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One of my most memorable experiences in the early years of my community organizing, which turned out
to be an omen, happened while doorknocking in a
neighborhood organizing drive. It was before faithbased organizing came on strong. After knocking on
hundreds of doors, it occurred to me that a lot of folks
were responding to my pitch without regard to their
immediate self-interest, which was the first axiom of
neighborhood organizing, as I had learned it. But my
natural inclination was also to encourage talk about
“what we really believe in,” “our deepest values,” and
“our hopes and dreams.” The responses were often enthusiastic and emotional, and they affected me deeply.
A few years later, in the early 1980s, while driving
to a meeting with two women who were leaders in Citizens Action League, one of the women punctuated every comment with the phrase, “praise God”—which I
thought was inane. But within six months I came to
realize that, overwhelmingly, the lives of the people I
had been organizing, all low- to moderate-income people of color and working-class ethnic whites, revolved
around their religious and spiritual beliefs. Their first
organizational loyalty was to their church, whether for
religious, spiritual, social, cultural, educational, political or economic reasons. The inanity was that most of
my fellow organizers and I were ignorant of what religion and spirituality meant to the people we were organizing. It was ludicrous that I was also ignorant of
my own family’s religious tradition. How in the world,
I asked myself, could I be useful to our members in
making decisions that would have far-reaching consequences in their lives if I was ignorant of their most
dearly held beliefs? Of course, I couldn’t—which motivated me to become a rabbi.
In the 1980s, much of community organizing shifted from neighborhoods to institutional faith communities, mainly Catholic churches. How much of that transition was driven by the need to increase the strategic
assets of community organizing versus how much was
due to religious and spiritual animation, I leave to

scholars and intellectuals to answer. But throughout my
experience of the newer, “institutional” approach, the
organizing was never centered on the heart of the faith
community. While the issues taken up came out of the
life experience of the members of the parish or congregation, the impulse for political action did not emerge
from reflection on their faith tradition, its inspiring
texts, moral lessons, and action imperatives, or on the
lives of its role models. That critical step was leapfrogged by an externally imposed organizing model,
one which had little or no staying power without funding from external sources, such as religious denominations, foundations, governments, and corporations.
The standard faith-based organizing model has a
built-in tendency toward “slash and burn” development.
Since the organizing typically proceeds with only a
shallow connection to the faith-core of the congregation
or parish, 3 there is no inclination on the part of the general membership to approve budget appropriations for
organizing staff, even for a single year, never mind on a
continuous basis. This appears to be the uncontradicted
experience of the member-units throughout faith-based
organizing projects. Since the projects rarely have
enough externally sourced funding to continuously staff
campaigns and actions for all of their individual units,
which they want to increase to show progress to their
members and funders, they must “slash” staff support to
some units to keep expanding the total number. Without
that support, those units “burn out.” They require repeated redevelopment or they disappear from actions
and campaigns.
Faith-based organizing has mostly failed to recognize the heart of the faith community as the essential
foundation of the organizing process. In addition to
dependence on external funding sources, which can be
unreliable and problematic because of their tradeoff
demands, 4 the typical consequences include engaging
no more than a marginal segment of the faithcommunity membership, often no more than a handful
of activists not primarily motivated by the faith-core of

the institution but by their own idiosyncratic ideologies
and interests. For the remainder of the membership, visà-vis campaigns and actions, the organizing tends to
rely on the institution’s frontispiece and the credentials
of its professionals for motivation and legitimization,
which leaves most members as indifferent, uninvolved
spectators.
Much of the organizing of our era, including the
faith-based genre, has been unmindful of the demonstrated importance of integral moral-spirituality in
building sustained, accelerating movement. This oversight has been particularly glaring in the way faithbased organizing still approaches the relationship between (a) reflection on scripture and other sacred texts
by members, and (b) their identification of issues and
development of strategies and tactics. The approach in
widespread use for decades has had it backwards, taking the second before the first, where the approach to
the second (b) is preset by the “organizing model,” and
the first (a) typically is replaced with brief clergy-led
prayers and benedictions. The backwards relationship
between the faith tradition and the action life of the
organization is a fatal flaw, making it likely that the
organizing will not be led by inspiring leaders and will
not be sustained for the long haul by inspired belief; but
will, instead, mostly remain the marginal activity of
activist-members, and require continuous energizing by
the presence of professional organizing staff. Withal,
there is no plausible basis to deny the conclusion, the
history of our organizing demonstrates clearly that the
spirituality, religiosity, and faith of the people we organize must be treated as intrinsic to their political
views and commitments. 5
This well-worn model, despite a half-century history of successful issue-campaigns by several federations
of organizing projects, has not and almost certainly will
not produce a sustained, accelerating national movement with the power to countervail the corruption of
American democratic institutions. The justification of
such a prediction is that “What America is now experiencing is a massive failure of character—a nationwide
blackout of integrity—among elected Republicans,” as
described by a highly regarded member of that party. 6
The solidifying authoritarian incarnation of the party is
described by a former Republican strategist as “. . . an
organized conspiracy for the purpose of maintaining
power for self-interest and the self-interest of its donor
class. 7 There is no fidelity to the American ideal or
American democracy.” 8 The reactionary Republicans’
pivotal achievements—the current 6-to-3 conservativeleaning SCOTUS, the packing of lower courts with
conservative ideologues, and the control of state legislatures—have been gained by the billionaire brotherhood’s 9 successful manipulation of a massive constituency. They have astutely targeted the tens of millions
threatened by the loss of racial, cultural, and political
supremacy. Their successful strategy relies on funding
so-called populist organizations, 10 right-wing media,

