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Listening Project Training and Resource Center

Fall 2008 News and Donor Letter

1036 Hannah Branch Rd., Burnsville, NC 28714; 828-675-5933
www.listeningproject.info
RSVP continues to provide Listening Projects that overcome divisiveness and disempowerment while helping to create effective, citizen-directed social change. In this newsletter, you will read an article, “Yes We Can”… it’s about a Listening Project that is empowering youth who play a key role in helping their troubled West Philadelphia neighborhood find solutions to serious community problems.  We also tell you about a project in Asheville, NC, which is addressing gang activity and other youth problems by engaging teens, parents, service providers and neighborhoods in developing new solutions and programs that benefit middle school students.  Additionally, you’ll see an update on the Listening Project in Maine on immigration, trade and agriculture. 

The Christian Stewardship Listening Project is successfully bringing creation stewardship to two conservative, rural North Carolina counties where environmentalism has often been met with negative or suspicious feelings.  Though we sometimes hear about “creation care” in the news, it is still unknown in most communities. CSLP provides common ground so that environmental care need no longer seen as belonging to one group or another, but can be seen as cause for all, with great leadership coming from our faith and interfaith communities.  This is a very exciting model for change that can be applied in any community. In the insert, you will find an overview and update of the CSLP project and an interview with a local church leader.
And finally, we are preparing to do further work with the Holston Conference of the United Methodist Church.  This follows their participation in RSVP’s Facilitated Dialogue program at the 2007 UMC Southeast Regional Diversity Conference.  Both clergy and laity will be receiving additional Facilitated Dialogue training to help their churches and communities address difficult social issues like racism, homosexuality and   immigration.  
The 2008 election campaigns revealed deep layers of anger and divisiveness that exist along political, cultural, racial and religious lines. Our current turmoil also reveals the great frustration and disempowerment felt by citizens of every political persuasion.  We simply cannot solely depend on our elected leaders to create the change we seek.  We, the people, have to be engaged in this process of change, and we need to do so, whenever possible, in a manner that increases understanding and creates common ground.

For over 20 years, throughout the U.S. and in other countries, Listening Projects and Facilitated Dialogue have resulted in community dialogue, grassroots solutions and real change that come from an empowered citizenry.  This is exciting and transformational work that continues with your support.
We thank you for helping us make it all possible,
and we ask for your continued financial support.

~~~Herb, Usha, Sam, Marilyn, Mari, Wanda, Colin, Jim, Marnie, Silvia, Catherine ~~~
“Yes We Can”:
West Philadelphia Teens

Guide the Way to Justice

The Belmont neighborhood of West Philadelphia is a low-income community of mostly African-American residents. Many of the old, large homes are in poor shape, or even abandoned. Vacant lots invite trash and illicit behavior. Residents are often plagued by crime and gun violence. The Philadelphia Yearly Meeting (PYM) of Quakers has worked in the Belmont community for some 30 years, assisting residents in facing these problems and in improving their community. In 2006 a committee of PYM became concerned with the high cost of energy and looked for ways to do something to address the issue in the community.

PYM contacted Gary Gillespie of the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) office in Baltimore for help. Gary had experience in empowering depressed communities, especially in directly involving residents in tackling their concerns. Gary had previously conducted several Listening Projects in Baltimore, which had motivated residents to organize and bring improvements to their communities.

Bringing the Experience to Philadelphia
PYM’s initial focus was the high cost of energy, but they saw the wisdom of approaching the community with a Listening Project, so as to begin by listening to residents and hearing their perspectives on neighborhood concerns. Applying lessons learned from those previous Baltimore LPs, Gary suggested that they get youth involved, and pay them a modest stipend. He had also learned that while youthful energy can get action going, their inexperience is best tempered by partnering them with adults, giving young people a chance to learn how to interact,   communicate and lead effectively in the adult world. 
When residents of the Belmont neighborhood were asked about conducting the LP, they made it clear that they were not interested in yet another outside group coming into their neighborhood, conducting some type of survey, and then disappearing. 

