As organizers, we believe in the necessity of power.  

Some organizers are not intimidated by powerful people and move gracefully in the power arena.   But these organizers are few.  Most organizers experience a deep ambivalence about power.  

At the core of our ambivalence about power is the feeling that power is corrupt, or dirty.  This assumption surfaces in how we view powerful people and how we interpret their actions.  We assume that people in power positions are more likely to be primarily self-serving and to hold only self-interested motives.  We perceive them to be greedy, ambitious, and unconcerned about the plight of the less fortunate.  We may assume that their lack of a response to our concerns is because they do not care, or because they only really care about the concerns of wealthy communities.

This orientation to power influences how we interpret a political situation.  

· We project our negative feelings about power on to a politician or a political environment and allow those feelings to color our perception.   

· We jump to conclusions, reading impure or negative motives into the actions of public officials, and do not take the time to investigate what may truly lie behind their actions.  

· We may assume that there is a conspiracy underway, a collusion among powerful interests, when no such conspiracy exists. 

· We may award more power to political officials than they really have.  

· We can give them omnipotent qualities, assuming they can fix most anything if they were to choose to do so. 

Our fear of power may also stem from our own lack of confidence.  To pursue power is to boldly affirm one’s being.  It is to take the risk of stepping off of the sidelines and entering the game.  At a deep level, we may be afraid to take this risk; we may feel like we are not worthy to be powerful. 

Powerful Thoughts

Becoming an effective organizer is about more than learning the skills of the organizing trade; it is about becoming a more powerful person. 

As leaders and staff engage in an organizing process that requires them to step forward and exercise power, they begin to shift in their own identity. 

They see elected officials as peers, and no longer attribute to them omnipotent qualities. 

Organizers who learn to see themselves as powerful actors in their communities build powerful organizations that get things done.

power rests in relationships.  The more relationships we have with people in the power arena, the more powerful we are. The number of people who are central to the power arenas in our cities is quite small.  It is a fairly simple matter to identify who they are and to develop strategies to engage them over time.  If we avoid the power arena, or spend little time there, we will have little power.   

Most political activity is based on “insider relationships,” the behind-the-scenes deal making that forges alliances, and creates political consensus.  Yet politics is also driven by “outsider relationships,” individuals and groups who are not part of the political world but who bring pressure to bear on it.   I would suggest that significant political change occurs when there is a powerful synergy created by insider and outsider politics merging together.  Organizing traditionally has been part of outsider politics, yet as we develop more relationships in the political arena, we develop the capacity to leverage these ties and do insider politics. 

relationships are like muscles; we either use them or lose them.  If elected officials only hear from us during action time, we are not exercising the relationship regularly enough to keep it strong.  To keep powerful people engaged in our work in a more regular way requires attention; we have to pay attention to the relationship, and then develop various strategies to create regular engagement.

Strong relationships are never one sided, only benefiting one partner.  In a productive relationship, both parties benefit. While this principle is central to our model, it is one we rarely follow in our relationships with public officials.  The number one complaint of elected officials who work with us is that we do not reciprocate.  We drag them out to actions, get them to do things, and then beat them up for not doing enough.  

strong relationships involve tension.  Tension is the sand in the oyster that creates the pearl. Tension and conflict are an essential part of the political environment.  In a democratic system, the big piece of sand in the oyster, that which creates the pearl of highest value, is when people confront and hold accountable the people they have elected to represent them.  This action of confrontation and accountability is essentially the purpose of an “action” in our organizing model. 

Most people shy away from tension and conflict.  To enter into tension and conflict is to take a great risk, the risk that we will endanger a relationship or will be perceived as a bad, or mean person.  Many of us live our lives without ever learning how to use tension to our benefit.  Yet the use of tension and conflict is indispensable in the public arena.  Elected officials expect us to raise tension with them and will not respect us if we do not.  People in the power arena know that public relationships are more elastic than private ones and are not typically endangered by conflict. 

Power as a Way to Bring Life to Values 

Power is not at the center of our work.  Values are. 

The power arena is not neutral; it consists of competing interests, and underlying these interests are values. Our use of power serves to bring to life the deeply held values of our faith traditions: justice, the common good, and human dignity.  Power is not an end but a means. The values of justice and dignity are always present in our communities but often lie dormant.  Organizing can serve to awaken these values and make them operative in our public life. 

As individuals, we are able to live out our values in our private lives.  To bring values into the public arena in a transformative way, however, requires a community of people to wield power.  Ultimately, when we organize with a positive orientation towards power, we gain the opportunity to do more than talk or preach about our values as a faith community.  With power, we can implement real changes in our communities based upon those values. 

To use power strategically as a means to enliven the values of justice and dignity has little to do with becoming corrupt or getting dirty.  To the contrary, to be a steward of those values compels us to learn as much as we can about the power arena and to propel those values into the public debate in an effective and real way. 
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