reactionary advocacy groups, conservative think tanks,
and budget-starved university departments. 11 This strategy, unabated, will lead to an historic failure of our
organizing later in this century if the profession remains
committed to the model we have relied upon until now.
Even if the SCOTUS is rebalanced 5-to-4 ideologically,
the historical trend—we are witnessing in real time the
transition from electoral democracy to oligarchic empire 12—may only be slowed rather than reversed, thus
remaining an existential threat to our democracy and an
insurmountable challenge to the standard community
organizing model.
Self-Interest vs. Spirit
Is integral moral-spirituality an essential touchstone of
community organizing dedicated to build an inclusive,
progressive national movement to ensure the continuation of the United States as a functioning democracy?
In my thinking about that question, the words of
two rebels came to mind: Benjamin Franklin’s “Would
you persuade, speak of interest, not reason” 13 powerfully appealed to my commonsense. And Saul Alinsky’s
rule, “. . . it is not man’s ‘better nature’ but his selfinterest that demands that he be his brother’s keeper,” 14
reminded me that belief in the power of appeals to selfinterest has been axiomatic in most of the community
organizing of our era. But Alinsky went a step further
and added, “I believe that man is about to learn that the
most practical life is the moral life, and that the moral
life is the only road to survival,” which we’ll come
back to momentarily.
For many decades there has been widespread
recognition in community organizing that true selfinterest reflects that which is shared with many others. 15 Organizers and leaders have taught this concept to
thousands of members of their organizations, undoubtedly to good effect. Nonetheless, that practice changes
neither the recognized definition of self-interest—
“one’s personal profit, benefit, or advantage . . . especially to the exclusion or regard for others” 16—nor the
common motivation to act out of narrowly defined selfinterest. The hitch with the enlightened standard of selfinterest is that, while potentially integrated into organizational culture, it remains an ideal unfamiliar to the
minds and hearts of millions of potential participants in
social movements.
For Alinsky, belief in the eventual confluence of
self-interest and morality made sense, because belief in
God and membership in faith communities were at very
high levels at the time. But even so, he saw straightforward self-interest as the key to winning immediate concrete changes. And Alinsky-inspired organizing ever
since has been committed to building organizations that
can win short-term practical benefits for their members—which Alinsky himself might rethink if he were
alive today. 17
Is it possible to maintain long-extended participation in movement-building based on immediate self-
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Infrastructure Rollcall
Our familiarity with physical infrastructure comes from
the pot-hole that jars us into mild annoyance, from the
frustrating power-outages that wreck our plans, from
the frightening collapse of levees that flood our cities,
from the galling invasions of information networks that
threaten our security and privacy, and from much, much
more. Over the past several decades, we have become
more aware of physical infrastructure, but only vaguely,
despite the failures and lack of repair and replacement,
because we rarely see the breakdowns firsthand.
Much of our social infrastructure similarly has an
essential role but ordinarily remains out of mind. For
example, most of us rarely think of the workers who
run our governments and provide public services.
Without that social infrastructure, we wouldn’t have
vehicle codes that make driving practicable; we
wouldn’t have licensing of professionals to assure us
that those who serve us are competent and trustworthy;
and we wouldn’t have regulatory agencies, such as the
FAA and FDA, to make flying and drugs far safer than
they would be otherwise. Without the social infrastructure, our lives would be much more chaotic and endangered.
Some writers use the term “spiritual infrastructure”
to describe institutions that are mainly spiritual or religious in character. But it’s a misnomer, because they’re
actually referring to physical and social infrastructure,
plus all their material artifacts—their personnel and
their facilities, such as sanctuaries, classrooms, and
cemeteries. The subject here is entirely different.
Moral-spiritual infrastructure is a non-material
phenomenon, although it may be associated with physical or social infrastructure. Just as we can picture the
physical and social infrastructure that make our way of
life possible, we can also appreciate that our cooperation, competition, and conflict—in families, classrooms, workplaces, businesses, civic organizations,
government, recreation centers, etc.—remain constructive overall when we mostly adhere to shared moral and
ethical values and principles, such as self-control and
tolerance, which in themselves have no physicality, yet
they serve as minimum requirements of behavior.
The moral-spiritual infrastructure is incorporeal; it
exists only in spirit. Is it, then, nothing more than a
mystical notion, without much practical impact? Is it
something that must be taken on faith, because it cannot
be affirmed by material evidence? It may be misunderstood in those ways, but the MSI is not the least bit
mystical; because we rely on the incorporeal, which we
internalize to guide our thinking and action. Consider
how much we depend on one another’s love, fidelity,
honesty, integrity, courage, sacrifice, honor, respect,
duty, compassion, gratitude, and humility. Our belief
and faith in these values and, in turn, their influence on
us, make possible our aspiration to live together with
“liberty and justice for all.” If we dropped just one of
the values from the MSI—say, we abandon truth—the

