban concentration by millennials,” Housing Policy Debate, April
2016. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10511482.2016.1165722.
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percent.1 Employers have increasingly demanded
that jobs requiring high levels of cognitive
ability be filled by people also possessing strong
communication and social skills.2 Automation
and offshoring have raised the demand for “new
artisans,” workers who possess both technical
and interpersonal skills.3 These socially skilled
knowledge workers have congregated in
knowledge centers across the country’s urban
landscapes. Understanding the preferences of
these workers, planners and city leaders can
design and build communities that support them.
Sociability and the types of communities that
support it are important phenomena for urban
planners and city leaders to understand.
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Most residential choices are driven by “hard
factors” such as jobs, affordability, safety, and
good schools. “Soft factors,” such as parks,
natural amenities, restaurants, and third
places in which residents can socialize and
pursue their interests, also play an important
role in attracting and retaining knowledge and
services sector workers and older people. Too
often, however, enthusiasm for soft factors
leads to a focus on design features — such as
higher-density neighborhoods and mixed-use
development — missing the hard factors that
heavily influence most people’s residential
decisions. The final, often neglected factor in
commentary on urban development, is social
connectivity, increasingly understood as key to
growth and dynamism.

Hard Factors: Jobs, Affordability, Education
The communities in America with the fastest job
growth are also the places in which workers
can afford to buy a home or rent an apartment
that matches their aspirations for a good
life. Contrary to the urban booster myth that
young people only want to live in dense urban
areas, most upwardly mobile 25 to 34-yearolds seek less dense and even suburban-style
communities. Major metro meccas such as
New York and Los Angeles are losing population,
while mid-sized metros with less density such as
Austin, Nashville and Raleigh are growing.

Creative class types, it turns out, share the common
American interest of a home and a yard more widely
than is usually reported.

7

When young adults decide to settle down, they
tend to leave higher-cost cities that seemed
exciting just a few years earlier and head for
lower-cost cities. Even tech jobs that do not need
to be in Silicon Valley tend to migrate to more
affordable cities with a promising quality of life.7
Upwardly mobile 25 to 34-year-olds are a big
part of the migration story. Their numbers
swelled by 49 percent between 2000 and 2014,
and there are now more of them living in Austin
than in the San Jose metro area. And yet the
total migration into the city’s center is miniscule
compared to the growth of its suburbs. Between
2000 and 2012, a period of explosive population
growth, 564,700 of the 588,000 people who
moved to Austin located in the suburbs. The
booming downtown that comes to mind when
most people think of Austin’s dynamism only
accounted for 1.6 percent of its growth during
this period.8 Creative class types, it turns out,
share the common American interest of a home
and a yard more widely than is usually reported.
The outmigration of families from city centers
to the suburbs when children reach school age
is well-known. But it seems clear that if schools
are important to a family with children, it is
a significant factor in deciding where to live.
Heterogeneity in school offerings is a net benefit
for a community, as traditional public schools
vie for students with charter schools, private
schools, and non-traditional options such as
online schools and homeschooling cooperatives.
Good schools are a sign of local institutional
health, which correlates with higher levels of
social capital and community stability.

Joel Kotkin and Michael Shires, “The Best Cities for Jobs 2018,” Forbes, May 2018. https://www.forbes.com/sites/joelkotkin/2018/05/07/best-cities-forjobs-2018-dallas-austin-nashville/#5f8e07901f0c. Joel Kotkin, “Tech’s new hotbeds: Cities with fastest growth in STEM jobs are very far from Silicon Valley,”
Forbes, January 2018. https://www.forbes.com/sites/joelkotkin/2018/01/11/techs-new-hotbeds-cities-with-fastest-growth-in-stem-jobs-are-far-from-siliconvalley/#91641bcbed1e

8

Ryan Streeter, “Opportunity Urbanism: The Tech Edition,” The Texas Way of Urbanism, Center for Opportunity Urbanism, 2016: pp. 33-34, 36.
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While hard factors such as economic opportunity
and affordability drive basic decisions on where
to live, amenities matter a good deal, especially
with regard to elderly Americans, college
graduates, and people working in knowledgeintensive occupations. Natural amenities such as
temperature, hills, and proximity to water, have
been found to matter more to older people, while
constructed amenities such as coffee shops,
entertainment venues, bars, and shops, matter
more to college graduates and knowledge
workers.9 The happiness of older residents of a
city has is also associated with good government
services such as public safety and schools, while
the happiness of younger people stems from
access to cultural and recreational assets.10
Workers in professional services and knowledge
sectors have diverse preferences when they
choose where to live depending on life cycle
and personal interests.11 These findings suggest
that a future-oriented community should
provide diverse residential and lifestyle options
for people working in growing sectors of the
economy rather than catering to the narrow
preferences of knowledge workers.
Another detailed study of 164 metro areas found
that mid-size metros (cities between 500,000
and 2.5 million residents) had a greater presence
of college-educated workers and higher overall
population growth when certain quality of life
factors were present, defined by measures of

9

crime, housing costs, and diversity together
with cultural amenities. The effect was more
limited for smaller metros between 250,000
and 500,000 residents. The study suggests that
young talent considers amenities along with
housing affordability when moving to mid-size
metro areas.12

Social Factors: Networks and
Upward Mobility
Social relationships and networks are the final
factor shaping residential preferences. They do
not fit neatly into the concepts of hard or soft
factors. The presence of social and professional
relationships affects people’s happiness with
their location and their relocation decisions.
A study of 13 cities in Europe found that
professional and social connections were a
powerful factor in location decisions, followed by
hard factors such as job availability and quality.
Soft factors such as amenities and cultures of
openness and tolerance mattered much less.13
Research has also shown that social connections
matter a great deal to economic opportunity,
including for low-income people; more social
connections increase chances of getting a job,
and better-paying jobs.
In the economic geography of today’s America,
these networks are unevenly distributed. People
living in high-growth areas are not only highly
educated and well-paid, they are also highly
networked. They have access to information

