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– Biographies – 
 
William Galston is a political theorist who both studies and participates in American politics and domestic policy. 
Galston was Deputy Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy during the first Clinton Administration and 
Executive Director of the National Commission on Civic Renewal, which was chaired by Sam Nunn and William 
Bennett. He has served as Director of Economic and Social Programs at the Roosevelt Center for American Policy 
Studies in Washington, D.C., as chief speech writer for John Anderson’s National Unity campaign, as issues 
director for Walter Mondale’s presidential campaign and as senior advisor to Albert Gore Jr. during his run for the 
Democratic presidential nomination in 1991–1992. Since 1995, Galston has served as a founding member of the 
Board of the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy and as chair of the Campaign’s Task Force on Religion 
and Public Values.  
 
Heather Wood Ion is a cultural anthropologist who specializes in turning around troubled organizations. She has 
turned around communities locked in adversarial paralysis, social service agencies, corporations that have lost their 
mission, and start-ups unable to cope with growth. She was educated at McGill, Claremont Graduate University, 
and Oxford University and did her field work in Calcutta on cultural recovery after natural disaster. For two 
decades she taught and created innovative, multi-disciplinary programs at universities including the University of 
Heidelberg, Kyoto University and the Western University of Health Sciences. For the last seven years of his life, 
Jonas Salk, MD, relied on Heather Ion as his sounding board and collaborator on issues of international health 
policy, and in establishing the science of hope. Her first book, Third-Class Ticket, has been translated into Italian, 
Hindi, Japanese and Chinese, and is currently being made into a feature film. Another book, with Saul Levine MD, 
Against Terrible Odds, applies her knowledge of social and cultural recovery to the profound issues of individual 
resilience. She is a co-founder of Wisdom Legacy (www.wisdomlegacy.org ), The Uplift Academy, and now 
founder of The Epidemic of Health which strives to identify, nourish and accelerate the flourishing of networks of 
trust which engage and evoke our vitality. 
 
John McKnight is emeritus professor of education and social policy and co-director of the Asset-Based 
Community Development Institute at Northwestern University. He is coauthor of Building Communities from the 
Inside Out and the author of The Careless Society. He has been a community organizer and serves on the boards of 
several national organizations that support neighborhood development including the Gamaliel Foundation and The 
National Training and Information Center. Before joining Northwestern, McKnight directed the Midwest office of 
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. 
 
Robert L. Moore serves as president & CEO of the Development Corporation of Columbia Heights (DCCH), a 
community development corporation which plans, organizes and initiates affordable housing and economic 
development projects by leading investment in the physical, social and economic revitalization of an important 
multi-cultural neighborhood in the District of Columbia. Moore was a founding member of the board of directors 
that organized the DC Housing Finance Agency which provides tax exempt bond financing, mortgage financing 
and Low Income Housing Tax Credits to promote affordable housing across the city. He served as chief negotiator, 
representing the District of Columbia, with the owner of the Washington Wizards for the development of city’s 
downtown arena now designated Verizon Arena. Moore received a HUD Public Leadership Fellowship to Harvard 
University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government “State and Local Government Program.” He also served on 
the faculty at Howard University and Texas Southern University lecturing on urban development issues. It has been 
Moore’s policy that all DCCH retail projects include a provision for set aside space for neighborhood and minority 
entrepreneurs including a substantial rental discount to assist these entrepreneurs. All DCCH housing projects must 
have affordable housing as a priority feature. Currently Moore is leading the DCCH organization to expand its 
impact revitalization boundaries to include the nearby Georgia Avenue corridor in cooperation with Howard 
University, other non profit organizations and neighborhood residents. 
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WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  I'm Bill Schambra, director of the Bradley Center for Philanthropy and Civic Renewal 
here at the Hudson Institute.  Krista Shaffer and I welcome you to today's discussion of a new book co-authored by 
John McKnight and Peter Block entitled, The Abundant Community: Awakening the Power of Families and 
Neighborhoods

1.  Now first a preview of coming attractions. Please mark your calendars for September 29, noon to 
2:00 pm when we will commemorate the fifth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina by reflecting on the process of 
recovery in the affected region.  In particular, we will look at the respective performances of large systems versus 
smaller, grassroots civic organizations in the effort to rebuild the region.  We're still gathering the panel, but it will 
be co-hosted by Lenore Ealy and her publication Conversations on Philanthropy2.  We will also feature the work of 
Emily Chamlee-Wright of Beloit College and George Mason's Mercatus Center.  It is through Conversations on 
Philanthropy that I met one of today's panelists, Heather Wood Ion.  It is the nation's leading forum for exploration 
of spontaneous order in the resolution of social problems.  
 
Now for today's panel on The Abundant Community.  To some, this might seem like a futile and backward looking 
conversation.  After all, we've long since been assured by the scholarly experts that small, immediate, vigorous 
community is a thing of the past.  And thank heavens for that, the experts insist, because the small American 
community was traditionally nothing more than a stifling, repressive pressure cooker of conformity and reaction.  It 
not only stunted personal development, it also obstructed the development and deployment of those vast scientific 
systems of service providers, through which our needs would be met in a cheap, mass-produced and efficient 
fashion. It's difficult to find voices of dissent against this consensus today, but we at the Bradley Center are honored 
to have with us one of the most eloquent of those voices, John McKnight.  Mr. McKnight is not only a searing critic 
of the massive market and social service systems, which he argues have come to dominate our lives.  He is also the 
father of the notion of “asset-based community development”, one of the most influential of today's approaches to 
civic renewal.   
 
To help us wrestle with these themes we are pleased to have with us, we don't have him with us at the moment but 
we will shortly, Robert Moore.  Mr. Moore is at a groundbreaking for his organization, the Development 
Corporation of Columbia Heights3, here in DC. So when he arrives, we'll welcome him.  It's been my privilege to 
know Bob Moore through the good auspices of Robert Woodson, the founder of the Center for Neighborhood 
Enterprise.  Indeed, it was through Bob Woodson that I came to meet Mr. McKnight and Bill Raspberry, who's with 
us today in the audience as well. 
 
Next we'll hear from Heather Wood Ion of the Athena Charitable Trust, and my colleague on the editorial board at 
Conversations on Philanthropy.  Finally we'll hear from Bill Galston of the Brookings Institute4 who has written 
powerfully over the decades about the role of community and the place of community in a liberal democracy, both 
as a political theorist and as a political practitioner.  So first Mr. McKnight, welcome to the Bradley Center.  
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  Thank you.  I bring you greetings from my co-author, Peter Block, who couldn't join us here 
today. The book we're talking about, The Abundant Community is a joint initiative.  It is a result of discussions 
between the two of us.  I understood from Bill (Schambra) that there may be a lot of younger people here who 
might be interns in various organizations.  So it seemed to me that it might be useful for me to say that the book that 
Peter and I have written has ancestors.  I want to make sure that you know about these ancestors because it may be 
that it's as important to read these ancestor books as it is to read ours, or you'd understand ours more thoroughly if 
you understood the others.  
 