interest—motivating commitment with expectations of
regular rewarding outcomes, shared or otherwise—
when, realistically, there is little or no prospect of presenting a convincing case of short-term material returns
on potential participants’ investments of time, energy,
and resources? It’s no mirage that successful social
movements dedicated to the commonweal, although
they ultimately satisfy self-interests, have the ability to
survive for many decades of unrewarded sacrifice because deeply held faith supports their long struggle. 18
This has been true even for movements not explicitly
faith-based, such as the labor movement 19 and the
American Revolution. 20
The necessity for integral moral-spirituality in
building transformative movements, implicit in
Alinsky’s vision of self-interest, cannot be sidestepped.
We have little prospect of building a unified national
movement under the banner of immediate self-interest,
even the more enlightened variety, at least not one that
survives to bring about political and economic policies
that reflect far-greater righteousness, truth, justice,
freedom, peace, and kindness than what we have today. 21 Self-interest works reasonably well as a relatively short-term driver, but by itself it does not provide the
deep, abiding inspiration needed for continuously expanding movements that demand commitment measured not in years or even decades but in significant
segments of centuries.
All of the foregoing prompts the question: How
can we actualize the moral-spirituality of the people we
organize, to ensure that the inspiration of their faith
powers up an ever growing, strategically and tactically
inclusive, unified national movement, one that reaches
far into the future?
Achieving that goal requires that we transfigure organizing by embodying recognition of our society’s
moral-spiritual infrastructure (MSI), which extends a
kind of homogenized religious and spiritual influence
on social life, which is not the same as institutional religion or personal religiosity. We need to become much
more knowledgeable, religiously and sociologically,
about the MSI itself and how it both reflects and shapes
the lives of the people we organize.
Presumably, it would be useful if every genre of
organizing considered the dynamics of the MSI at the
outset of their initiatives; if across the board we stopped
treating religiosity and spirituality as come-ons for our
organizing, as if these proofs of faith are necessary but
in essence little more than the irrational devotions of
the gullible, mainly useful to legitimize our credentials;
and if we recognized the effects of their absence in past
organizing failures and the necessity of their integral
role in future movement-building successes.
Perhaps a good place to begin is with a basic introduction to “infrastructure,” what we might regard as the
bones or skeleton of our societal body, which provides
the framework on which everything else is built.
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prospects for viable social and physical life would disappear, as history has repeatedly demonstrated.
Although we have had decades of betrayals of
journalistic ethics through misinformation given to the
public by news media, governments, and corporations, 22 before now the U.S. had no experience of leaders whose “. . . lies are already halfway around the
world before the truth has laced up its shoes.” 23 Consider that, for the past four years we have been undergoing an attack on the very idea of truth. It’s not a
stretch to conclude that “. . . Trump not only liberated
himself from the truth, he liberated others to tell their
lies and spread his” 24—so now the falsifiers number
nearly half of the body-politic and more than a third of
the citizenry. As one historian put it, “This is what rot
looks like.” 25 The collapse of the value of truth has
been characterized as “truth decay,” which is said to
threaten evidence-based policymaking. 26 More to the
point, however, the essence of so-called truth decay is
the willingness of millions to lie knowingly in matters
that affect the safety and security of the nation—an
existential moral failing, obviously not limited in its
effects to misguided policymaking. Trump “. . . has
detonated a bomb under the epistemological foundations of a civilization that is increasingly unable to distinguish between facts and falsehoods, evidence and
fantasy. He has instructed tens of millions of people to
accept the commandment, That which you can get away
with, is true.” 27 Under the circumstances, it’s clear that,
even with Trump’s electoral defeat, if the MSI standard
of truth is not restored, the Constitution cannot be successfully defended and our democracy cannot survive.
The critical contribution of healthy MSI to social
stability, harmony, and progress is portrayed in a description of the challenges faced by South Africa after
the end of Apartheid:
We may be free from the oppression of the
past, but we haven’t yet been provided with a
coherent, wholesome infrastructure to help direct our aspirations. So, freedom itself is only
half the story. What we do with our freedom—
that is the question. We need a purpose in life,
and we need a moral, spiritual infrastructure to
help guide us in life. Otherwise we wander
aimlessly through the wilderness, and our
freedom remains undeveloped potential. 28

rial world is and how it comes to be; while the humanities generally and religion specifically strive to identify
what our individual and collective behavior is and what
it should be. 29 The need to know how our lives can best
be lived in society drives the search to fathom the spiritual depths and purposes of humankind and to guide its
continued development by studying and teaching ethics
and morality.
In the Abrahamic tradition of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, we refer to the incorporeal infrastructure
as moral-spiritual because it is generally understood to
reflect a widely shared conception of Divine Providence—how the incorporeal Creator and Mastermind of
All is believed to unfold the Creation over time. 30 Providence is conveyed to us through the lawfulness of nature, and through the spiritual history and the moral and
ethical commandments we accept as given to us by
God, communicated in sacred literature, prophecy, and
revelation. Inherent in the conception of providence is
that the Creator did not abandon the Creation after creating it, but continues masterminding it from moment to
moment, with particular regard for humankind. That
belief is at the heart of all monotheistic religions. It is
understood, based on both doctrine and faith, that our
actions matter to God, and that our lives are uplifted by
our relationship with God. The God with whom we are
in relationship is not thought to be a projection of natural forces, but the sole Creator and Mastermind of all
Creation, whose domain is outside of the material
world, and whose plan for future history (i.e., providence) involves us in accord with our moral and ethical
behavior.
Considered sociologically, moral-spirituality, as
used here, whether referring to a behavioral standard,
emotional anodyne, or intellectual ideal, has two radical
dimensions: that realization of the unique potential of
human beings, individually and collectively, is rooted
in shared morality, which is brought into effect by society’s moral-spiritual infrastructure; and that the potential for widely shared morality is most fully realized
when the source of that morality is incorporeal, universal, and not itself advantaged in any way by its particular requirements.
The MSI is not the same as the specific religious
and spiritual beliefs and practices of individuals and
institutions; it’s more accurately understood as their
common denominator. It functions as a “plausibility
structure,” which we create and re-create with the
meanings of the common language of our social interaction, an incorporeal edifice of definitions we project
onto our institutional life, which in turn play back upon
us. 31 We have created physical icons to represent that
structure, to remind us of those meanings, which we
uphold insofar as they continue to reflect positive outcomes in our day-to-day lives. The most visible symbols of the plausibility structure are the Jewish Star of
David, the Christian Cross, and the Muslim Star and
Crescent (although the latter is not formally recognized

Origins of Moral-Spiritual Infrastructure
How do we account for the existence of moral-spiritual
infrastructure? We can easily imagine that innumerable
individuals, groups, and whole societies, from the beginnings of humankind to the present day, have asked:
How did this place we’re in come to be, and how does
it work? How are we to know when and how we should
get what we need for ourselves or, instead, join with
others to get what we all need?
Of the two major arenas of knowledge in Western
Civilization, science strives to discover what our mate-

4

by Islamic religious authorities). When outcomes in the
material world conform to the plausibility structure, its
effects are strengthened; when outcomes no longer conform to the structure, its effects are weakened.