Gary met with Belmont residents and responded to their concerns. He told them that the LP is a tool that assesses the needs of a community—that listeners come into their homes with open minds and open-ended questions. The goal of the project is not a research paper, but positive change in the community.  The project would be seeking residents’ knowledge, ideas, and  participation and leadership  to accomplish this. 
He promised them that within two weeks of the initial interviews, they would receive a brochure outlining the findings and suggestions from residents to improve their neighborhood. Furthermore, the LP would employ neighborhood youth to do the listening—literally employ them through stipends.

The West Philadelphia LP was begun by forming a steering committee, whose members came from five organizations: (1) the AFSC-Baltimore Urban Peace Program, (2) the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, (3) the Cavalry Episcopal Church, from the neighborhood, (4) We Never Say Never, also a neighborhood organization, and (5) the Philadelphia Energy Coordinating Agency. This coalition of cooperating groups decided to broaden the thrust of the LP beyond energy concerns, to consider other needs of the neighborhood, via listening to residents’ voices.

Andrew P. Brazington, who helped form the steering committee, noted: "Before we could do anything with the young people, we had to listen to what they had to say. It was important to hear how they felt about where they lived, and the truth was that many wanted to leave as fast as they could." Claudine Cooper, Executive Director of We Never Say Never, told a city newspaper: "This is a neighborhood without a library or a recreation center. These kids really have nothing to do, and so we attempted to fulfill this need in keeping with the mission of our organization."  
(continued on page 6)



The Christian Stewardship Listening Project

There are few other institutions in the South that have greater influence than our churches. Many of the churches in our region are notably motivated, generous and effective in their ministry and service work. Yet in regards to environmental issues, many church leaders and parishioners have had negative feelings about environmentalism.  Therefore they have tended to be either disengaged from or opposed to environmental initiatives. This is often due to the political and social polarization that so often divides us as well as concerns about “environmental extremists” and secularism.  

CSLP is a model program that enables Christians to reclaim their biblically-based responsibility to care for the earth as God’s creation.  Two active projects in Yancey and Madison counties, NC, are being led by local church leaders who act as their county’s CSLP steering committee. Trained volunteers from area churches have been listening, during the past year, to the fears, concerns, hopes, solutions and priorities of church leaders. 

CSLP IN YANCEY COUNTY

Yancey County is a rural, mountain community in western North Carolina.  Yancey is experiencing various environmental problems including rapid development, particularly in the area of land investment and housing construction.  Some investors and developers are clear cutting forests and building on steep slopes and ecologically sensitive mountain tops.  Among other things, this affects water quality, which is also being impacted by pesticide contamination and the fact that some existing homes still straight-pipe their human waste right into mountain streams.  Yancey has one of the highest cancer rates in the state, and most jobs are low-paying.  For the past several years, County Commissioners’ attempts at environmental protection have been stymied by groups who vehemently resist any government environmental regulations. Productive dialogue and discussion have been virtually impossible in such charged meetings. John Renfro, the Republican Chair of the County Commissioners, has stated that the commissioners can’t do much without more citizen support.  

FAITH-BASED CONCERNS AND

HOME-GROWN SOLUTIONS

The response to CSLP interviews with 26 church leaders in Yancey County has been remarkable.  Because the issues are engaged through a “Christian Stewardship” perspective – seeking to develop a local, Christian-based approach to caring for the earth as God’s creation, CSLP is finding strong support for protecting the environment. This stewardship focus enables church leaders to address the environment from a perspective that resonates with their faith and rural culture. CSLP interviewers have also found that many church leaders are concerned about environmentalists who give too little consideration for the needs of the common citizen.  They also appreciate that CSLP’s focus is on identifying and responding to local environmental priorities and needs.  Most church leaders feel there is a real need for increasing education so that citizens can be more informed and engaged with environmental issues. 