Clark, https://culturalpolicy.uchicago.edu/sites/culturalpolicy.uchicago.edu/files/clark-amenities.pdf

10 Michael Hogan, Kevin Leyden, Ronan Conway, Abraham Goldberg, Deirdre Walsh, Phoebe E. McKenna-Plumley. “Happiness and health across the lifespan in
five major cities: The impact of place and government performance,” Social Science and Medicine, v. 162, August 2016: 168-176. https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0277953616303239
11
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Cities: The International Journal of Urban Policy and Planning (February 2013): 33-41. http://orbit.dtu.dk/fedora/objects/orbit:122707/datastreams/
file_44a8e7a2-487c-44fb-b963-9d2ffd9e992a/content; and https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17549175.2016.1223740?needAccess=true#a
HR0cHM6Ly93d3cudGFuZGZvbmxpbmUuY29tL2RvaS9wZGYvMTAuMTA4MC8xNzU0OTE3NS4yMDE2LjEyMjM3NDA/bmVlZEFjY2Vzcz10cnVlQEBAMA

12

Janet Kelly, Matt Ruther, Sarah Ehresman, Bridget Nickerson. “Placemaking as an economic development strategy for small and mid-size cities,” Urban
Affairs Review, v. 53: 435-462, July 2016. http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1078087416657895
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Sako Musterd and Olga Gritsai, “The creative knowledge city in Europe: Structural conditions and urban policy strategies for competitive cities,” European
Urban and Regional Studies, 0(0), 2012. http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.1018.9016&rep=rep1&type=pdf
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Soft Factors: Amenities, Recreation and
Entertainment, Services
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about opportunities and live and work in
networks of relationships that augment this
information. Their networks open doors and
expand and accelerate options and opportunities.
Many studies have also shown, though, that
lower-income people with richer and more
extensive networks fare better than those
who do not. Conversely, high-achieving lowerincome young people often miss opportunities to
advance their education and economic position
because of a lack of connectivity. The problem
is one of scale, namely that even lower-income
families with good networks are not as equally
connected to opportunity-creating networks
such as institutions of higher education and
professional networks as higher-income people
who take them for granted. The challenge for
cities of the future is to build bridges between
less-networked communities and populations
with those institutions and communities that
are rich in networks leading to a wide range
of opportunities.
Competitive and desirable communities will
therefore strive to create new forms of social
and vocational connections. New tools are
emerging to help better understand which
jobs requiring which types of skills are in
demand. Future-oriented community leaders
should strive to be the first to find ways to
provide that information, along with guidance
on the educational and training institutions
that provide requisite skills training, directly
to aspiring workers, their families, and their
teachers and coaches. Community leaders can
also do more to connect lower-opportunity with
higher-opportunity neighborhoods through job
fairs, community festivals, and transportation
between them. They can also work to improve
the ability of institutions of higher education,
including community colleges and technical
training institutes, to build stronger networks

with employers and aspiring learners in other
cities through digital tools. Not only would
such a forward-looking community benefit
its residents, its reputation for connectivity
could become an attraction for migrants from
other places.
City leaders can promote the growth of social
networks by involving civic and professional
associations in their planning. The best way
for local organizations to grow and work with
one another is to be given an opportunity to
do so. Rarely can such activity be mandated
or overly engineered. Whether it is a public
health campaign or an initiative to boost the
arts in a community, private and public sector
leaders should invite not only the participation
but the leadership of community organizations
with direct ties to neighborhoods and
households, such as religious organizations,
schools, neighborhood-focused community
groups, professional associations and locallyowned businesses.

Human Scale and Happiness
The preference economy, the need for greater
connectivity, and even the fundamental tenets of
political philosophy suggest that the competitive
and desirable community of the future will be on
a human scale. Human beings are communal
– even tribal – in nature, and our happiness is
closely tied to the strength of our community
ties. Cities and towns that figure out how to
provide greater options for associational life
and work-life balance will be more competitive
and desirable than those that do not. Cities that
figure out how to create living environments
at human scale will attract new residents. But
the notion of human scale is usually missed in
analyses of hard and soft factors.
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The value we attach to smaller-scale
communities is a deeply rooted element of
the human condition. Plato and Aristotle both
grappled with the proper size of a city-state
because a successful polity depended upon
relationships between governing and governed;
among people who know each other and can
hold one another accountable. This is a central
argument in the Federalist Papers; the American
republic could work at a large scale only with a
proper system of checks and balances. James
Madison believed that through a proper set of
constitutional checks and balances in a federal
republic, small-scale polities could live side by
side and form a larger, coherent whole. Unity
amid smaller-scale diversity is a fundamental
American principle.14
These and other philosophers were concerned
with the idea of happiness and the preconditions
for human flourishing. They observed that people
are at their best when they are fully functioning
members of communities in which their voices,
opinions, and actions matter. Their insights have
been confirmed and furthered by social scientists
and economists more recently who have found,
for instance, that there is a limit to the number
of relationships each of us can manage, and that
we derive our greatest sense of purpose and
happiness from family, community involvement
and relationships, religious engagement and
work.15 Additional studies have found that regions
with multiple local governments fare better

14

Human beings are communal – even tribal – in
nature, and our happiness is closely tied to the
strength of our community ties.

economically, and Americans trust their local
governments significantly more than the federal
government or even their state governments.16
A recent survey showed that Americans in
every demographic category derive a sense of
community more from their city or neighborhood
than their political ideology or ethnicity.17