Caring for other [non-human] living things and the
environment
When the MSI is internalized by individuals, it reinforces their “moral compass,” their personal moral
guidelines and boundaries, additionally biasing their
behavior towards non-destructive forms. Without widespread MSI-buttressing of moral compass, physical and
social infrastructure begin to fragment and ultimately
fail, ending the society’s ability to be materially productive and spiritually uplifting.
Not knowing or respecting the MSI, we make more
moral and ethical missteps which ultimately affect both
our psychic and physical well-being; because spiritual
death, the loss of the values and principles that sustain
goodness in its myriad forms, hastens physical death.
As noted in a recent JAMA article, “Improving the social determinants of health will be brought at last to a
boil only by the heat of the moral determinants of
health.” 33 We maximize the length of our lives by living within moral-spiritual boundaries; and we shorten
our lifetimes when we monopolize our lives with sensuality and materialism. 34
The effect is cumulative on a societal level, evidenced in the physical decline of nations, for which
historians have identified moral-spiritual decay as a
variable. 35 MSI serves to inculcate moral character and
responsible citizenship, which rely on the mutual trust
that accompanies expectations of reciprocal ethical and
moral behavior. In other words, “. . . [such] trust is a
collective moral achievement,” 36 without which our
ability to create a commonweal disappears. As a former
secretary of labor, treasury, and state put it, “Trust is
the coin of the realm.” 37 But the MSI sets not only the
boundaries of our day-to-day conduct, it also projects
the moral vision that raises up our present existence and
bolsters our long-term investments to refine our national character.
What does it look like when the MSI no longer
conveys values that have widespread public acceptance? In the U.S., the MSI has been conflicted for
decades on public policy related to abortion. Although
the anti-abortion constituency, dominated by evangelical Christians, Catholics, and Orthodox Jews has lobbied successfully for conservative policy-making, a
majority of Christian denominations and individuals
and liberal Jews take a pro-choice position. The liberal
constituency has not been well-organized since before
Roe vs. Wade. But given the probable direction of the
SCOTUS with the addition of Amy Coney Barrett, it’s
expected that they will rediscover their political voice
through organizations that bridge traditional religious
and denominational boundaries. 38 The action life of the
conflict affects more than abortion legislation, because
when abortion is weaponized as a wedge issue by reactionary forces, it is exploited to gin up controversy as a
distraction from their self-enriching policies of economic exploitation, with far-reaching negative consequences that produce more MSI fragmentation.

MSI Purposes, Potentials, and Protections
While the moral-spiritual infrastructure may be regarded as little more than imaginary cultural wallpaper that
conditions our social life—it is pervasive, yet we experience it mostly without noticing it—it does far more
than lend an “esthetic” to our society, a quality of moral
and ethical ambiance. It shapes our lives by helping us
to recognize a transcending purpose for human existence, by providing a map to discover shared aspirations,
and by showing us how to achieve individual meaning
and fulfillment. The MSI points the way to uplifting
lifelong goals that are morally and ethically sound, and
it lays out the boundaries of acceptable behavior, such
as the limits on our reactions when disappointed, insulted, or victimized. The authority of the MSI map derives
from its origin, believed to be Godly, and from its historically confirmed wisdom.
The roots of the MSI are nourished by our institutional religious life, which aligns the direction of our
ethical and moral consciousness and behavior with
what Judaism, Christianity, and Islam generally agree
accords with the will of God. The resulting MSI serves
as our common civic religion, promulgating widely
accepted standards of ethical and moral behavior, which
are shared among people of all faiths and of no conventional faith.
A systematic survey 32 of the world’s seven great
religions and of the documents of several secular organizations, including the American Atheists, American
Humanist Association, and the United Nations, describes numerous universal moral values which approximate the MSI:
Commitment to something greater than oneself
• To recognize the existence of and be committed to
a Supreme Being, higher principle, transcendent
purpose or meaning to one's existence
• To seek the Truth (or truths)
• To seek Justice
Self-respect, but with humility, self-discipline, and acceptance of personal responsibility
• To respect and care for oneself
• To not exalt oneself or overindulge, to show humility and avoid gluttony, greed, or other forms of
selfishness or self-centeredness
• To act in accordance with one's conscience and to
accept responsibility for one's behavior
Respect and caring for others (i.e., the Golden Rule)
• To recognize the connectedness between all people
• To serve humankind and be helpful to individuals
• To be caring, respectful, compassionate, tolerant,
and forgiving of others
• To not hurt others (e.g., do not murder, abuse, steal
from, cheat, or lie to others)
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What does it look like when the MSI itself begins
to break down? “Until four years ago, there was what
you might call a Floor of Decency. This was the basic
minimum standard of behavior to be an accepted member of society. . . . Because it was more or less taken for
granted, a lot of us weren’t even conscious of this
floor.” 39 Now, of course, for a significant proportion of
the American public, the floor is gone—“Donald
Trump [and his enablers] smashed the floor.” 40 Although his behavior should have produced “moral revulsion” among virtually the entire population, that same
significant proportion of the population remained indifferent. Thus we find that “. . . our basic standards of
decency are more fragile than we thought.” 41 Not only
have they been ignored by more than a third of the population, there is little likelihood of their recovery in the
near future. The “smashing” of our MSI is painfully
apparent in the moral and ethical failings of our foundational institutions, spotlighted by the open subversion of
their missions by corrupt leaders and their sycophants.
While it’s true that the institutions may be reclaimed by
new leaders with integrity, the moral floor will undoubtedly remain smashed for huge numbers.
When the MSI fragmentation goes beyond the loss
of minimum standards of behavior to destroying any
possibility of national political unity, we have entered
the territory that brought the downfall of democracy in
post-World War I Germany. The indefensible claim
from the right-wing at the time, that Germany did not
actually lose the war but was betrayed by “traitors, leftists, and Jews above all,” set the stage for irreparably
fragmenting German society and setting out a welcome
mat for Hitler’s madness. 42 The probability that the
United States is on a similar course seems increasingly
likely in the light of current events. 43
Nevertheless, one of the most fascinating aspects
of MSI is its durability in the face of extended corruption and repression by authoritarian forces, possibly
because it is seeded religiously and spiritually at the
grassroots. After 70 years of repression in which “. . .
Stalin destroyed or closed almost all churches, synagogues and mosques across the Soviet Union,” 44 traditional religious institutions are now thriving in Russia.
There has been a revival of Jewish religious and cultural life since the collapse of the Soviet Union; 45 nearly
three-quarters of all Russians now identify themselves
as Orthodox Christians, although their low church attendance and infrequency of praying suggests they may
prefer private spirituality to affiliation with religious
organizations; 46 and Islam has been said to have “got its
groove back in Russia” since the fall of communism. 47
Perhaps the most notable fact of the Soviet repression
of religion is that it never succeeded in fostering “true
believers” in communism as a replacement for belief in
God. 48 Eventually, religious perspectives on civic morality became openly resurgent, 49 popularized even by
atheist organizations.
The U.S. has experienced more than a half-century