The first of these you've heard a lot about but I don't know whether people read it anymore.  It's Democracy in 
America, in which a young French count, a person as young as most interns, came here and wrote Democracy in 
America with a special recognition of the uniqueness of the principal community building tool here, which he 
called “associations.”  He thought of associations as being a critical element in democracy.  Tocqueville noted that 
democracy is often thought of as a means by which everybody is allowed to vote – that the voting is the power to 

                                                           
1 Peter Block and John McKnight, The Abundant Community: Awakening the Power of Families and Neighborhoods (San 
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2010). 
2 http://www.conversationsonphilanthropy.org/ 
3 http://www.dcch.org/index_homepage.html 
4 http://www.brookings.edu/ 
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give your power away. He found associative structures all over American – smaller, face to face groups where the 
members did the work and they're not paid.  What he recognized was that this was a more important tool for 
democracy than even voting, because associations are the vehicle for making power rather than delegating power.   
They make power in three ways.  The power to decide what needs to be done, the power together to decide how it 
should be done, and the power to get their neighbors to join them to do it.  So I think of Tocqueville as the 
predecessor certainly of our book.   
 
Two other friends of mine, Peter Berger and Richard Neuhaus, wrote a book called To Empower People5 about 
thirty years ago.  They thought of associations as mediating structures. I think Peter and Richard were looking at 
them as filling the space between the individual and the large institutions in a mass society.  Associations are 
critical in performing that function.   
 
The next ancestor is Bob Putnam's book Bowling Alone6, in which he looks at the associational life in the United 
States and reports that we've had a very significant decline.  That beginning in 1960, Americans appear to be much 
less frequently involved in associational activity.  Of course that's bad news if Tocqueville thought it was the major 
productive unit of a democratic society and Neuhaus and Berger said that it's the major mediating structure that 
gives voice and power to the average citizen in a mass society.  Then along comes Bob and he is saying that it is in 
decline.  
 
Now there's a footnote to his decline and the footnote is that the decline in associational membership and activity 
isn't across the entire age spectrum. It's with young Americans.  So while the trend has been declining, if you took 
out young Americans it would still remain the same.  What we know is that we're having a generational shift of 
some kind away from the principle productive unit of citizens and away from the principle mediating empowering 
vehicle.  Why it is happening is a very difficult question and we could spend a lot of time asking why it is 
happening particularly with young people.  However our book is trying to enter this discussion by saying that while 
there may be a decline in associative activity, we are now in an era where associational life perhaps has much more 
importance than it had in the past.  Certainly in the past 100 years.  
 
We think that this has occurred because we have entered an era where we can begin to see rather clearly the limits 
of institutional production. For instance, we are beginning to see the limits of a medical system to provide our 
health.  Epidemiologists say about 90 percent of health activity takes place among people at the primary level of 
society, and 10 percent is determined by medicine.  We see it in terms of the criminal justice system, where every 
major police chief now is arguing that security issues cannot be resolved without some kind of very local 
community structures.  We see it as well when thinking about enterprises and jobs in relationship to big systems 
because we know that 60 percent of the jobs in the United States are related to localized, small businesses.  We 
know that almost the majority of Americans get their jobs by word of mouth – from friends, neighbors and 
relatives.  So the front edge of the economy is in our neighborhoods.  We know that a lot of the environmental 
questions have to do with our local structures and relationships as well.  I know that in my neighborhood, the 
question as to what kind of light bulbs we use, how we're heated and how much we're heated – the primary 
determinant is our local use. 
 
I think we can also see locally a movement to recognize that the production of food in local places is very important 
to the economy, environment and health.  We can see the limits of schools as mechanisms for raising children.  It 
does take a village to raise a child and I think the forefront of a good future is villages that know how to raise a 
child. If Peter Block were here, he would say we have outsourced the raising of our children.  So I think the era that 
we're in is an era of the limits of institutions to provide the good life.  It is in our primary local relationships, what I 
would call the “associative space”, that much of our health, safety, economy, environment, food, and children will 
be shaped and determined.  So in that sense, the question is if that is the case, how do we move ahead with that kind 
of a possibility and with what kind of movement?   
 

                                                           
5 Peter L. Berger and Richard John Neuhaus, To Empower People: From State to Civil Society (Washington, DC: American 
Enterprise Institute, 1995). 
6 Robert Putman, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001). 
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The second half of the book is dedicated to suggesting what is the nature of a movement that is genuinely 
community building. You older folks who know about a person who had a large influence on me, because I started 
out as a neighborhood organizer - Saul Alinsky.  Alinsky's methods were called “community organizing.”  
However that is not right.  That's advocacy organizing for a better consumption.  But we are at the place where the 
real question is who are we going to march on to get our children raised?  In each of these areas that I'm describing, 
we are at the end of the institution and the market's possibility for making our lives better.  We are back at the 
beginning of America, when Tocqueville understood that there are community associations and that we could make 
a community that was democratic and empowering.  In a consumer society the greatest weakness that one could 
have would be if I consumed but produced nothing.  So the real question we're trying to address in the book is what 
would a productive neighborhood be like? Peter and I have spent a lot of time talking with people in neighborhoods 
about what local communities do do or could do.  We're only trying to say that the core resources of any 
community are seriously powerful and able to build at a pace that the market can't.  
 
I think there are three basic assets.  First are the gifts, capacities and skills of local residents.  We say this in a world 
where every major institution is focusing on the reverse.  They say that what is important are your deficits, 
problems and needs and they should be dealt with by corporations, government and nonprofits.  So if we are going 
to have the capacity to take the power that is ours and that we have to exercise, then we have to become gift 
centered.  The second thing, and it's basic to the restoration of associational life, is the recognition that it is together 
that gifts given become powerful.  A gift isn't a gift until it's given. What Tocqueville saw was this magnificent tool 
to refine and amplify the gifts and the capacities of the individuals in a community.  So recognizing associational 
life, I think is critical for our fulfilling these responsibilities.  
 
I think a major countervailing force is people who say the market can solve everything.  I think the idea of 
consumption leads us to radical individualism.  I don't think the Republicans or the Democrats are going to help us 
because the Republicans say the market will do it and Democrats say that the government will do it.  They both 
believe in institutions as the basic provider of our well-being and they don't want to look at history.  So we are now 
at the beginning of a movement, and I hope you'll join us.  Our website is www.abundantcommunity.com and we 
are gathering stories and beginning to commit people within our movement.  It says that we are people with gifts, 
skills and abilities who are coming together locally to fulfill these six basic functions.  
 
Finally, the third thing is hospitality.  Hospitality is the recognition in a community that we welcome strangers.  
Why do we welcome strangers?  Because the stranger has been over the horizon and knows things that we don't 
know. They have a story, a song, a poem, a skill or an insight that we don't have.  So really strong communities are 
the ones that are not exclusive.  They are the ones that welcome new people in. They say, ‘We hear you sing a 
beautiful song.  We have never heard a song like yours but come on in here because we have a choir which you'll 
never forget.’  So hospitality is a welcome at the edge of a community of powerful people who are contributing 
their gifts through the structures of association.  That is what the book is trying to suggest.  [APPLAUSE] 
 
ROBERT MOORE:  First, let me apologize for being a little bit late.  We had a groundbreaking and this is a day to 
have a groundbreaking, right?  Hot.  For those of you who may be familiar with Columbia Heights, on Park Road 
between 14th and 16th, there are a number of small, run down businesses that are sitting right next to Target, which 
is a brand-new building.  The groundbreaking today was to redo all those buildings on Park Road.  They will have 
new facades and their interiors redone so that when people walk down the street they can see these. We have 
Vietnamese businesses, we have Colombian, we have Brazilian. All these cultures.  They can walk down the street 
and really look into these businesses and see if something will be attractive to them and then to come in.  
 