Districts matter
To the extent that people have a choice, they
typically prefer communities in which school,
work, grocery shopping, hanging out and
community membership are proximate and in
balance with each other. The “high street” in
London is a quintessential instance of how
communities within a large metropolitan area
are anchored by unique, core set of community
characteristics. High streets, equivalent in some
ways to an American urban Main Street, anchor
the retail and social life of particular districts
within the greater London metro area. Each
district and its walkable high street have unique
personalities and identities. They create a kind
of village within a large global city with which
residents identify. Any large city with strong,
distinct districts can be analyzed similarly.
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The Importance of Life on a Human Scale
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One way to evaluate the human scale of a place
is by assessing the walkability of a neighborhood
or district. There is evidence that people
prefer living in communities in which services,
amenities and key institutions are proximate
and even reachable by foot. A kind of “village
instinct” seems hardwired into us. Given a choice,
most people prefer to live in places that have
some sense of a physical center in which life’s
essential activities — work, school, religious
and civic spaces — hang together. The success
of new urbanist and mixed-use real estate
developments on grid-patterned roadways
is further evidence for the power of these
preferences. Studies of various cities have found
that all else being equal, home buyers are willing
to pay more to live in neighborhoods marked
by connected streets and a mix of residential
and commercial uses. They will also pay more
to live closer to the central business district
and to shorten commute times. Home values
increase the closer they are to core community
amenities such as grocery stores, parks, schools,
hardware stores, and so on.18
That neighborhoods with mixed uses and tighter
connectivity between core amenities and services
correlate with higher home prices will not
surprise longtime readers of Jane Jacobs’ views
on sidewalk life in cities. Communities are more

18

desirable when the basics of everyday life are
all around us and nearby, rather than scattered
across disconnected landscapes. When all else
is equal, people prefer a sense of community
in the built environment. This does not always
have to take the form of village-like, walkable
neighborhoods. It is possible to blend together
Americans’ penchant for detached single family
homes and automobiles, as numerous new
urbanist developments have done. Studies have
shown that proximity to Walmart raises home
values, just as it does in neighborhoods close to a
Whole Foods or Trader Joes.19
In summary, when work, play, relationships and
leisure “hang together” in a community, people
generally fare better by any economic or social
measure we value.

The Multi-Centric City
What are the lessons that community leaders
should learn from insights into the virtues of
smaller-scale social and political organization?
The short answer is that cities should aspire to
be “multi-centric,” that is, organized not only
around the older urban core, but around local
districts throughout the larger community for
several key reasons.

For instance, Michelle Bina and Kara Kockelman, “Location Choice vis-à-vis Transportation: The Case of Recent Homebuyers,” Austin: University of Texas,
2006: http://www.ce.utexas.edu/prof/kockelman/public_html/TRB06HomeChoice.pdf; Beth Wilson and James Frew, “Apartment rents and locations
in Portland, Oregon: 1992-2002,” Journal of Real Estate Research, 29(2), 2007: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=978977; Charles
Tu and Mark Eppli, “An Empirical Examination of Traditional Neighborhood Development,” Real Estate Economics, 29(3), 2001: https://epublications.
marquette.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1002&context=fin_fac; Yan Song and Gerrit-Jan Knaap,
“New urbanism and housing values: a disaggregate assessment,” Journal of Urban Economics, 54(2), 218-218, 2003: http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/
download?doi=10.1.1.197.7545&rep=rep1&type=pdf. A 2009 study of more than 90,000 home sales in fifteen U.S. metro areas found a correlation between
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to residential neighborhoods everywhere in America, the study found that in a typical housing market, a one percent Walk Score increase was associated
with an increase in home values between $500 and $3,000. Joe Cortright, “Walking the walk: How walkability raises home values in U.S. cities,” CEOs for
Cities, 2009. https://nacto.org/docs/usdg/walking_the_walk_cortright.pdf. In the first nationwide analysis of walkability, a 2018 study found that a one-point
increase in Walk Score delivers a .14 percent price premium in property values, which in effect means that a $200,000 home in a neighborhood with a
Walk Score of 0 would sell for $228,000 in a neighborhood with a score of 100. The study also finds that the price premium is owing in part to the lack of
availability of walkable neighborhoods because of land-use restrictions. According to another measure of walkability in a 2011 study, a 10-point increase in
walkability on a 100-point scale resulted in a one to nine percent increase in retail, office, and apartment values. Gary Pivo and Jeffrey Fisher, “The walkability
premium in commercial real estate investments, Real Estate Economics, March 2011. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1540-6229.2010.00296.x
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Second, increasing social connectivity allows
for the spontaneous production of goods
that are often better than those planned in
advance. Increasing opportunities for nonprofits,
associations and local businesses to join and
lead initiatives aimed at the public good increase
civic connectedness. Doing so locally within the
larger community does so even more. Ensuring
that local land-use allows for entrepreneurs,
businesses, and residents to mold their
particular district in unique ways promotes
interaction and creative adaptation. Top-down
planning cannot achieve what socially and
professionally networked individuals can.
Third, keeping costs low and opportunity high
will create the conditions for flourishing across a
diverse set of local communities within a larger
polity. The story of growth among cities in the
south and west over the past few decades is
very much a story about the balance between
economic opportunity, new development, and
affordability. As we have seen, counter to urban
legends that abound, 25 to 34-year-olds tend to
move to less expensive, opportunity-rich places
as they move into the phase of life where one
begins to make longer-term plans. On the other
end of the life spectrum, an active class of older
Americans also values affordability. Another
added value to the multi-centric city is the

options it makes available to an aging population
as they downsize, move closer to core services to
become less auto-dependent, and so on. Keeping
the wisdom and wealth of aging people in a
community should be a priority.
The successful community of the future will be
multi-centric, meaning that as a city grows, it
should not put all of its eggs in the “downtown”
basket. It should have multiple downtowns, so to
speak. Community leaders should obsess about
districts rather than downtown-versus-suburbs
calculations. Suburban communities should
increasingly offer urban amenities such as
festivals, food, and fun, while urban communities
should offer suburban goods such as good
schools, safe streets, and new housing.

When work, play, relationships and leisure “hang
together” in a community, people generally fare
better by any economic or social measure we value.