In summary, all the elements for more democratic citizen participation in environmental protection are present in Yancey County.  This includes:  

   1.  CSLP interviews have provided vital information about local concerns, needs, resources and priorities. 
   2.  90%of interviewees are interested in further dialogue, prayer, reflection and examination of the priorities and needs revealed by the interviews. There is also great interest or openness to the churches being engaged in Creation Care education and action that can effectively address community-identified priorities.

   3.  CSLP’s interdenominational Steering Committee is made up of highly respected church leaders.  Several church leaders who were interviewed are now members of the CSLP steering committee.  One member, the pastor of a Baptist church, opened a steering committee meeting by sharing his vision of a Sunday in the future, when pastors in many of the county’s churches could preach about Stewardship of God’s Creation.  

   4.  Several churches are now planning to hold “Prayer, Dialogue and Reflection” sessions that will enable their church congregations to review the results of CSLP interviews and to reflect on their own ideas and priorities for Christian stewardship of the environment.   

   5.  County government officials and community leaders are ready to work with CSLP to develop effective, sensible, citizen-inspired initiatives for the environment.  In a letter of recommendation for CSLP, County Commission Chairman, John Renfro wrote: “I applaud the efforts of the Christian Stewardship Listening Project and believe the outcome of the project will have a significant impact on the future of Yancey County.  Involving local churches in the development of sensible, community- supported environmental protection will not only foster communication and understanding, but assure the opportunity for successful program intervention." 
   6.  The local Yancey Journal and the Blue Ridge Christian News are both providing CSLP with excellent coverage.  This is enabling Yancey residents to take a new look at environmental protection as being an intrinsic part of our local, mountain culture.   

Christian Stewardship Listening Project 

Interview with Rev. Frank Wyatt

CSLP: Describe your core Christian beliefs… 

REV. WYATT: Everything I say should reflect Jesus Christ and His truth.  We are living letters read by all men and everything we do should be connected to our faith. 

CSLP: What thoughts or feelings arise for you in relation to the word environmentalism?

REV. WYATT: For some people it has become a dirty word, but it shouldn’t be so.  Sometimes I don’t like what I hear from environmental organizations because some of them take things too far, but that doesn’t mean it’s all bad. If this is my Father’s world-- God’s world--- then I have a responsibility to care for it as well.

CSLP: Do you believe that environmental issues sometimes cause divisions between people or groups?  

REV. WYATT: Yes.  Whenever someone moves into affecting other people’s rights, then problems can arise. Government shouldn’t just legislate changes onto people; change needs to come through education and dialogue and getting people involved so they understand how things affect them and their community.  I think because environmental matters have sometimes done wrong without enough regard for the people it affects, some people react to anything environmental and throw the baby out with the bath water.  In other words, they react to anything environmental even when really some things need protection.  I remember when I was young things got pretty bad here.  Some of the pit mines really left a mess and the South Toe River was brown with scummy foam. It was really polluted.  I’m glad it was cleaned up.  I want the clean water here for my children and grandchildren. But you can’t just legislate; you have to involve the people.    

CSLP: Genesis 1:26 states that God gave humans “dominion” over all the earth.  How does that relate to Christian stewardship of Creation?  

REV. WYATT: This is a pronouncement of our responsibility.  God gave us a higher place than the animals, but we have responsibility to protect all of creation and to keep the balance.  We can do this through education.  People need to see the value of nature from the inside out – then they will want to protect it.  People have to be helped to understand.  The divisions keep this from happening, and there are those on both sides that misjudge others.
CSLP: You’ve mentioned education as being important -- how can this education occur?

REV. WYATT: We have to do it ourselves; it has to start with the community. The paper can help get information to us.  The church should have a role in this.   What I do and how I do it-- is an extension of my faith. 

CSLP: Caring for God’s Creation seems to take on special significance here where we are blessed with the beauty of the mountains.  How has your life here in Yancey County influenced your feelings about taking care of God’s Creation?  