of subliminal advertising aimed to instigate the discarding of religiously based morality for the sake of greater
corporate profitability, which has significantly eroded
the moral and ethical footing of the MSI. The harmful
effects of the widespread decline of moral sensibility 50
have been intensified by ubiquitous commercially foisted rationalizations that celebrate unrestrained pleasureseeking. 51 Religious values have been replaced extensively by narrowly self-serving amoral autonomy,
which is now widely regarded as an unassailable social
good.
While a large swath of the American population
has traded moral values and principles for the pleasures
of boundless materialism and sensuality, it’s doubtful
whether the corporate-driven anti-religious bias will
permanently replace belief in God and in the value of
religiously sanctifying otherwise commonplace experience. It’s as unlikely here as it was in the Soviet Union,
since neither corporations nor governments can convincingly sanctify and raise up to higher meaning and
purpose, the challenges and crises humans face in their
experience of births, marriages, occupations, and
deaths. Such sanctification is universally relied upon,
even by non-believers, to psychically and emotionally
meet the demanding circumstances of ordinary human
existence, enabling transformation of those circumstances into meaningful and ennobling experiences. 52
In the meantime, until we have a widespread resurgence of moral sensibility, which may take many decades, the moral ennui has made us a convenient target
for unrestrained manipulation and exploitation by powerful economic forces and their political enablers. As
one of our modern sages observed, we find ourselves in
a world in which “. . . everywhere depravity of morals
and social tyranny and oppression go hand in hand.” 53
Our recent history confirms the connection between
increasing disaffiliation from faith communities and
jettisoning of religious values, and “. . . the erosion of
the traditional norms that have sustained our democracy.” 54 This connection was highlighted early in our
history by Alexis de Tocqueville, who concluded that it
is religious faith that accounts for the best of American
exceptionalism and that has prevented us from doing
the worst that some of us scheme to do. 55 He found that
in America, “The safeguard of morality is religion and
morality is the best security of law and the surest pledge
of freedom.” 56
“Tocqueville claimed religion to be the first political institution of American democracy.” 57 The core of
his belief was “. . . the centrality of human liberty to the
entire purpose of the universe.” But he understood liberty as “. . . the opposite of license—as the triumph of
practical reason . . . over animal instinct, as selfgovernment and self-mastery over libertinism.” His
view of American democracy was that it is moderated
by religious morality. He saw that its success is based
on the “dignity of the free person, the equality of all in
the eyes of God, and the immortal value of every per-
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son before God.” The essence of what de Tocqueville
was describing was not individual religious beliefs or
institutions per se, but the American MSI of his time.
Perhaps, then, most significantly, the moralspiritual infrastructure strengthens our “social resilience,” our ability as a society to respond to challenges,
such as threats to our democratic institutions, with unified action that brings to bear all our material and spiritual resources. Our social resilience is keyed to our
ability to cooperate and act together for shared goals.
That possibility becomes increasingly unlikely in direct
proportion to our society’s inequality of power 58 and
the disparagement of morality. As the corrupt oligarchic
control of institutions advances, their purpose to serve
the commonweal is increasingly sabotaged. The conditions that threaten our social resilience are closely
linked to that corruption, which produces “. . . popular
immiseration (declining incomes, falling life expectancies, growing social pessimism and despair), elite overproduction and intra-elite conflict, and failing state
(growing state debt and collapsing trust in state institutions).” 59 Although the suffering, in turn, produces
moral outrage, 60 the principal outcome is despair and
disengagement, 61 which undermine the MSI and reduce
social resilience.
Religious institutions, faith-based communities,
and the MSI itself, aligned in common purpose, can
revitalize social resilience, because all of them call for
social responsibility. 62 While it’s also true that religious
institutions may instead engage in triumphalism, reveling in the superiority of their particular theology and
mission, MSI in the U.S. has more often promoted the
egalitarian, unifying idea that, although we are each
convinced of our beliefs and declare our commitment to
them, politically we respect that others experience the
world differently and have their own history and unique
religiosity and spirituality. Our moral vision has proclaimed that the strength of the nation derives from e
pluribus unum, out of many, one—our national motto,
which emerged at our founding in 1776. Given the demographic differences from one colony to another at
our founding, the vision of the new nation could not
have been that it would rise up as a mono-culture. Instead, we were to become a united socio-political body
out of many states and, of necessity, out of a diversity
of cultures and states of mind and heart.
Thus we understand, sociologically, that to realize
the potential of transformative social progress, it must
be rooted in our MSI, more or less unified. 63 When that
infrastructure is also strong and stable, its moral guidelines for our behavior (into which we have been socialized from childhood) sustain our physical well-being,
psychic and emotional equilibrium, and moralspirituality. Those outcomes, then, prompt and sustain
our political, economic, and social initiatives to transform the larger world in the image of God—
fundamentally inspiring and empowering the social
movements we work to build.