The multi-centric city of the future will succeed
to the degree it realizes the twin ideals
of competitiveness and desirability. Basic
preferences should always be the initial guide,
followed by a good grasp of the diverse ways
those preferences are expressed across the
city. People generally want affordable places
to live, good schools, and access to good and
basic amenities. People want good jobs, and
they benefit from living in areas with high
levels of social capital. But they do not want all
of these goods in the same way, which is why
successful communities offer options. Leaders
of competitive and desirable communities in
the future will continuously work to meet these
preferences with a diverse array of districts that,
taken together, offer something for everyone.
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First, diversity of interests and preferences
is here to stay. As taste making has become
both more democratic, diffuse, and particular,
a competitive and desirable community will
incorporate such proliferation into its design and
structure. A multi-centric city with multiple uses
within each of its “centers” helps to enable such
diffusion and increases the likelihood that people
with shared particular interests can be together
socially, professionally, and residentially.
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Reckoning,
Redemption,
Resilience
Lessons from Religion on
Community Life Today
REV. JENNIFER BAILEY
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n November 1, 2018,
a group of 95 strangers gathered in the
basement of the historic Sixth and I Synagogue
in Washington, D.C. less than one week after
the massacre at the Tree of Life, L’Simcha
Congregation, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
Eleven souls lost their lives that fateful Shabbat
morning, marking the deadliest attack on the
Jewish community in modern United States
history. The names, faces and stories of those
killed were front of mind for many gathered that
chilly night as they took their seats and began to
pass the entrees and salads that would become
a centerpiece of their shared experience.

The topic for conversation that evening was
“bridging partisan divisions in a toxic political
culture” and was sponsored by The People’s
Supper. A collaborative project launched in the
aftermath of the 2016 presidential election cycle,
The People’s Supper aims to heal the divides
and fortify communities over shared meals
and storytelling. Since January 20, 2017, the
project has held more than 1,400 suppers in 132
communities nationwide, focusing on bringing
people together to engage constructively on

issues affecting their communities. It has
teamed up with ordinary citizens, schools,
workplaces, neighborhood organizations, and
faith communities like the Sixth and I Synagogue.
Rather than dive into a debate on policy or
culture, those gathered began by sharing
personal stories about their hopes and fears
for the future of our nation. People like Phyllis.
A conservative, self-proclaimed “born-again
follower of Jesus,” who came to the table
expecting to have little in common with those
who gathered. She surprised when she found
camaraderie with a woman seated next to her at
the table — a liberal rabbi. When Phyllis shared
about spending time with her father as he was
dying and hearing him share that he doesn’t
believe in God after all — it resonated and led
to the two women into meaningful connection
and conversation. In an era dominated by news
cycles that amplify all that divides us, Phyllis
was able to find unexpected community with
someone radically different from herself.
It is perhaps not surprising that Phyllis’
transformative experience happened within
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the four walls of a religious congregation.
Indeed, the centrality of faith communities
in the formation of American communal life
predates the founding of the republic, from
the rich traditions of indigenous peoples who
saw no distinction between the sacred and
the secular to European refugees fleeing
religious persecution in their homelands. Yet,
the People’s Supper is a secular civic project
by nature. Against the backdrop of declining
rates of religious participation and affiliation
in the United States, it is part of a growing
ecosystem of initiatives, organizations and
projects reclaiming sacred rituals and redefining
everyday practices, like sharing meals, as a
means of building community today.

Rather than dive into a debate on policy or
culture, those gathered began by sharing
personal stories about their hopes and fears
for the future of our nation.

My own life journey embodies this nexus
between the deeply rooted foundations of
traditional religious institutions and the fluidity of
an as yet to be named field of spiritual innovation
and community building that seeks to fortify the
collective ties that bind us together while also
attending to holistic wellbeing of the individual.
In my role as co-founder of The People’s Supper
and a clergywoman in the African Methodist
Episcopal Church, I have personally seen both
the tensions and opportunities that can arise
when established religious communities, which
are concerned with stability and continuity,
interact with dynamic new projects exploring the
intersection of spiritual practice, social cohesion
and communal life.
Yet, both seem to be pointing toward the same
fundamental question which I believe to be the
core question of 21st century American life as
we attempt to further the project of building

a multi-racial, multi-ethnic democracy. To
paraphrase my 87-year-old grandmother, a
proud leader in her rural Baptist church, how
we be together? I use the African American
vernacular English here intentionally. Just as the
verb “to be” changes meaning depending on the
grammatical context, so must we be willing to
be fluid in our understanding of our relationship
to one another and community during this time
rapid societal change.
The tectonic plates of our communal life are
shifting as the old economic and social institutions
that shaped American identity collapse and new
land masses in the form of new cultural norms
and practices emerge. Those of us called to
lead communities must thus be cartographers,
surveying the land and mapping these new
terrains so that the generations that follow can
build well. I have come to believe that building
well in the 21st century and beyond will require
centering the voices, experiences, needs, and
genius of those who have historically been
pushed to the margins of our society. For it is at
the margins that we are able to see that which
connects and divides us more clearly. It will also
require careful thought and intention toward how
we treat and care for our physical environment
lest the new land we survey collapse due to the
exploitation of our natural resources.
In this essay, I will explore one of these
transforming landscapes — the state of
American religious life — and what it may have to
teach us about how we brace for change in other
sectors. Ever evolving, religious communities
in the United States have much to teach us
about resilience and adaptability in the midst of
the social upheaval. Often, adaptability means
the emergence and defining of new roles to
accommodate shifting demands.
In the context of today’s evolving religious
landscape, these new roles can be loosely
defined into seven broad categories first
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American Religious Life in Flux:
Shifting Attitudes and Affiliations
Despite making great strides for equality in the
last 60 years, the social fabric of the United States
has suffered, threatened by the segregation of
urban spaces, a staggering wealth gap, and an
individualistic narrative that now fails to meet
expectations of upward social mobility. Indicators
point to growing social isolation, such as the
highest suicide rate in 30 years, a record number
of Americans who believe the American dream
is out of reach, and levels of social trust reported
at historic lows for millennials. With the rising
tensions of an increasingly polarized political
discourse and a new wave civil rights movement
calling for Americans to implement the rights
hard-won over the last 60 years, it is clear that the
country is in need of a real conversation about its
morals, values and identity.
Historically, religious leaders and institutions
have helped anchor us through these moral
crises and provided stability in a time of
dynamism and change. Faith communities have
played pivotal roles in shaping the cornerstone