REV. WYATT: We’ve always understood this land because we made our living from the land. People know you don’t cut your own throat by abusing what you need.  I grew up in the woods here in Bowditch. There was just three houses on our little gravel road and that was it.  The next closest people you could get to would be to go clear across the ridge over into Rice Road.  The situation now is that my mom’s house, which is still there, is surrounded on three sides with a housing development.  All the places we played as kids, all the timber has either been cut or cleared or there are houses there.  When we were living there, once we got chores done in the morning, you headed into the woods. As kids, we had tree houses and grape vine swings and there was a stream we played in, but it’s all gone now.  I want my children to have the privilege of seeing the things we saw, to have the beauty of these mountains to see and to live in.  That won’t happen unless we protect our mountains; we could end up like Boone and Watauga County.  Progress comes in with gated communities and other changes, but if we’re not careful such changes can destroy the heart of the community.

CSLP:  How might Christian stewardship of creation allow us to love our neighbor as our self?   

REV. WYATT: My father-in-law had a rock crushing business with a big state contact.  There was a law that you couldn’t mine and just leave a big hole; you had to replant it or something. So he decided to make it into a four acre lake.  They moved up there and ran a commercial trout farm. Sometimes there were fish kills from people putting detergents or chemicals in the water upstream.  That’s an example of how what we do can affect others. We have to learn to do things right for the sake of others and all creation… this is one way we can love our neighbors. 

CSLP:  Can you envision a rural, local, Christian approach to caring for the environment? 

REV. WYATT:  We need dialogue with people having different views, not just one side or the other. Each side can appreciate some things about the other if they could really dialogue and try to understand one another. This is really important so citizens can get involved and we can be a responsible community and make wise decisions.

LISTENING TO OUR TEENS

In 2006 in Buncombe County, NC, 26,182 crimes were committed by young people between the ages of six and fifteen.  In large part, these crimes took place after school and before parents returned home from work.  
The Asheville City Schools Foundation, in partnership with the City of Asheville, NC, the Asheville City Schools, and a wide range of other community service agencies, are conducting a Listening To Our Teens, with a focus on middle school students. LTOT will help create attractive, engaging programs that will foster in young teens the best they have to offer.  

Although there is a scarcity of programs for young teens, this is not the only reason youth crime and failure to complete high school are occurring. Each year programs are created to address these problems. However, they are not as successful as they could be because of a lack of information about what kinds of programs will reach middle school students.  
It is important that we listen to our kids, providing them with safe forums to discuss their lives and their ideas for change. LTOT is therefore listening to middle school students, parents, educators and community leaders to find ways to better serve our kids.  

LTOT organizational goals include: 
· Learn more about the types of programs, in school and out, that are critical for student success.

· Learn about the ways families want to be engaged in supporting their kid’s success; and how we can overcome barriers to family participation.

· Prioritize programs and services and develop a five year plan of implementing priorities.

· Work together as a partnership to implement priorities identified by the Listening Project.    

To achieve these goals, LTOT is now interviewing 80 students, 30 families and 45 service providers.  Results of these interviews will enable us to conduct focus groups with students and parents that will provide further  information and resources for new youth directives in Asheville.  


Immigrants, Trade and Lost Maine Jobs:    A Report from PICA
What do immigrants, displaced Maine manufacturing workers, small farmers and other rural residents here in the United States and in Central America have in common? One answer is that they're all struggling to survive in a global economy that does not serve the interests of people. 

PICA (Peace Through Interamerican Community Action) seeks to expose the economic and social injustices brought about by the global economy.  In doing so we will increase our own and the public’s understanding of the inter-connected issues of immigration, agriculture and workers’ rights. Our Listening Project is helping us build new coalitions and organizing efforts with farmers, farm workers, other displaced and low-income Maine workers, and immigrants.  We also continue our commitment to justice for workers in Central America.  We've completed 9 Listening Project interviews so far and have several more coming up. We'll also be doing a number of individual and group interviews in El Salvador. Our work priorities between now and the new year are to continue interviews and to develop a basic "road-show" that incorporates our LP material. This outreach program will be tailored to different audiences, such as faith-based and labor groups.