We got a grant from the city to redo the block.  Oh, the mayor was there today, right?  [LAUGHTER]  He was there 
today to say to the businesses that we are starting construction.  We also hope that some of what John has been 
talking about will occur because it is very important.  I read the book as I was coming over.  How many people 
have been to Columbia Heights and know what Columbia Heights is?  So there are all new stores and businesses. 
We have a Target and Best Buy.  We are starting construction on an IHOP.  I'll meet you for breakfast. 
[LAUGHTER] 
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However we are having difficulty with our young people.  There is a community center at 15th and Gerard and it’s 
brand new.  It has everything that you could want except a swimming pool.  The kids that go to that community 
center can't go to the Boys & Girls Club four blocks away without being harmed.  The kids in that center can't go to 
Georgia Avenue, Mount Pleasant or to Adams Morgan.  I'm trying to figure out what is going on to make them 
strangers and one thing I came up with is the schools.  When you and I went to school, we met so-and-so on the 
next corner to go to school, and we went three or four blocks and met somebody else to go with to school.  Now the 
kids don't go to the same schools.  Some go to a charter school five blocks away.  Some go to a Catholic school six 
blocks away.  Some go to a public school 10 blocks away. They don't get a chance to even know each other as 
schoolmates.  When they come home they don't know the guy around the corner that goes to a different school.  So 
I was thinking about how we can resolve this so that people can get to know each other again.  Our board of 
directors is meeting tonight and that's going to be part of our discussion.  We can build stuff but can we bring this 
harmony together, these associations together to make those things happen?   
 
A couple things here you talked about was how you see the improvements.  One of the things we concentrated on in 
developing Columbia Heights is that we've brought 1,000 new jobs in our neighborhood.  Eighty percent of those 
1,000 new jobs went to people who live in the neighborhood. They walk and everyone wants them to walk to work. 
Giant wants you to walk. Target wants you to walk.  They have training programs but they don't have any programs 
about associating with other people in the neighborhood.  It's all about how do you sell a product, or how do you 
get a discount, or how do you get a bonus for so many sales.  We don't really have the opportunity to bring together 
people who are already in our neighborhoods to work on some of these benefits that John's (McKnight) talking 
about.   
 
We did some years ago have a leadership development program.  Those folks were the people who did the 
advocacy push to make sure Target would come to the neighborhood.  I mean Target really is not that smart.  Even 
though our Target is the number one sales per square foot in the United States, they're not that smart.  They would 
ask me if I thought that people would shop at night.  They're so far in Minneapolis that they figure people in this 
neighborhood are scared to go shopping at night. The coldest day in January of this year Target had 9,600 
customers in one day – shopping at night.  [LAUGHTER]  George Washington University brought 52 busloads of 
students to shop at Target at night.  But the problem is how do we bring together harmony, and I'm thinking about 
the wind shift.  We still have those folks who graduated.  I think we had five classes. We still have those folks and 
maybe we could use that group as the core to pull this neighborhood together.  We are now much more diverse than 
we were before.  
 
This neighborhood was the center of the civil disorders in 1968. Five thousand houses and all the stores were 
burned down and now it's come back.  It's also brought all kinds of people back.  Higher income, more diversity of 
culture, and a real issue for me as the community development president, is how am I going to harvest that?  I have 
a board of directors of 32 that meets tonight.  [LAUGHTER]  We've got to harness that somehow to get to some of 
these issues that you wrote about in your book, because I think the end result is how do you create that sense of 
community?  We still don't speak to each other.  We still go to very different churches.  We belong to very different 
associations and groups.  We have a neighborhood commission which is an elected group, but not much more than 
that that brings all this energy and skill together to make this a better community. 
 
We've done the physical things – we've renovated and built 5,000 low income houses.  However we haven't lost one 
low income housing unit in Columbia Heights.  So when the folks go to the store, they really are associating across 
different economic groups.  But we don't do it in schools.  We don't do it in church.  We don't do it in neighborhood 
associations.  To make things whole, we got to have that other portion of community improvement available to us. 
So I'll stop there and have my other colleagues speak.  [APPLAUSE] 
 
HEATHER WOOD ION:  Like many of you, I'm deeply indebted to John McKnight and Judy for their work over 
the years.  They changed our perceptions of reality and thus, have changed the way we act and have created a new 
reality.  I'm pleased to see some of my own heroes mentioned in the book – Jane Jacobs, Christopher Alexander and 
Robert Putnam. But some important voices were missing, John (McKnight).  Amy Kass on everyday philanthropy, 
Richard Cornell on de-managing America, Paul Hawkin on the ecology of commerce and community and Clifford 
Geertz on local knowledge.  Those of us who spend our lives trying to make the invisible potential and invisible 
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possibility accessible to other people can only be delighted to become co-authors or co-creators or architects of a 
new future as John invites us.  We work to map the assets but we also guide people how to use the map on their 
own journeys.  We work to map assets of vitality and living at all scales and across all definitions.   
 
In the current global climate of fear, and I hope that you know that the World Health Organization has just 
established depression as one of the leading causes of death globally and the second leading cause of disability.  So 
we are faced with a global crisis.  But in the current global climate, the third point that John mentioned, hospitality 
and the need to welcome strangers, is absolutely pivotally important.  The challenge then is to keep expanding the 
limits of our hospitality to make this particular book significant in our own time.  For me, the richest part of the 
book was chapter seven, which is on connectors.  These are the boundary leaders, the people who connect with 
others, up, down, sideways, anyway they can, and nurture vitality by creating those connections.  Without the 
connectors, maps remain two dimensional and the changes that we strive to achieve are merely cosmetic.  
Connectors are the key.   
 
So now that I've stated my debt and I've stated my admiration, I'll admit that I found the book very frustrating. The 
reason is I'm an anthropologist, and I thrive on mess, and I thrive on stories.  I loved the story of the neighborhood 
in which the non-tattooed fundamentalist wished that the tattooed fundamentalist could be banned from the 
swimming pool, even though they carpool their children together every day to the same school.  The problem was 
solved when the retired nun proposed that the swimming pool be only open to nudists.  [LAUGHTER]  So that's the 
kind of story I like in building community.  
 
I felt that the lack of case studies and stories in the book was a major shortcoming for me, partly because we're in a 
great moment of fear in this country and around the world.  We're in a recession. We're in a time of great 
unemployment.  People fear not only scarcity, but they fear the lack of opportunity for their children.  As an 
anthropologist as well as a community activist, I believe we have to meet people where they are and we have to 
bridge where they are to the future we want to help them create.  So on page 49, John and Peter discuss the cost to 
society of consumerism, and I agree with all of that, but they don’t mention that consumerism demands that we be 
passive purchasers and that corrodes our sense of competence and our sense of confidence. Where do they mention 
that we are all drowning and being smothered by our stuff?  If you think about the time we spend caring for stuff, 
you'll realize why we don't connect to our neighbors.   
 