institutions of our communal life, including
hospitals, schools, social service organizations,
and civic organizations like the YMCA and Boy
Scouts.2 Today, the 2017 American Hospital
Association Annual Survey estimates that one in
seven patients in the United States are treated
in Catholic hospitals. The first school in the
American colonies, Boston Latin School, was
established in 1635 to educate Puritan children
so that they could read the Bible. The American
Civil Rights Movement began in the basements
and fellowship halls of Southern churches in
places like Greensboro, North Carolina, and
Montgomery, Alabama. Groups like the Hebrew
Immigrant Aid Society have been essential in the
settlement of immigrants and refugees. These
examples point to an important reality: There are
few aspects of American civic life that have not
been touched by religious institutions.
Despite the influence of a wide spectrum
of religious traditions, the locus of power
in American religious life over the first two
centuries of the nation lay largely with white
Protestants. This power was not just religious,
but cultural. Protestantism provided a common
moral vocabulary, historical legacy, aesthetic,
and means of assimilation for early European
migrants of different national origins. As David
Hollinger notes prior to the 1960s, “Persons
at least nominally affiliated with these
denominations controlled all branches of the
federal government and most of the business
world, as well as the nation’s chief cultural and
educational institutions, and countless state
and local institutions.”3 With white Protestant
identity came power, privilege, and deepening
sense of social capital and cohesion.
In his 2016 book The End of White Christian
America, scholar Robert P. Jones traces the
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defined by Thurston, ter Kuile, and Phillips in
their groundbreaking report Care of Souls:
the gatherer, the seer, the healer, the steward,
the elder, the venturer and the maker.1 As
we will explore, these new “jobs to be done”
are not an attempt to supplant the role of
traditional clergy and lay leadership roles
within religious communities, but rather
to expand the boundaries of what spiritual
leadership looks like today. As these new roles
begin to take shape, an emerging network of
social innovators are helping re-define what
community life looks like in the United States.
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origins, legacy, and declining influence of white
Protestantism in the United States. According
to Jones, the early 20th century saw white
Protestantism begin to develop along two main
branches defined by geography, social class, and
theology: a more liberal mainline Protestantism
anchored in the New England and the Upper
Midwest/Great Lakes and a conservative
Evangelical stream with roots in the South
and Ozark Mountain region.4 This geographic
split was a byproduct of the Civil War, when
churches, like families, split in their allegiance to
the country and their commitment to uphold the
institution of slavery.5
That is not to say that mainline Protestant
denominations in North were somehow less
invested in the upholding racial hierarchies
based on the color of one’s skin. Indeed, one of
the greatest schisms in American Protestantism
occurred in Philadelphia in 1787 when the
black parishioners of St. George’s Methodist
Episcopal Church, led by Richard Allen, left the
congregation in protest after white leaders
refused to allow them to pray alongside
their white counterparts. This act launched
a new branch of Christianity known as Black
Protestantism or “The Black Church.”
The scientific and technological advances of
the modern era brought a new challenge to the
forefront as white Protestants began to wrestle
with the implications of these innovations on
their theological doctrine and core beliefs. New
fault lines were drawn between modernists,
who adjusted their worldview to be inclusive to

new scientific revelations, and fundamentalists
who saw these concessions as a betrayal of
biblical authority and the supernatural nature
of the divine. As Jones notes, events such as the
1925 Scopes Monkey Trial that brought into the
public eye the debate around teaching evolution
in schools would prove to be just one of many
events that widened the chasm between these
two groups.6
The implications were far reaching and can still
be felt today. While Protestant Christianity has
a long history of dividing along theological lines,
the timing of the debate between modernists
and fundamentalists occurred just as the United
States was beginning to emerge as a global
superpower and at the advent of mass media.
With power came resources and the means
of creating new organizations reflective of the
theological disposition of its founders and with the
means of the spreading their messages far and
wide. Suddenly, the average white Protestant had
direct exposure to distinct theological worldviews
and the ability to choose which one to adopt.
The influence of white Protestantism hit its
peak in the 1950s. Having just contributed to
winning the Second World War, American
GIs returned home and joined civic, religious,
and social groups. As Robert Putnam notes in
his seminal text Bowling Alone: The Collapse
and Revival of American Community, the war
gave people “shared adversity and a shared
enemy” while also ushering in a period of
intense national patriotism and local civic
engagement.7 The country saw a surge in the
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as unaffiliated “nones” or “dones” who have left
their faith communities of origin. The reasons
for disaffiliation vary. However, among surveys
of millennials and members of Generation Z who
once belonged to a faith community, there seems
to be consensus that faith often seems to play a
one-sided role in American civic and political life
– one that is politically partisan, conservative, and
that leads to the further disenfranchisement of
marginalized communities.

The social upheaval of the 1960s sparked an
exodus from traditional religious institutions
with the largest loss experienced among white
Protestants. Despite a brief revival in the 1980s
culminating 20 years later with the election of
self-identified Evangelical George W. Bush as
President of the United States, the declining
trend in affiliation and participation continued.
According the Public Religion Research
Institute in 2017:

One may ask why we ought to pay attention to
these demographic trends and the decline of
white Protestantism in particular or question
what this single group’s trajectory has to do
with the broader national understanding of the
landscape of community? European nations are
full of examples of populations that have become
more secular over time. Indeed, as the nation
becomes more diverse by race, religion, and
ethnicity, it follows that white Protestants would
make up a smaller portion of the population.
We may celebrate the waning influence of
institutions that wielded too much power to the
exclusion and detriment of minority groups.