The indispensable ingredient in that movementbuilding is moral vision. It’s not a promise of heavenly
reward and it doesn’t demand a conventional belief in
God. It may be understood best as a shared idea that ties
together a hope for a better life in the future with a
group commitment to pay the price of doing what is
morally and ethically right to attain it. The essence of
the idea is that “moral vision illuminates both the destination and the path by its unrelenting challenge and
admonition to act on behalf of a higher good,” 64 to
make sacrifices not in our immediate personal selfinterest but for the “sake of heaven”—that is, prioritizing affirmation of social truth rather than acquisition of
personal benefits. 65 Moral vision is thus the means of
achieving unified leadership and internal cohesion—in
effect, it is the glue that binds together all who count
themselves in the movement. It is the sine qua non of
all historic movement-building dedicated to the commonweal. In its justice- and democracy-seeking variation, it’s what motivates and unifies professional organizers; yet by unstated agreement, it’s not talked about
and remains missing as an explicit part of our organizing model.
The MSI plays out in social movements through
moral vision. As noted above, movements aimed at
fundamental political, economic, and social change
demand sacrifice. The sacrifices entailed in the American Revolution, Labor, and Civil Rights movements are
legendary. Economic hardship and violent death were
common in all three. Moral vision also comes into play
in social movements when tactical and strategic decisions must be made, such as when, where, and under
what circumstances violence is acceptable. In the civil
rights movement it was never acceptable; in the labor
movement it was acceptable at the fringes; and in the
American Revolution it was institutionalized in the
Revolutionary Army. And questions regarding moral
vision arise when choosing allies and targeting adversaries.
What happens to a movement when, because of
misguided alliances, its sustaining MSI plausibility
structure collapses and its moral vision becomes blurred
or disappears? For the last four years we have witnessed the weakening of the evangelical movement’s
MSI. Evangelical leaders made a deal with President
Trump, promising their unqualified support to him,
regardless of the inhumanity of his policies, if he would
nominate anti-abortion jurists to the SCOTUS. 66 While
the evangelical leadership may find personal redemption, their betrayal of the movement’s basic values and
principles will not be redeemed easily or quickly. 67 The
plausibility structure of evangelicalism has been demoralized, literally, by the corruption of the movement’s leaders. 68 As if on cue, the business with the
Trump administration was the last straw for disillusioned evangelical youth, who have been abandoning
the movement in “droves.” 69 This is hardly unexpected,
since we know that
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. . . a potent, sustained movement must rest on
more than economic and political principles. It
also must draw upon the values that emanate
from our deepest human emotions and desires
for justice and community. The call for spiritual morality, whether advanced by organized
religion or secular humanist yearnings, has
played a decisive role in leading struggles
throughout history. The civil rights movement
of the 1950s and ’60s and the abolitionist
movement of a century earlier are but two examples of struggles that were propelled forward by powerful calls for spiritual morality.
Today, the embryonic movements that fuse direct action with a spiritually based call for justice offer similar promise. 70
Despite the characteristics and potentials of moralspiritual infrastructure, it may be the least recognized
underpinning of society and culture, the selfsame that
community organizing aims to transform. So it’s not
surprising that we rarely integrate it into our professional mission, ignoring it even when its indispensability ought to be blindingly obvious to us. For our organizing to disallow all of what we know about MSI, possibly because of indefensible anti-religious bias within
our profession, 71 and, instead, to favor a model and a
methodology that rely primarily on appeals to selfinterest, immediate or long-term; or to be satisfied by
religious symbols and rhetoric, even when characterized as “revolutionary,” in the absence of deep reflection on the call of religious faith and sacred wisdom
traditions; these promise little or nothing more than
what we have achieved in the last 75 years. And rushing to praise the benefits of our historic struggles, to
which many of us dedicated our lives and take pride in,
may amount to a deadly diversion from the everdeepening existential threat to our democracy. Given
the potency of that threat, this may be the worst possible era to glory in past accomplishments.

what they find heartening in others, often spring from a
very deep well of faith—not what is necessarily in their
immediate self-interest, consciously reasoned, or scientifically provable.
The actuation of that faith is similar to the actuation of devoted commitment to citizenship; it typically
requires an external trigger. In political life, issues that
directly threaten material self-interest commonly act as
triggers. In spiritual life, personal and social crises that
threaten self-concept and that shatter expectations of
fairness and compassion, may act as triggers.
It’s a mistake to assume that what appears to be religious and spiritual indifference in normal times represents the full range of their potential motivational power in conditions of duress. Unexpected displays of faith
by non-believers are often called out by the timeless
observation, “there are no atheists in foxholes.” Under
the right conditions, all of us send “emergency bail-out
communications to heaven.” Skeptics view such prayers by self-described non-believers as nothing more
than signs of emotional desperation; but the same praying—say, to save a life—may also reveal faith in the
highly unlikely possibility, ordinarily beyond belief, of
God’s existence and concern for us. The rationality of
that faith rests on its implicit acknowledgment that we
are neither the authors of, nor above, the lawfulness of
the Creation; and thus, forlorn as it may be at times, our
best hope is to align our will with that of the Creator, as
our wisdom traditions understand it. Perhaps it’s believed to be our best hope because it seems to be the
only hope of maintaining the moral-spiritual infrastructure for the sake of the commonweal. Can there be any
doubt that, minimally, the antidote to the collapse of
basic values must emphasize “. . . cultivating moral
character and social duty—on honesty, reliability, vulnerability, and cooperativeness, and on shared values,
rituals, and norms.” 72
The objective in actuating faith is not to build our
power, but to actualize God’s power—the power of
persistent goodness—through our actions in the world,
which of course makes us powerful in the process. The
distinction is more than religious rhetoric. Actualizing
God’s power, given the norms of our religious traditions, demands that we reflect on our power-building
work and its foundation in faith, to ensure that our organized action is designed to be in the image of God. In
this way, we build and exercise power that both nurtures our spirit and transforms poverty, oppression, and
injustice.
Although clergy and lay religious leaders, as a rule,
know more of faith-life than organizers, they typically
do not know how to extend its effects beyond the congregation, parish, or umma, and they are searching for
ways to do that. The vision and path to sanctify ordinary life, as described in sacred texts, make it possible.
Our job as faith-based organizers includes conversations with clergy about those texts and their imperatives, and then continuing that talk with lay leaders. We