So John (McKnight) says we are to become the personal, the aliveness and vitality. I then must ask what must we 
do?  On page 74 in the book there is a discussion of self-organizing actions, which is important and they say focus 
on gifts, not consumer needs.  I would say let's bring the circle around.  Let's focus on human needs, and I'll ask you 
a question.  In this heat wave, how many of you, because of the danger of power outages, how many of you know 
who in your neighborhood depends on supplemental oxygen?  OK.  If you know that need, you can act and give the 
gift of care.  If you don't know that need, you can't give the gift of care.  So I say we have to have the circle of both 
needs and cultivating gifts. 
 
On page 117 there is a wonderful title of a section and I was absolutely thrilled by it. It says “Lessons from 
Pioneers.”  I was raised in northern Canada and most of the grandparents in the community were pioneers.  I think 
we neglect terribly in this country the lessons of our pioneers.  So let's step beyond what the book says, that the 
pioneering assets are the same as ours – their land, their tools and themselves –  and look at what pioneering 
required of the members of those communities.  It required improvisational and adaptive competence.  It required 
local knowledge. It required cooperation, which then created resources.  It required an apprenticeship model of 
skills, not classrooms.  It required actions that increased self reliance and the sense of agency, and they found a 
coherence of meaning through their creativity and were driven by imagination.  
 
That's what we require when we are building a community, and interestingly enough, it's also what we require in 
disaster care and recovery from fear or a crisis.  One of the ways to overcome fear and to overcome this learned 
helplessness of consumerism is to teach the skills of disaster management.  Rebecca Solnit points out in her new 
book, A Paradise Built in Hell7, that the people who save your lives and who save your property are your 

                                                           
7 Rebecca Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disaster (New York: Viking, 2009). 
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neighbors. They get there long before the first responders or the experts.  So if we teach people how to respond in a 
disaster, we can overcome the fear and we can build competence, confidence, and civil responsibility, which then 
leads to community.   
 
So I have a responsibility because I said to John (McKnight) that I miss stories and case studies. I have to tell you 
one about an abundant community.  Gary Gunderson, down in Memphis, is now based at Methodist Le Bonheur 
Healthcare and he's been working on asset-based community development his whole career. He started the 
Interfaith Health Project at the Carter Center and then developed the African Religious Health Assets Program8 to 
address the community support and the HIV/AIDS epidemic.  Now he is trying to create a network of trust in 
Memphis to overcome appalling disparities.  His book, Deeply Woven Roots9, understands the assets and strengths 
in our congregations across the nation.  However, like the rest of us here, Gary has been very frustrated by the 
language of community development and the language of consumerism.  So he has now published a new book 
called The Leading Causes of Life10, and he says that's what we need to talk about.  He calls those leading causes of 
life connection – coherence, agency or competency.  He calls it blessing.  I call it gratitude, but it means gratitude 
for what is past and generosity to what is future, and hope, the imagination that drives us to construct the lives we 
want.  
 
So with the framework of The Leading Causes of Life and asset-based community development, this is what an 
abundant community in Memphis has done over the past 20 months.  They have improved the health status in a 
measureable way of over 244 different member congregations.  They have created navigators or buddies from those 
congregations to intersect with all of the various systems – miserable as the systems are, we need the navigators.  
They have saved the hospital system $18 million in 20 months.  So all of this work coordinating the networks of 
trust has had tangible results.  
 
Up in Minnesota, 12 percent of the rural community is below the poverty level, 16.4 percent over 65, and in the last 
20 months the request for food support has increased by 30 percent.  The actual available money for food support 
has declined by more than that amount, and the small nonprofit service agency that was trying to serve these 
isolated elderly, disabled people and single parents, was very frustrated.  So creatively, they have made a 
consortium, a network of trust of 25 different public, private and volunteer associations to serve this community 
and they are inspiring other rural communities in Minnesota and North Dakota to address the poverty and the 
isolation of the rural elderly.  So it has tangible meaning and it makes every life it touches radically different and 
renewed.  
 
Early in The Abundant Community, when discussing the elements of satisfaction, the authors speak of building a 
resilient economy.  Resilience is a pursuit; it's not a state you achieve.  We know what to do to nurture resilience in 
individuals.  We know what to do to nurture resilience in groups.  I really think we have to dedicate ourselves to 
building resilient communities as we find abundance within them.   
 
John (McKnight) mentioned he was paying tribute to the ancestors of his work.  Jonas Salk asked if we are being 
good ancestors.  It's a vitally important question.  I think we can be good ancestors, but we must abandon the 
negativity of fear-based language and engage in the co-creation of abundance.  Personally I want to continue 
Jonas's work by creating an epidemic of health in which health is vitality and real engagement in living.  We know 
that the vector of health is a healthy, whole person.  As soon as you are exposed to one, you want to be around them 
and like them.  Abundance in John's work, I think, is connection to the vitality of ourselves and others.  So to live in 
such an abundant community would feel beloved, and I thank John for reminding us that this is within our reach.  
[APPLAUSE] 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  The remarks that I'm about to make are in response not to Mr. McKnight's opening 
remarks, the tone and substance of which I found much to agree with, but to the only thing that I had before this 
panel, mainly the book.  [LAUGHTER]  This is a book with a very strong moral point of view, despite occasional 

                                                           
8 http://www.arhap.uct.ac.za/ 
9 Gary Gunderson, Deeply Woven Roots (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1997). 
10 Gary Gunderson, Leading Causes of Life: Five Fundamentals to Change the Way you Life Your Life (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 2009). 
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disclaimers, and it is a moral point of view to which I can subscribe only in part.  It pivots around a fundamental 
distinction, as I see it, between system world and community world, where not to put too fine a point on it, the 
system world, the world of institutions and bureaucracies and big programs and big everything is the source of 
nearly everything that ails modern society.  The community world is the source of nearly everything that can cure 
it.  And -- 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  You've got it right. 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  [LAUGHTER]  Right.  And to give you a flavor of how this cashes out in a practical 
example, I refer you to page 82 of the book which draws a contrast between jazz and symphonies.  I'm a jazz 
musician, as it turns out, so I resonated to this.  Jazz musicians know and agree very quickly about the rules – pick a 
melody, a key, a beat and that's all they need.  There's a hidden order, but if you don't understand it, it's like magic. 
On the other hand, a symphony orchestra is like an institution.  It is the systematic way of creating music, etc., etc.  
For the life of me, I don't see why I'm obliged to choose between jazz and the symphony, and that is the heart of my 
objection to this book.  [LAUGHTER]  I am being demanded to affirm jazz 100 percent and reject symphonies 100 
percent.  Why should I do that?  I don't get it.   
 
We read sentences like the following, “Professionals cannot replace the qualities of family and community.”  Of 
course, they can't.  The reverse is also true. Families and community cannot replace professionals.  Heather (Wood 
Ion) referred to Jonas Salk, a great humanitarian who is also a specialist, a professional, and he invented something 
that no community could have invented on its own and transformed the world.  What's wrong with that?  
[LAUGHTER]  I really don't get it.  Let me just go on.  [LAUGHTER]   
 
We're informed repeatedly in this book that the family has lost its function.  Well there might be some theory that 
tells you that, but that's totally inconsistent with my experience as a father, with the experience of everybody I 
know.  The family has not lost its function.  Some things that families did in 18th century farming communities are 
now done elsewhere.  But does that mean the family has lost its function?  No.  It does not.  I yield to no one in my 
support of associations and communities but that makes us think that all good and satisfying associations or 
communities are place based.  What is this romance of place?  This is really what it amounts to.  You accuse 
consumer advocates of being romantics.  You're much more romantic than they are.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
Let me read something that really got my goat.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  I'm successful. 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  Yeah.  [LAUGHTER]  The contrast is between the vicious consumers and the virtuous 
Appalachians living in Cincinnati, Ohio.  This is one of my favorite examples.  It says, “We know our neighbors.  
People know all about us.  There are no secrets among us.”  [LAUGHTER]  You know, there may be some people 
who want to live in communities where there are no secrets among us.  I'm not one of them.  [LAUGHTER]  And I 
live in a community of people who agree with me about that.  [LAUGHTER]  What's wrong with that?   
 