We may also be developing some volunteer projects (petitions, letters to the editor, etc.) that connect our LP with the legislative agendas of the Maine Immigrant Rights Coalition and the Maine Fair Trade Campaign. We still want to do Facilitated Dialogues, but feel like we’re a month or two away from planning them. 
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leaving because 
(“Yes We Can”- continued from page 2)

The first of two LP trainings took place in the community in October 2006.  Some 20 teenagers from the neighborhood and their adult partners learned the basics of how to listen to their neighbors and invite dialogue that would explore community concerns and solutions. They were collecting information on the demographics of the neighborhood, finding out how residents felt about living there, what their concerns were, and what suggestions they had for improvements. (See side boxes).
The questionnaire used by the West Philadelphia LP began by having the teenagers introduce themselves (and their adult partner) and inform the prospective interviewee (in their own words): “We aren’t here to preach; we aren’t here to sell anything, and we won’t ask for a donation. We want to hear your feelings about your neighborhood—and what can make it better.”  This introduction reflected an interesting new twist on things -- with empowered youth taking charge, assuring adults and asking them to join them in seeking community change.
Seventy-six residents were interviewed. In addition to providing a broad overview of the character of the neighborhood, two specific areas were identified for follow-up organizing:

1. The need for youth programs was frequently mentioned. Residents talked of their concerns for youth safety and the lack of recreational facilities.

2. Residents described that the high cost of energy had strained their budgets. They welcomed a suggestion that their houses be weatherized and made more energy efficient.

Brazington was quoted in the University City Review, “It was critical to learn that 33% of the residents had had their utilities cut off, and that in many instances, 40% of their income went to energy costs.”
In the wake of the West Philadelphia LP, both of these areas were addressed by follow-up organizing. In the summer of 2007, the Philadelphia Energy Coordinating Agency, one of the LP steering committee partners, conducted an energy audit and weatherproofed over 70 homes, hiring many of the same teenagers to do the work. They focused on working on the homes of the people who had been interviewed.  
Antoine Wilkinson, a resident of Belmont, heard about the West Philadelphia Listening Project from a friend. She was quoted in the University City Review: "When I found out what this was about, I said ‘yeah’.” Wilkinson, a 15 year-old Overbrook High School student, now has a job with a new skill.
Gary returned this past summer to help organize the teens to tackle the issue of creating youth recreational programs. Currently the teens are pursuing acquiring a rare, undeveloped ¼ acre in the neighborhood.  They will be asking for use of the grassy, treed lot, which is owned by another organization. If successful, the teens plan to conduct informal listening with nearby residents—to notify them of their plans and to enlist their support for the project. They plan to work with residents to clean up the lot and then set up recreational facilities.
The University City Review reported that Jennifer Murray, a Belmont resident and student at Pierce College, summed up her experience participating in the West Philadelphia Listening Project this way, "People don’t think that we can do much, but we can!"
Your donation enables us to continue the Listening Project -- empowering citizens to find common ground and new solutions. Your support is critical.  Please contribute.








“We’re afraid that all the young people are going to end up leaving because there’s no jobs or opportunity here”…


Gayleen and Mike Spooner, former Irving Mill employees















































What Do Children Need?


Youth programs


Recreation center, playground


Parenting skills classes


Role models and mentors


After-school programs


Jobs


Safety





What Needs Improvement?


Youth activities 


Get rid of drugs


Reduce crime & violence


Fix up homes


Stop shootings


Beautify area


Help elderly
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