Community Organizing Take-Aways
Competent organizers know the necessity of community, issue, and opposition research before starting an
organizing drive or campaign. To that research list,
does it make sense to add moral-spiritual infrastructure,
the demographics of institutional religious affiliation,
and religious positions on salient issues—regardless of
whether or not the organizing is explicitly faith-based?
Probably, every kind of organizing would benefit
from understanding the MSI and the faith-life of those
we organize, whatever their religion, denomination, or
other source of faith. Because for most of our members,
regardless of whether they’re religiously affiliated, their
“faith,” that which grounds their morality and ethics,
whatever its character, tends to be at the core of their
self-concept—not only what they are, but what they
aspire to be—even when it’s unconscious much of the
time. Their revulsion at certain kinds of behavior and
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need to know enough to raise questions, but not to answer them. In effect, we have to know enough of the
basic values of the relevant faith tradition(s) to ask
questions that relate to contemporary injuries and injustices. For example, in relation to failing public schools:
What does the tradition teach regarding our moral obligation to educate young people? The individual discussions should eventuate in the faith community atlarge coming together to wrestle with the texts and their
social action imperatives.
The extent to which the activation of faith
strengthens organizing depends on organizers’ attitudes
and actions, which begin to be shaped professionally by
preliminary research. To know the history of a population, identity group, community, geographic area, etc.,
ideally reveals not only their injuries and injustices and
the political context, but how those experiences are
defined by the MSI and the faith of the affected individuals and groups, which is rarely obvious.
In an organizing drive, first contacts may be more
productive by upending the traditional approach of
neighborhood and faith-based organizing, which in our
experience rarely deals with faith, and then mainly for
legitimization. The focus ordinarily is digging personal
history of injustices and injuries as a means to identify
potential issues. What might we do differently during
an initial doorknocking contact, when invited into
someone’s home for a relatively short visit, say no more
than 15 or 20 minutes? Beyond appealing to selfinterest and deeper values at the beginning of the contact while still at the door, once in the home we want to
begin to build a relationship by learning about personal
and family history. If our questions drill down, we’re
not only going to learn about hopes and fears, joys and
pressures, but also the moral and ethical values and
principles that shape their meanings and their potential
to motivate and sustain action.
How do we uncover the spiritual and religious dimensions of their lives as they share their history? We
ask questions, 73 such as: Did you think it was fair? How
did you feel about their cruelty? Do they seem to be
acting morally? What did you feel about that kind of
selfishness? Do you believe she had a right to medical
care?—paying close attention to the content, emotion
and energy revealed in the answers. Given the answers,
we ask more questions, such as: How did you come to
believe that? Has your belief led to conflict with other
people? What did your parents teach you about that?
What do you imagine Moses/Jesus/Mohammed would
say about the situation? Does the Torah/Bible/Quran
give you any insight into what should be done? How
does your synagogue/church/mosque relate to the situation? Do you find it helpful to pray about what’s happening?
Ideally, we want to bring to mind and to emotional
awareness, the particulars of inspiring faith that encourage participation in non-threatening day-to-day organizing, that motivate taking carefully calculated leadership

risks on occasion, and that fortify long-term commitment in the absence of short-term rewards. The resulting consciousness has the effect of an antidote to one’s
debilitating history of powerlessness.
In planning for the initial meeting of a founding
organizing committee (FOC), a first objective may be
to help everyone understand the organizer’s role. They
may be inclined to think that the organizer will show
them how to meet the challenges they’re going to face.
They need to learn that the organizer’s job is to know
the questions of faith, democratic process, strategy,
tactics, and media that need to be answered at any point
in the organizing—not to answer them, but to raise
them for the leaders. Because, at the outset, nascent
leaders are not thinking that together they will have the
faith, intelligence and courage to answer the questions
and to do what it takes to build and exercise power
righteously—an obstacle they must overcome early-on.
This point may be introduced in one-to-ones before the
first meeting of the FOC, but it only gets driven home
in the course of planning and carrying out actions.
A preliminary step to forming the FOC involves
meeting one-on-one with at least two or three but no
more than a half-dozen potential leaders to work out the
details of the first FOC meeting. Before meeting with
them, it ought to be SOP to figure out the commonplace
MSI, and the religious institutional affiliations and personal faith of the potential members, including the humanistic and philosophic varieties. Doing that research
makes it possible to front-load the initial meeting of the
FOC with an extended reflection (planned to take about
half of the total available meeting time, which will become de rigueur in the life of the organization), one that
bridges the participants’ faith, addresses their doubts
and questions about their involvement in the organizing, and inspires them to move ahead with confidence.
New members often have unasked questions about
whether the organizing is a morally “legitimate” activity; they may have doubts about whether the organizer,
who is a stranger to them, has the ethical integrity and
intelligence to make the whole process succeed; and
they’re often unsure about the morality of anticipated
conflict. In many ways, they may question whether
their involvement can really have any effect if they do
what they believe to be right.
The agenda for the first FOC meeting gets produced informally in one-to-ones with two or three of
the FOC members. My method is to ask them questions
relevant to the first phase of the organizing, such as:
What kinds of questions do you have about attending
the first meeting of the FOC? What kinds of questions
do you imagine others will have about the first meeting? Do you think they’ll feel free to ask them? Do you
think those who come might have concerns or even
fears about being involved in the organizing? Do you
think some members may have doubts about whether
it’s appropriate for the congregation to be involved in
organizing? If we spend some time in the meeting on a
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teaching from your faith tradition, can you think of anything in particular that might be helpful to explore concerns? (At that point, if no suggestion is offered, I’m
prepared to propose appropriate material for reflection.)
An initial FOC 45-minute faith-reflection might be
along the following lines, although the questions listed
below would be more than enough for the first two
meetings of the FOC.

In our organizing, Khulda Bat Sarah and I have
confirmed the advantages of spending more time from
the outset on the faith dimensions of the process. But,
understandably, to many organizers this approach may
seem likely to sidetrack action in favor of endless “Bible study.” The dangers of in-depth reflection on sacred
texts are not inconsequential. There may be a tendency
to push the organizing toward narrow sectarianism,
doctrinal exclusivity, or worse, do-nothing study. Although the benefits justify the risks, there are some precautions that should be taken. The choice of texts that
tie faith to action, the preparation of those who lead the
reflection and discussion, the role of the organizer, and
the character of the training that follows all deserve
close attention and management. Done well, they can
ensure that faith is translated into enthusiastic social
action by the entire faith-community.
Our experience in this vein was that launching a
17-congegation organizing project, from sponsorcommittee and organizing-committee development, and
membership-recruiting one-to-ones, to a successful
founding meeting of more than 700, was reduced from
the usual several years to little more than one year. One
of the byproducts of the integral-faith approach is that
the decision to engage in social action is not based on
an external community organizing model. Our experience was that by virtue of studying sacred texts and
related materials, without prompting the members
themselves began to raise the necessity of social action. 74 They wanted to know, “If this is morally wrong,
shouldn’t we do something about it?” Following the
opportunity to explore such questions in the context of
their faith tradition, they welcomed the standard community organizing model with confidence founded on
energized faith and communal unity. Throughout this
process, one of the advantages of the integral-faith
model is that it produces multiple leaders who are inspired and inspiring to others.
The goal in the initial concentration on faith is to
lay the foundation of the new organization’s moral vision and, eventually, the pathway to its realization. The
culture of successful social movements includes a story
that communicates their moral vision and holds onto
hope for the future. If our community organizing is to
foster hope of building sufficient power to materially
transform the country’s institutional structure of powerinequality, certainly it must be unified in a common
visionary strategy. It must offer an inspiring moral vision of the commonweal we want for our children and
grandchildren.
Such vision is moral because it involves the
organization’s very reason for being, its highest aspirations, and it concerns vision because
it involves what the organization hopes to look
like in the future. To lead effectively, we must
see where we are trying to go. Moral vision
encompasses more than just a destination,
however. It also includes the means the leader