I mean I could go on.  Yes, communities have capacities, but they are not omnipotent vis-à-vis the problems that 
they face.  I was a graduate student on the south side of Chicago.  OK, the University of Chicago.  And in the 1960s 
when I was there, late 1960s, I ventured across the Midway from time to time, and what I found was a lot of streets 
that hadn't been paved in 40 years.  I ran across an open sewer and when I asked how long had the pipe been 
exposed a local resident said five years.  I really don't think that community on the south side of Chicago could 
have paved its own damn roads.  Right?  And so there is a role for advocacy.  I know you know that, but the book at 
least on the face of it, denies it and therefore, forces us to make or invites us to make a choice, which I think is the 
ultimate false choice.   
 
Now let me just make a couple of concluding remarks.  You're a great fan of Bob Putnam's work.  So am I.  You 
presented chapter one, but you forgot to present chapter two.  In chapter two of Bob's work, which I talk with him 
about quite frequently, he's reached some distressing conclusions.  Here are two of them.  Number one – there is a 
tension between bonding social capital and bridging social capital.  Communities that are strong internally tend to 
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have exclusionary tendencies.  They tend to have difficulty building bridges to other communities. And in his most 
recent work, he's found something even more disturbing, namely that heterogeneity is the enemy of social trust. I 
think that this is an approach to community that at least on the surface, and I know you know better, denies some 
very hard, overt truths about community. 
 
Community is the source of much that's good, and much that is not good.  And if we can't keep those two truths in 
our heads simultaneously, we will mislead others and ultimately ourselves.  You're a great fan of self-chosen order.  
That's fine.  And then you have a very interesting discussion of what happens when self-chosen order doesn't get 
certain things done, and you say quite correctly that if people don’t do things collectively then they won’t get done. 
This is fine if it is optional. It's not so good if it's not optional.  And there are a lot of things that are essential to 
human life that are not optional, that both theory and experience tell us that collective action under provides.  
Which is why you need systems. It's why you need hierarchy.  I know you know that, but the book doesn't admit it.   
 
Finally, you say on page 62 that, “The price we pay for living in a consumer world, for becoming consumers rather 
than citizens, is living a dissatisfied life.”  And the book tries to suggest in every way that the reverse is also true, 
namely if we live as citizens in abundant communities, we will live a satisfied life.  Well it hardly needs saying that 
most of the world's great religions have given a rather different account of the sources of dissatisfaction in human 
life and this is the point on which I want to conclude.  I came to page 68 and I found a list of the following 
capacities for abundant communities – kindness, generosity, cooperation, forgiveness, acceptance of fallibility and 
mystery.  A very interesting list.  Speaking as a non-Christian, I have to say this reads to me like a synopsis of the 
classical Christian virtues.  That leads me to the following conclusion, that in this book, community comes very 
close to taking the place of God.  That's the audacity of hope on steroids [LAUGHTER] and I'm afraid I've got to 
the dissent.  Thank you.  [APPLAUSE] 
 
WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  It's terrific, everyone.  [LAUGHTER]  I should point out as an advertisement for the 
Bradley Center that this is what makes the center’s conversations around philanthropy and nonprofit topics 
different. We enjoy and encourage this kind of vigorous conversation in a world that typically is very averse to 
controversy. Let me put a question to the panel and of course, everyone will now have an opportunity to respond. 
Mr. Moore raises an interesting example.  In Columbia Heights we have Target. Here is this massive, concrete 
expression of the free enterprise system.  And yet, Mr. Moore is a longtime student and admirer of Mr. McKnight's 
work and Bob Woodson's and others.  He is confronted with this problem, which is in the immediate face of this 
system, which as Mr. Galston suggests, seems to be the source of a great deal of evil, if not all evil. [LAUGHTER]  
In the face of this system is it possible to construct a sense of community in that environment?  Of course that is 
exactly the question you raised Bob (Moore). As a very concrete expression of the tensions that Mr. Galston was 
expressing, I wonder if you could just wrestle with that for a moment. Of course, everyone, please feel free to mix it 
up around the various points of disagreement and agreement that we've encountered here. 
 
ROBERT MOORE:  I thought when I read the book some of it was kind of utopian.  I don't know where we can get 
all those things that you're talking about, because I'm in the reality.  In fact, just coming from the reality into this 
room, so I'm not on the theoretical, but just getting here.  But part of that I think has to do with what we know well 
and government knows well – how to build things.  We just don't know how to work the people in, and the 
communities do it better. So that I'm faced with a community that's got a 550,000 square foot shopping center, the 
largest in the nation in an inner city, all these jobs, but yet we're not doing better as a community.  We still have the 
same level of crime. We still have a high dropout rate.  We have a number of negative things in the community. 
Somehow we have got to translate these benefits into something.  I spend a lot of time talking to Bob Woodson 
about this issue.  We tend to work on the reality level.  One issue you talk about is the limits of institutions and 
these do exist.  So how do we expand institutions to take in ways to make things better? 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  It seems to me the way you phrased it is very much the way we were seeing it the book, and 
that is, you have brought in a lot of powerful institutions, and yet you are still dealing with the kinds of questions 
that have to do with well-being that I outlined as binding community questions. You ask how we move those 
relationships. I spent a lot of time as a neighborhood organizer in the Alinsky method and what we were trying to 
do was find out what people were angry about.  We thought we were building communities by finding out what 
people were angry about and running an organization that could front institutions that would get them to do what 
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we wanted them to do.  I think that has shown a very positive history through time.  However I think it doesn’t 
work in terms of the dilemma you're talking about because the institutional confrontation wasn't effective due to its 
limits.  
 
So I think as a neighborhood organizer, we used to call Alinsky organizing, community organizing, but it wasn't. It 
was advocacy organizing.  And what at this time is a possibility is to explore a different kind of organizing, an 
organizing that really is about the connecting role that begins to multiply the relationships between people's local 
gifts, their associations and keeping hospitality.  We are doing research around the country trying to identify these 
kinds of places and the motivators or the initiators of those kinds of community ventures.  I, myself, having been at 
the front edge of one kind of community organizing, think now we're at the front edge of a new kind.  
 
So I want to say to all you young people, why don't you join us in a new kind of community organizing that is 
about the identification and multiplication of the gifts and capacities of the local people to take on the six areas of 
work that we're talking about.  In a way, I hope that the book will be a way of inviting people to identify 
themselves, to join together and to say that they would like to be a part of this movement.  I think it is the 
movement ahead.  
 