White Christians now account for fewer
than half of the public. Today, only 43% of
Americans identify as white and Christian,
and only 30% as white and Protestant. In
1976, roughly eight in ten (81%) Americans
identified as white and identified with a
Christian denomination, and a majority
(55%) were white Protestants.8
Particularly troubling to those invested in
maintaining these communities is that the
sacred world appears to be losing influence
among certain key demographics. The fastest
growing population are those who are religiously
unaffiliated. The Pew Forum on Religion and
Public Life reports that today 22.8 percent of the
population is religiously unaffiliated.9 Among
people under the age of 30, the statistics are
even higher with nearly one-third identifying

As a woman of color and clergywoman, I must
confess that do not find myself particularly
concerned about the attendance numbers
of white Christians or former Christians at
Sunday church services. Their engagement
in religious life is a question to be settled
between themselves and their God. I do worry
when white disaffiliation leads to feelings
of disaffection, alienation and isolation, for
those are the conditions that provide fertile
ground for recruitment into dangerous
ideologies with violent ends. When a vacuum
is created, something always rises to take its
place. The best-case scenario is that former
white Protestants begin to affiliate and find
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membership of fraternal organizations like the
freemasons and the Elks, bowling leagues, labor
unions, and peak church participation. White
Protestant denominations memorialized this
period through a surge of building projects –
new church edifices, office buildings to house
denominational ministries, recreation centers,
summer camps, and country clubs – many of
which denied access to Jews, Catholics and
African Americans.
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meaning in communities that embody the
values of pluralism, inclusion, and equality
that make the American project so enticing.
At worst, those left behind close ranks and
hold tightly to a grasp on power that can have
dangerous consequences. A 2019 report from
the Southern Poverty Law Center saw the
number of hate groups in the United States rise
for the fourth year in a row in 2018 with over
1,000 hate groups active nationwide. These
groups tear at the fabric of national tapestry by
insisting on the supremacy of one racial, ethnic,
or religious group over the other. At their most
extreme, they advocate for the extermination of
minorities by any means necessary.
It is no surprise then that a rising number of
white Evangelical Protestants increasingly
view themselves as a persecuted minority.10
Having lost the culture war around issues like
same-sex marriage, more conservative white
Protestants have staked their last stand on
political candidates and policies that previously
would have been abhorrent to them. Indeed, it
is hard to fathom now that it was Evangelicals
who were among the most ardent supporters
and advocates for comprehensive immigration
reform during the administrations of Barack
Obama and George W. Bush. In some circles,
a fidelity to the faith has been supplanted by
an almost cult-like worship of whiteness as
ideology and means of power.

Faith communities are full of resources to help us
wrestle with the unknowable and make sense out of
the intangible. There is ancient wisdom embedded
in these traditions about what it means to do and be
community that is perhaps worth interrogating as
we consider the future of communities.

On my more pessimistic days, I find myself
feeling hopeless about the possibility of
creating communities in which difference is
seen as an asset and not a threat. When I feel
more charitable, however, I am able to see
clearly that these are communities in the midst
of a deep grieving process. Encounters with
death remind us of the anxiety and fear each of
us holds when thinking about our own morality
and what we leave behind once we are gone.
They can also cause us to lash out. Luckily, faith
communities are full of resources to help us
wrestle with the unknowable and make sense
out of the intangible. There is ancient wisdom
embedded in these traditions about what it
means to do and be community that is perhaps
worth interrogating as we consider the future
of communities.

Resilience, Redemption,
and Being Together
When 21-year-old Dylann Roof murdered nine
parishioners at the Mother Emanuel African
Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston,
South Carolina in June 2015, the nation paused
in horror. How was it possible that a young
white man could intentionally plan to execute
innocent people in their house of worship solely
because the color of their skin? Had not that
form of vehement racism died out along with
the segregationists who had resisted racial
progress in the 1950s and 1960s? Perhaps just
as surprising was the response of the victims’
families. Less than 48 hours after the tragic
death of their loved ones, those left behind
stood to confront Roof and one by one forgave
him. Their actions echoed those of the Sikh
families in Oak Creek, Wisconsin. In 2012, white
supremacist Wade Michael Page entered a local

10 Robert P. Jones, Daniel Cox, Betsy Cooper, and Rachel Lienesch, “Majority of Americans Oppose Transgender Bathroom Restrictions,” Public Religion
Research Institute, last modified March 10, 2017, http://www.prri.org/research/lgbt-transgender-bathroom-discrimination-religious-liberty.
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reckoning — that exposes a festering wound
that endangers our ability to be in relationship
with one another and be in community. From
stories of sexual assault and violence being
amplified by the #metoo movement to renewed
attention on police brutality against black and
brown people captured on cell phone cameras,
these reckoning moments are important in so
far as the show a more complete picture of the
deeply-rooted barriers to community building
across difference.

What gave these communities the ability to
show forgiveness to the perpetrators of the
horrific, unspeakable, crimes their families
experienced? A flat reading of both scenarios
elevates the virtues of the bereaved, granting
them an otherworldly saintliness. It is certainly
appropriate to applaud the courage of these
individuals. To do so exclusively, however, would
ignore that within both faith traditions are
frameworks for racial hope and optimism that
is born not out of naivety but in the experience
of living in community and experiencing
forgiveness firsthand. Forgiveness in this context
is as much for the person granting forgiveness
as it is for the one who is on the receiving end. It
is not something to be demanded, but rather can
be helpful starting point in the journey toward
wholeness after loss.

It is also true that moments of reckoning
without pathways of accountability and
redemption for perpetrators do not reach their
highest potential. At best, these moments lead
not just to awareness but to transformation
in the very systems and practices that wound.
Systems are not abstract. They are made up
of people who contribute to their creation
and upkeep. Likewise, redemption is not a
solitary act of confession and forgiveness.
As colleagues in the restorative justice field
have shown over decades of work in schools
and the criminal justice system, central to this
conversation is the relationship between victim,
perpetrator and community.11 It is a process
of truly taking account for one’s action by
acknowledging wrongs publicly, hearing public
account of the harm one’s actions have caused,
taking steps to amends and changing harmful
patterns of behavior. Building new communities
will require us to get into the practice of
redemption if we want to break cycles of harm
and incentivize truth telling.