Restorer of Streets to Live In
The Lord will guide you continually, and satisfy your
needs in sun-scorched places, and make your bones
strong. You shall be like a watered garden, like a spring
of water, whose waters never fail. Your ancient ruins
shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of
many generations; you shall be called the repairer of
broken walls, the restorer of streets to live in. (Isaiah
58:11-12)
And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I
send, and who will go for us?” Then I said, “Here I am!
Send me.” (Isaiah 6:8)
Questions for Reflection [first FOC meeting]
•
Is it true that God will be with us in what we’re going
to do; and, if so, how does that work and what does
it mean practically?
•
Is it true that, although we believe in God’s compassion, we still feel fear?
•
What is it about the organizing that is frightening or
confusing and what can we do to overcome our
fears?
•
How can we use God’s “protection” in our organizing work to help us do what we believe must be
done for justice and compassion to prevail?
•
How do you feel about standing up as a member of
your faith community to openly and publicly challenge the “injustice dominating public life” in the
city?
•
What right do we have to do this?
Questions for Reflection [second FOC meeting]
•
There’s so much apathy—is it really possible to get
many members of our congregation/parish involved
in the organizing?
•
What do we need to feel more comfortable or better
equipped to “go” and meet with members of our
faith community in personal visits to invite their participation?
•
Is it really true that every person has some skill or
talent to contribute?
•
How do you feel about standing up as an individual
to openly and publicly challenge the “injustice dominating public life” in the city?
•
Can we really be the “restorer of streets to live in”
when our city has so many problems?
•
What will we have to do ultimately to be the “repairer of broken walls”?
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is prepared to adopt to get it there. Moral vision is reflected in the management structure
of an organization, the style of personal interaction it fosters, and the incentive and reward
systems it adopts. . . . Moral vision may seem
a less than vital feature of leadership excellence, until we consider the alternative, a leader who is either amoral or visionless. 75
We can see in the lives of the outstanding organizers who came before us how their moral compass, rooted in the Abrahamic traditions of faith, 76 served as the
substrate of the moral-spiritual infrastructure that was
the touchstone of their movements.
Susan B. Anthony (1820-1906) was undoubtedly
the “incomparable organizer” of the women’s suffrage
movement, 77 although that recognition doesn’t remotely
suggest her other extraordinary contributions to women’s rights. Born into a Quaker family, she was “. . .
inspired by the Quaker belief that everyone was equal
under God. . . ,” 78 and she remained affiliated with that
movement throughout her life. The women’s suffrage
movement brought together women from several different religious traditions “. . . who saw social reform as a
means of testifying to their pursuit of holiness.” 79 Under the leadership of Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Faith played a key role in the fight for women’s
suffrage,” 80 which began in the 1860s and continued for
more than a half-century, until the 19th Amendment to
the Constitution was ratified in 1920.
For César Chávez (1927-1993), a labor organizer,
Catholic spirituality played a “profound role” in his
personal life and, as he instilled it, in the farmworker’s
movement. 81 His faith buoyed his courage and lifelong
commitment to take on the daunting challenge to organize farm workers, when everyone before him had failed.
“He addressed human rights, racism, labor organizing,
farm workers’ conditions, environmental protection,
food safety, and food access; through his moral vision
and agency he challenged people around the world to
do the same.” 82
The inspiring call for justice by Reverend Martin
Luther King Jr. (1929-1968) was epitomized by his “I

Have a Dream” speech at the Lincoln Memorial. The
speech emphasized King’s belief that civil rights would
come with the help of God: “Let freedom ring from
every hill and mole hill of Mississippi. From every
mountainside, let freedom ring, and when this happens .
. . when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring
from every village and every hamlet, from every state
and every city, we will be able to speed up that day
when all of God's children, black men and white men,
Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be
able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!’” 83
The mission of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson (1902-1994) was to bring Jews back to Judaism, not
only for the sake of strengthening Jewish institutions,
but to embrace and bring to life many of the central
values and principles of the faith, such as: to love one’s
neighbor, to raise up leaders dedicated to creating more
leaders for the sake of the community, to express conflicts with respect and graciousness, to do without delay
what needs to be done to improve family, community,
and national life, to promulgate the seven Noachide
laws 84 in the world, and to teach others what you have
learned. Schneerson organized a worldwide network of
rabbinic families, in big cities and small towns, dedicated to bringing Jews back to their godly role of tikkun
olam (repair of the world) in society and Jewish life. 85
Going beyond the Abrahamic tradition, it’s clear
that the Indian national liberation from British colonial
domination was powered at the most fundamental level
by the Hindu moral-spirituality of Mahatma Gandhi
(1869-1948). Gandhi was in politics for spiritual reasons. He explained in a speech in London (September
23,1931) that, “. . . . although to all appearances my
mission is political. . . . its roots are―if I may use the
term―spiritual. . . . I claim that at least my politics are
not divorced from morality, from spirituality, from religion. . . . a man who is trying to discover and follow the
will of God, cannot possibly leave a single field of life
untouched.” 86
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