I do have to say to Bill Galston, only one thing.  I'm not going over the list again.  [LAUGHTER]  This is a list of 
what we see when we look at a community that has strong associative connections, which pulls forth people's skills 
and gifts, and is welcoming. Those communities focus on the public values of kindness and generosity, 
cooperation, forgiveness, fallibility and mystery. And I regret to say that even though the book has both our names 
on it, that list came from my Jewish collaborator, Peter Block.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
WILLIAMSCHAMBRA:  We'll go to the audience for questions.  Unfortunately, given the general fried character 
of the electronics in the room, it will be recorded, but you're going to have to kind of shout [LAUGHTER]. 
 
Q: I'm very loud by nature.  [LAUGHTER]  This is E. J. Dionne.  I want to thank you, Bill (Schambra), for 
organizing this panel because it's gratifying for me, something that has been very important to me over many, many 
years, which is when you get involved in a fight, make sure Bill Galston's on your side.  [LAUGHTER]  And I 
want to ask, if you will, a sympathetic question.  I salute your criticism of radical individualism.  I want you to 
address the problem, at least as I see it, particularly on the conservative side, which is that we talk a lot about the 
value of community across political spectrum.  But when we look at the forces disrupting community, one of the 
most obvious forces is the creative destruction of capitalism or the free market.  You can just go across, say the 
states of Pennsylvania, Indiana, Illinois, and Michigan right now, and see a lot of communities that have lost their 
economic base.  There are a lot of towns that have gone from 50,000 people to 20,000 people.  
 
In the environmental area, we've actually sorted out how to make the market productivity coincide with 
environmental protection.  We've found some rules and ways to do that.  We don't have are community impact 
statements.  We don't talk about the cost to communities.  I'd like you to talk about that.  The Galstonian issue is, I 
think Bill (Galston) is right in saying, and you at some level agreed with him, that certain systems are necessary for 
the vital functioning of communities and those systems come from the outside.  So I'd like you to square your 
theory with certain basic issues, such as where do communities get the investment to fix those pipes or those roads 
that they don't have?  Where do they get the investment to reduce unemployment for people inside the public and 
private sector?  How does your argument fit with a society in which we actually do need large systems to sustain 
small communities? 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  I tend to think not that all institutions are bad and all communities and associations are good.   
I tend to think of them as two tools and each has a special function.  Now your question in one way is being how do 
we distinguish the nature and a relationship between the two?  I think the list that I gave you is an effort to say that 
the tool that we call local associative life is the tool that at this point is going to best deal with the questions of 
health and environment in major ways, not exclusively, but in major ways.  That there is an institutional way that 
can never be fulfilled by the local community.  So one, I suppose the question is what is that space that it prefers?   
And I am being too conceptual about this.  
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I have a friend who's a leader of the disability movement in Canada and she was born not being able to walk.  She's 
been in a wheelchair all her life.  She can move her thumb and her face.  She is surrounded by institutions – health 
and human services institutions that one would normally think efficacious and useful.  However the Canadian 
government decided 20 years ago to agree with her and instead, provide her with an independent income rather than 
an array of institutional services.  I think it was $70,000 a year.  After two years I talked with her and asked her 
what aspects of the system had she used now that she had her own resources to make the decisions.  She replied, 
“In truth, I’ve used only one of the institutions designed for my well-being since I had an independent possibility.” 
 
She had created something that now has spread all over North America and all over Europe, Asia and Africa, which 
is something called the “circle of support.”  It is a gathering, an association around her and her aspirations, of 
neighbors and friends who fill in the pieces that she can't do herself.  So when I look at her life, I'd have to say we 
don't know what we need institutions for until we know what we can do together with each other.  There's a huge 
system out there designed for her by the Canadian human service world, and she doesn't use it because she has the 
power in her community to fulfill most of what she needs, which is to say you don't want an institution until you 
know what you can do with your community.  I think we are so surrounded with the idea that everything we need 
can be provided by institutions, but it's very difficult for us to imagine the truth about who we are and what we can 
do.  She discovered that and I've seen it over and over again.  
 
I would say to Bill’s (Galston) question that it is not one of either or, but what we want to pose is that one has 
pushed out the other.  What we're trying to do is to push back.  If I can use a musical metaphor, my greatest love is 
big band jazz. One day a guy with a guitar and the ability to shake his hips stood up on a stage and began to sing 
like Rudy Vallee, but his name was Elvis Presley.  He brought the vanguard that pushed great jazz bands out and 
what has happened in our lives is exactly that same thing.  So there's a space for institutional production, and there 
is a space for community production and our problem in society, it's the short leg of the steer.  We lost our 
competence to be producers of much of our well-being and the reason is because the system has commanded our 
culture and made us clients. “Clients” is a word that comes from the Greek, from the time of Hippocrates.  It means 
“somebody on their back.”  And now we are surrounded by professional services, a perfect client and a useless 
citizen.  So I don't know -- 
 
WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  Mr. Galston will now speak on behalf of Elvis Presley.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  Actually I won't. But I will point out two things. First of all, as someone who shares your 
passion for big band jazz and has even participated in its production as well as its consumption, may I say that the 
things we both admire were as carefully scripted as any symphony. 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  Yes, I must admit to that. 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  So big band jazz is a perfect example of how you don't have to choose.  Unless you really 
are determined to force a choice, and I don't see why we should.  Secondly, and I say this with all due respect, in 
everything that you've said orally, since 12:15, you have given a marvelous précis of the book that you should have 
written  [LAUGHTER].  But I have to tell you, there are some things that I'm very bad at.  I'm a very good reader, 
but no one other than a seer or personal friend of yours could have inferred your oral description from the words on 
this page, and I think that's a problem.  If you want to say that you've intentionally black and whited a picture that's 
much grayer, or intentionally overstated one side of the story as a corrective to what you see as the overweening 
power of the other forces, well, then we can have a discussion.  But the moralized language in this book blocks that 
discussion.  It doesn't invite it, right?  It's a language of prophecy and a prophetic language brooks no contradiction.   
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  But it may get people to say, ‘Ah, I see this too.’ 
 
HEATHER WOOD ION:  I agree with Bill's (Galston) comment about the romance of the book, and I want to talk 
about Target and other institutions or systems which are committed to philanthropy.  Target gives five percent. 
That's a huge amount of money.  How do we bridge the intent of the large institutions into their own culture, into 
creating the kind of community that John was writing about, and that all of us would like to live in within those 
systems?  Now there are some corporations which are really good at it.  People give their vacation days for 
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someone to take time off to look after a sick partner or sick child.  There are some who really know how to create 
and invoke a culture of giving from their employees and give paid days for charitable involvement or community 
involvement.  How do we translate that within the systems and within the institutions of the market economy to be 
a meaningful community, which is transparent whether or not we live in the neighborhood.  
 
Our sense of community should go with us.  It shouldn't be dependent upon space or place, and we are seeing this 
with the way that young people are using the Internet.  It's an untrustworthy way to build a community if you don't 
know the truth of the person on the other end, but at least it is an attempt to build a community.  So I would argue 
that we have to take all of the good things of this dream of an abundant community and apply it within the 
institutions on which we all depend.  We need to cultivate it in the institutions and systems on which we all depend 
and we need to bridge that to our neighborhoods.   
 