We are living in apocalyptic times. The
apocalypse before us is not the stuff of
cinematic blockbusters but rather reminds us
of that the Greek root of the word apocalypse
means to “uncover.” What is being uncovered
in this period of rapid societal transformation
is just how tenuous the ties that bind our
democracy really are. It seems like every
week there is a new uncovering — a new
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of ritual, writings and practices regarding
the role and necessity of redemption and
atonement. For example, the highest holidays
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gurdwara with a semi-automatic pistol killing six
members before taking his own life. On March
15, 2019, Husna Ahmed was murdered alongside
49 others at two mosques during Friday prayer
in Christchurch, New Zealand. After leading
others to safety, she had returned to search
for her husband, Farid, and was shot in the
back. Afterwards Farid, who survived, would tell
journalists, “I lost my wife, but I don’t hate the
killer. I don’t have any grudge against him. I have
forgiven him and am praying for him.”
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on both Jewish (Yom Kippur) and Christian
(Easter) liturgical calendars are both centered
on this theme. Though vastly different in
their theological origins and requirements of
practitioners, both emphasize divine judgment
and divine mercy. Indeed while the world’s
religious traditions may deeply disagree on
concepts of rebirth, salvation, and the nature of
divine, nearly all have something in their sacred
text or practices that deal with community
and what do so when a violation has occurred
from within.

Building new communities will require us to get
into the practice of redemption if we want to break
cycles of harm and incentivize truth telling.

The work of embracing redemptive practices
is difficult and can be extremely draining. It
makes sense then that faith traditions offer a
rich array of tools for cultivating individual and
collective resilience and fortification. Prayer
and meditation practices, yoga rituals, singing,
fasting, fellowship over a meal, and communal
study of sacred text are all spiritual disciplines
designed to strengthen one’s connection to
oneself, one’s community, and the divine. It is no
surprise then, that even as traditional religious
participation declines the artifacts of these
practices can be still be found in the growing
landscape of organizations and projects
concerned about the holistic well-being of
communities. As we shall see, groups that
focus on incorporating personal and spiritual
practices have clear priorities that are shaping
fresh expressions of communal life: collective
care and community building around healing
modalities, creating spaces and centers for
repair, restoration, and building connection
to the land.

The New Ecology of Community:
Re-Defining Roles
In recent years, organizations have increasingly
shifted their gaze towards sustainability. People
are more conscious of the need for self-care
and of the loss of vision, imagination, and play
in our community-building work, remedied
through gifts from spiritual practices like yoga,
meditation, the arts, and engagement with the
natural world. A proliferation of practitioners,
programs, and organizations working within
the realms of healing justice, engaged activism,
resilient leadership, and faith-rooted organizing
has emerged to respond to this need. Examples
include the Healing Justice Track at the annual
Allied Media Conference, generative somatics,
Liberation School South, Mystic Soul Project, and
National Queer and Transgender Therapist of
Color Network among others. While there are
many intersections within this emergent “as yet
to be named” field, it’s leaders and participants
are often unaware of each other, or even, at
times, in direct competition for funds and people.
In their 2018 report Care of Souls, researchers
Angie Thurston, Casper ter Kuile, and Sue
Phillips suggest that caring for the souls
of individuals and communities — once the
exclusive territory of religious institutions
— is being recast and democratized against
a changing social landscape. They note
several defining characteristics among these
actors which includes: moving beyond the
so-called secular/religious divide to find the
sacred in the everyday; communities bound
by shared practices and goals, more than
identity or belief; and individuals unbundling
wisdom and practices from ancient traditions,
remixing them into a personalized spiritual life
deepened in community.
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 The Gatherer: Brings people together to form
communities of meaning and depth. In the
face of loneliness, suffering, and oppression,
the Gatherer fosters personal and social
transformation.
 The Maker: Reminds us to be human. They
bear witness to our humanity through art,
song, ritual, and myth. The Maker is a human
mirror, reflecting us back to ourselves and
spurring our prophetic imagination.
 The Venturer: Invests in creative ways
to support human flourishing. They
prioritize transformative work over existing
assumptions. The Venturer funds new
organizational structures, wise but emerging
leadership, and collaborations that defy
previous logic.
 The Elder: Grounds our gifts in history and
community. They help us to find our path and
stay on it. The Elder calls forth our gifts, and
grounds those gifts in history and community.
They provide perspective when we think our
problems are new.
 The Steward: Creates the infrastructure for
spiritual life. They work at an ecosystem level,
providing the services that make innovation
sustainable. The Steward models servant
leadership, often working behind the scenes
to support new growth.
 The Healer: Breaks cycles of violence. They
teach the tools of resilience, courage, and
pleasure for individuals and communities. The
Healer changes culture by investing in and
accompanying individuals and communities
on their journey toward holistic wellbeing.

 The Seer: Helps us perceive and approach
the sacred. They give us language to make
sense of our lives and pass on the teachings of
our ancestors. The Seer helps us understand
the divine around us and our inner divinity.
These roles are not static and often result in
robust collaborations between different groups.
Within this framework of new roles, new language
such as the term “community weaver” is being
birthed by seers to describe those gatherers
whose work encompasses bridging some of
the mot tenuous divides in our society. Groups
like the The People’s Supper, Be the Bridge, The
Bridge Collective, Speaking Down Barriers, On
Being’s Civil Conversations Project and the Aspen
Institute’s Weave: The Social Fabric Project, are
beginning the hard work of mapping the field of
social healing projects that seek to fill the gap in
social cohesion left by declining congregations.
Likewise the past several years has seen a
thickening of relationships between healers
and venturers who seek to support their work.
Smaller public foundations like, the Astraea
Lesbian Foundation for Justice and Funders for
Justice, who have long supported practitioners
and organizers that center healing modalities
in their work to break cycles of violence are
taking a key role in educating peer colleagues
in the field to so that they might expand the pool
of resources directed to healing justice projects.
New opportunities like the Ford Foundation’s Next
Generation Fund and Novo Foundation’s Radical
Hope Fund developed from growing calls from
frontline organizers and leaders to learn from
restorative and transformative practices in order
to support a rising generation of social justice
leaders and nurture sustainable approaches to
organizing and community building.
These new roles are even taking shape in the
form of spiritual innovations within traditional
religious structures. Makers such as the Glean
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Along those lines, Thurston, Ter Kuile, and Phillips
identify seven emerging roles that are necessary
to the formation of this growing sector:
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Network, led by ordained rabbis, are equipping
visionary leaders who are re-imagining faith by
supporting the new models they design from
ideation to implementation to scale. Nuns and
Nones is forging unlikely friendships between
women in religious life and spiritually diverse
Millennials as a means of opening up new
possibilities for cross-generational collaboration,
learning, and community. While hundreds of
church plants like Root and Branch Church and
The Double Love Experience are returning to the
house churches of the Early Christian Church
by using the dinner table as one of the central
organizing tenets of their new communities.

Conclusion
The future of American religious life is not as
bleak as the statistics would have us believe. The
death that so many fear is part of a life cycle
and as many of the world’s religious tradition
teach, out of death can come new life. That new
life can be seen both within traditional religious
institutions and in a new and growing ecosystem
of roles that is rising to meet the challenges of
our time. The future of religious communities

may not look like Friday night services or Sunday
morning sermons, but the human capacity and
desire for connection to spirit and one another
will certainly not fade away. In communities of
faith, we find models of being together anchored
in the real experience of living with one another
through the best and worst of times. At their
best, they provide models of hope and lament,
accountability and redemption. These are
lessons that are not only applicable within the
confines of religious life but should be heeded by
all concerned with the future of community. For
what good is community without a moral code
that binds, nurtures and sustains the physical,
mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being of
each of its members?
The opportunity before us is to build a new
social contract that expands the horizons of our
collective imagination about what communal life
will look like when no one is cast aside without a
pathway back home. How we be together in the
21st century hinges on our ability to keep aspiring
toward that goal. It will not be a perfect process
but that is not the point. Being community is a
discipline that requires practice and unshakable
commitment to never fully give up on one another.
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relationships across political, ideological, and identity difference
over shared meals. Since 2017, the People’s Supper has
hosted over 1,500 dinners in 125 communities. A sought after
commentator and public speaker on the intersection of religion
and public life, Bailey has spoken at the inaugural Obama
Foundation Summit, Makers, TEDxSkoll, and the White House.
Bailey is ordained in the African Methodist Episcopal Church.
Follow her at @revjenbailey.

Jahmal Cole, Founder and CEO,
My Block My Hood My City (M3)
A champion of social justice, Jahmal Cole’s mission
is to build a more interconnected Chicago on the
pillars of service and education. As the founder and CEO of one
of Chicago’s fastest growing social impact organizations, My
Block My Hood My City, Cole is the creator of an exposure-based
education program for teens and a network of volunteer initiatives
that serve Chicago communities year-round. Traveling, youth
mentorship and community organizing are the subjects of Cole’s
acclaimed books and speeches. He has spoken to audiences
ranging from high school students to the Mayor of Chicago. Cole
is most recently the recipient of the 2019 Champion of Freedom
Award from Mayor Rahm Emanuel, the 2018 Chicago Defender
Men of Excellence Honoree, and the 2018 Chicago City Council
Resolution Award. In 2018, he was also named one of the “20 Most
Inspiring Chicagoans” by Streetwise Magazine and a Chicagoan of
the Year by Chicago Magazine.

Alaina Harkness (editor),
Founder and Principal, Civicana
Alaina Harkness is a community and economic
development expert with interests in inclusive
growth, governance, and civic technology. Her consulting practice,
Civicana, provides advisory services to philanthropic, public, and
private sector clients. As a managing director with RW Ventures,
a market-based economic development firm, she is building a new
national innovation network for inclusive growth practitioners

and developing inclusive growth strategies for cities and metro
regions. She is a nonresident fellow at the Chicago Council on
Global Affairs and has published research and commentary for
the Brookings Institution, the San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank,
and CityLab. Prior to joining RW Ventures, Harkness was a Fellow
at the Brookings Institution and Senior Program Officer for Cities
for the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. Harkness
holds a B.A. from the University of Rochester and Masters degrees
in Public Policy and Latin American Studies from the University of
Chicago, where her thesis project examined the rise of a network
of community museums in Mexico.

Ali Noorani, Executive Director,
the National Immigration Forum
Ali Noorani is the Executive Director of the
National Immigration Forum, a non-partisan
advocacy organization working with faith, law enforcement
and business leaders to promote the value of immigrants and
immigration. Growing up in California as the son of Pakistani
immigrants, Noorani quickly learned how to forge alliances
among people of wide-ranging backgrounds, a skill that has
served him extraordinarily well as one of the nation’s most
innovative coalition builders. Noorani is a member of the
Council on Foreign Relations, holds a Master’s in Public Health
from Boston University and is a graduate of the University of
California, Berkeley. Noorani is a regular contributor to Boston
Public Radio, the author of “There Goes the Neighborhood: How
Communities Overcome Prejudice and Meet the Challenge of
American Immigration,” (Prometheus, April 2017) and host of
“Only in America” podcast. He lives in Washington, D.C.

Ryan Streeter, Director, Domestic Policy
Studies, American Enterprise Institute
(AEI)
Ryan Streeter is the director of domestic policy
studies at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI). Before joining
AEI, he was executive director of the Center for Politics and
Governance at the University of Texas at Austin. Streeter has also
served as deputy chief of staff for policy for former Indiana Gov.
Mike Pence, special assistant for domestic policy to President
George W. Bush at the White House, and policy adviser to
Indianapolis Mayor Stephen Goldsmith. Outside of government,
he has served as a senior fellow at the Legatum Institute and as
a research fellow at the Hudson Institute. He is the author and
co-author of two books, and has published studies, reports, and
articles in leading outlets. He regularly appears on television and
radio programs to talk about policy and current affairs. Streeter
has a Ph.D. in political philosophy from Emory University.

About the John S. and
James L. Knight Foundation
Knight Foundation is a national foundation with strong local roots.
We invest in journalism, in the arts, and in the success of cities where
brothers John S. and James L. Knight once published newspapers.
Our goal is to foster informed and engaged communities, which we
believe are essential for a healthy democracy. For more, visit KF.org.
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