Q: (Question from the audience about the Tea Party movement) 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  I have to say that I think this has been an unfortunate sequence of events.  I frankly have 
no idea whether the Tea Party movement is filled with racists or not.  I mean that quite literally, I have no idea.  I'm 
not sure how many members of the movement I've ever met, and I've only talked to one.  It was in a large group 
and he spent about 15 minutes yelling at me.  I didn't learn too much from that experience.  [LAUGHTER]  But if 
you're asking me, did the Tea Party do the right thing by, in effect expelling, I didn't know they were organized 
enough to expel anybody [LAUGHTER], but apparently they discovered the virtues of a perimeter, which networks 
don't have, and they excommunicated someone whose racism was beyond a reasonable doubt.  I think that was a 
good thing as far as it went.  
 
If you're asking me does expelling someone who is overtly and undeniably racist affirm some of America’s values 
as I understand them, yes, absolutely. If you ask me does the Tea Party movement affirm the full range of American 
values as I understand them, I'm hesitating between no and hell, no.  [LAUGHTER]  You mentioned the NAACP, 
and you were probably referring to this unfortunate sequence of events where an incomplete coverage of an old 
speech appears to have led both the NAACP and the federal government into a precipitant action, which I suspect 
both now regret to some extent.  One of the American values that I believe in is part of the moral core of our 
judicial system, in technical terms, people are innocent until proved guilty, but in non-technical terms, part of a 
good society is giving people the benefit of the doubt.  That is not jumping to the most negative conclusions about 
them and I don't think any of the participants in this little fiasco affirmed that value in ways that I can recognize.  I 
could go on, those are just some random thoughts but I don't think this has been a particularly inspiring week on the 
values front.  [LAUGHTER]   
 
WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  Yes, please, identify yourself. 
 
Q:  My name is Bob Patterson and I'm with the Howard Center in Rockford, Illinois.  Mr. McKnight, I think you 
are dead right that there has been a collusion between the public and private sector, public meaning government and 
private meaning business, against what I would call the social sector, and I applaud your efforts to revitalize the 
social sector.  If you look back about 40 years ago at the New Deal era, from say '48 to '68, when we were able to 
fashion policies that tempered this intrusion by both the state and the market into the family, and you had this 
flowering of voluntary activity, flowering of community that Robert Putnam lamented, the New Deal era was 
unashamedly very pro-family. They upheld the social ideal of the married two parent family as the center of 
community.  They upheld the family wage, that the family would only need one salary to raise a family.  They 
affirmed taxation, like the 1948 Revenue Act, that really favored children and fertility.  It gave married parents a 
greater benefit from the tax code.   
 
Is that a model that you might consider today to somehow temper the intrusions of market and state on the social 
sector?  I believe that with the loss of lifelong marriage and of the natural family as Alan Carlson, the social 
historian frames it, that loss is too great to ever recover any concept of community.  I was wondering if the New 
Deal era has any lessons for this effort to rebuild communities today. It's a large question but I think that the New 
Deal does have examples if you look at that era as a possibility to recover what Bowling Alone says we’ve lost.   
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WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  Just to embellish the question a little bit, if I may.  It is interesting, and this is indeed 
Alan Carlson's argument, that the New Deal was pro-family in important ways.  It does raise this larger question. 
Just to take it out of that specific historical context, it seems to be the case that the federal government actually is 
capable of instituting policies that encourage rather than diminish local family and local communities.  So maybe 
you could take this specific question as an opportunity to comment on that larger issue.  Bill Galston would suggest, 
I suspect, that in the black-and-white picture, government is always the source of evil and community is the source 
of good. 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  I think you each have a little document called “A Guide to Capacity-Oriented Funding.”  
Maybe it's about as good as a response as I can give.  We were asked several years ago by the Council on 
Foundations if we could suggest what a foundation might do in terms of its own decision-making, as an institution, 
if it were going to enhance the possibilities of the growth of the competence of the local community, and this is the 
document that we gave them.  A good many community foundations have incorporated or revised it, but let me just 
mention what I think are the most salient points.   
 
The first says if we're going to support something, we're going to support something that focuses on the 
mobilization of the gifts, skills and capacities of local residents.  This differs from most support that is for the 
intervention of professionals.  It goes on to say that we recognize the importance of hospitality, and so the question 
may be, how can we create an initiative in the neighborhood that only focuses on fixing people with disabilities and 
how can the gifts of people with disabilities be incorporated in the initiative? 
 
The second part discusses how we are involved with local associations as producers.  This is almost always ignored 
by funders.  It doesn't see the associative sector, so how do they become productive in what you're supporting?  
Then thirdly, how does this initiative expand the capacities and abilities of the residents and their associations?   
Fourth, since so much of the funding is given to professionals that are going to intervene and leave with the money, 
how does your funding enhance the local economy?  So how could you think about this as economy building rather 
than community fixing?  
 
The last I think is something we've learned over the years from all kinds of the most effective local neighborhood 
organizations, and that is be a second investor.  Don't say we know what you need and we're first investor.  The 
possibility of serious community building depends on the first investor being the residents and their local 
associations.  Then you can become a second investor, but from foreign aid to local community development we 
generally have had it backwards, where a first investor could be outside, and I think empirically you can see 
through time that the really effective initiatives started with local capacities, abilities, associations, and then the 
investment comes in.  So I think - -  
 
Q:  If you have a decimated family unit, who's going to produce these local capacities? 
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  Let me intervene here for just a minute. When I was protesting against the proposition that 
the family has lost its function that is not the equivalent of saying that the family is now performing that function 
well.  Those are two very different propositions.  I deny the former and affirm the latter.  I've been associated with 
the pro-family and marriage camp of the Democratic Party for about a quarter of a century, and I have the scars to 
prove it.  [LAUGHTER]  I yield to no one, at least in my advocacy of those propositions, but all that rests on a set 
of propositions about the permanent, untransferrable and inalienable role of the family in raising children.  So I 
think there is no disagreement here. 
 
Q:  I'm Martin Morse Wooster. I fled a dentist in Germantown to get here and that's why I was late.  What I wanted 
to know was this – I remember Cicero Wilson telling me in 1985 that you have to remember that you can’t just 
come in and start telling people what to do.  My question is, if you look back on your views 40 years ago, what 
would you say if you were able to speak to your 40 year old younger self?  What would you tell him was right and 
wrong about his position?  Because a lot of us still have this lingering sense when you hear the word community 
organizer, that it is somebody who comes in from outside the neighborhood, gets people organized to go down to 
City Hall and get them to lobby for more government because that's the only answer.  
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JOHN MCKNIGHT:  What do I know now that I didn't know 40 years ago?  [LAUGHTER]  For this discussion 
two things occur to me.  The first is I thought that I was a community organizer when I was organizing in the 
Alinsky method. That is, finding issues of anger and getting people together to confront institutions.  I now 
entertain that that's only half the picture.  There are a set of things that a local community can achieve by that 
method, in confronting institutions, usually on questions of fairness and justice, but I also now can see how clearly 
there are a whole series of other questions that are vital to the local community where that method will not work. 
The list of six that I've provided you is what I think we have concluded as the domains where confrontation won't 
work.  
 
Now put in community organizing terms, I could imagine a possibility of an organizing strategy that combined both 
the ability to confront and the ability to combine  I am on the board of two of the four Alinsky national organizing 
groups, and I have never been able to sell this proposition to a single one of them. The second thing is, as well as 
neighborhood organizing, I was one time the director of the Illinois division of the American Civil Liberties Union 
and there we were focused very much on the freedom of individuals.  I believed deeply in that and the freedom of 
expression, but I have subsequently also seen the limits of that idea because I think it contributes, just as 
consumerism does, to the notion that the way you get a good life is alone; is individually, is climbing the ladder, is 
being free of everything.   
 
I think at my age I see much more clearly now that most of the things that matter come because I am together with 
others.  The things that have mattered the most to me have been when I’m together with others who are not like me.  
The greatest thing that ever happened to me was when I went to Northwestern University as an undergraduate.  
They opened something called the International House. It was located near where I wanted to be, so I moved in 
with 40 people.  I came from a small town in Ohio, so it was transforming. Almost everybody was going into 
fraternities and sororities where they were trying to find people exactly like them, but the freedom to be with people 
who are not like you, in a community, is a wonderful experience for all you young folks. Don't be with people like 
you.  Now is the time to see beyond what you experience with just people like you.  
 
WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  Perhaps this is the Gallstonian commentary?  [LAUGHTER]  Isn't it though the case 
and it's certainly the traditional critique of American community that communities tend always to gather people like 
me, right?  And going back to the Tea Party, in every populist movement in America, whether it's true or not, the 
charge is very quickly brought against it that it's exclusionary, that it's narrowly focused on some particular ethnic 
or class affiliation, and that this is what happens when you let Americans organize themselves in these small 
groups.  You have American literature, from Sinclair Lewis and in both directions, on a critique of American 
community – that it always turns out to be exclusionary, reactionary, particularistic and inhospitable. 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  A thought about that.  One thing I did learn at the American Civil Liberties Union was that 
the answer to bad speech is more speech and that the answer to bad associations is more associations. When I was a 
neighborhood organizer one of the things in any neighborhood you could see was that there were some 
organizations whose values I was not appreciative of, but the kind of organization we were building was an 
association of associations, and what I learned through that experience was the best way of effecting the groups at 
the margins that bothered me, was to be absolutely clear about getting them into the dialogue with the other 
organizations and saying, ‘You too will answer the question of how can Englewood be better.’  So I think the 
answer to the debate is that the dialogue between associations needs to be encouraged.  
 
Now the other question is associations usually are affinity groups.  They are people who come together because 
they care about the same thing or they care about each other, and that has this boundary, this parochialness as a 
problem.  But in the sort of fractured neighborhoods of our time, where most people say I don't know my 
neighbors, the real challenge to this kind of community organizing is the very fact that there is no apparent affinity 
between who's there, therefore there isn't any call to get away from the television set.  So that the organizing we see 
that begins to deal with that reality is one that is about the business of identifying, among the residents, what are the 
cares that you have, what are the gifts you have, what are you willing to teach other people?  We have new 
organizers who are asking those questions and bringing people together around the things that they have to 
contribute, so they can begin to see that they're productive people and that they have something in common.  So the 
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way to create community, affinity, is to understand the passions, skills, capacities and gifts of the local residents 
and begin to create a culture of community.   
 
WILLIAM GALSTON:  The phrase “human nature” makes its appearance in this book more than once 
[LAUGHTER]  and the question of what or what does not manifest human nature is an interesting one.  I can give 
you a report from political science and sociology and here's the report in brief. Proposition number one – 
Americans are conflict averse.  They hate conflict, they hate participating in it, and they hate witnessing it, which is 
one of many answers to E.J. Dionne's famous question, the title of his most famous book11. Government is the seat 
of conflict and people hate conflict. Not only do they hate conflict, and here I'm a political scientist, they flee it. 
Americans are voting with their feet, and they are voting increasingly to live cheek by jowl with people who are 
like them, not unlike them.  I'm not a fan of this tendency but I have to ask myself the following question – from the 
standpoint of human nature as it manifests itself in these United States, isn't it likely to be the case that 
heterogeneity and conflict are tolerated only as long as we have no choice?  But when we have the means and the 
legal capacity to flee them, we do so.  
 
I appeal to your experience, John (McKnight), when you talked about your transformative experience at 
Northwestern University; you also reported that virtually everybody else was trying to find a fraternity or sorority 
of people just like themselves.  It is at least possible that on the bell curve of human capital, human character, you 
are over at one tail  [LAUGHTER]  and the median is what we see reflected in these great tendencies to flee 
heterogeneity and to flee conflict.  Robert Moore used the adjective “utopian.”  Well, from my standpoint, the strict 
definition of utopian is a course of action or a pattern of conduct that human nature will not permit.  [LAUGHTER]  
And from that standpoint, I wonder whether the appeal to young people to reach out to heterogeneity is likely to 
work as a life-changing experience in only a small number of cases. 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  We'll let them take a vote.  [LAUGHTER]   
 
WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  We've unfortunately got to wrap up in one minute but this is actually a terrific question 
and I think Heather (Wood Ion), your work especially with disasters, and Bob's (Moore) work of course, I mean 
you've (Robert Moore) just described a community in which it is a heterogeneous community and yet the question 
is, are these groups living uneasily next to each other and is the task to somehow to break down those boundaries, 
to establish bridging capital? I want to bring you two in as our last thoughts on this question. 
 
HEATHER WOOD ION:  Obviously you don't want to sustain disaster, but you do, in the midst of it, discover 
more of your own gifts and more of the gifts of your neighbors.  So I think what you want to sustain in recovery 
from disaster is the capacity to listen to others and to discover others.  This goes back to the Tea Party question and 
the question about does this current presentation of views represent America.  I think we're beginning to be deaf to 
each other, and I'm not going to explore the reasons why, but certainly the lesson from disaster is you must listen in 
order to survive and if you listen, you discover. 
 
WILLIAM SCHAMBRA:  Just going back to your opening comment, the Rebecca Solnit book is in fact a terrific 
book on this very topic.   
 
ROBERT MOORE:  Well I'm looking forward to further discussion.  I mean we're at a point where we have a new 
community.  The old community is gone, and now we have this new community of all kinds of people, and we 
haven't approached these issues that you’ve raised about what we can do together and what can we do in our 
community.  We don't have that kind of activity yet, but we need it, and that would take us to another level.  So I 
am really appreciating your comments.  I'm going to be reading my book tonight and we can talk about what can 
we do together.  [LAUGHTER]  Or what can we do with our community. 
 
Q:  Excuse me. I have a question, please. Mr. McKnight, you mentioned that you would like to reach a younger 
audience.  I assume you mean under 35.  I want to know if you would consider putting together some type of a 
visual or a documentary if you had an opportunity to work with a great director like Spike Lee or Michael Moore? 

                                                           
11 Eugene Dionne, Jr., Why Americans Hate Politics (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004).  
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Could you see yourself packaging your story in a way where there's a problem versus and an eventual solution, 
where it could be visualized?  I don't know if you've ever taken pictures at your community meetings that you’ve 
put together and presented it on the big screen somehow. 
 
JOHN MCKNIGHT:  It would be worth a discussion.  [LAUGHTER]  Let me say I'm always happy to be charged 
with utopianism.  [LAUGHTER]  Eric Sevareid wrote a book once called, Not So Wild a Dream12, and if we are 
utopian, I still want to say it's not so wild a dream.  We were talking about the American Dream, and it's before us, 
and we have a great history to learn from, and that's the truth of it.  [APPLAUSE] 
 
 
[END] 
 

                                                           
12 Eric Sevareid, Not So Wild a Dream (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri, 1995). 


