The Lost Art of House Meetings.

By Mike Miller. (1)   


Fred Ross, Sr., one of community organizing's pioneers, had the idea that you could organize the country using house meetings as the basic building block.  His protege, Cesar Chavez, used the house meeting as the key to organize farm workers in California's Central Valley.  The house meeting then became a mobilizing tool for the farm workers union in the grape and lettuce boycotts.  But a shift in both its purpose and constituency took place.  The house meeting became a tool to mobilize middle-class boycott support.  It is this distinction between organizing and mobilizing that is the heart of the discussion to follow.  (2)


The house (or small group) meeting is an opportunity to accomplish a number of things central to good organizing.  Among them:  sharing of deeply felt concerns; value or faith reflection; recognition of individuals and their contributions; issue identification, testing and mobilization; political education; and general community building.  In each, or in combination, these uses offer opportunities to identify, test, train and nurture old and new leaders.  And it is no accident that there is a proliferation of small group meetings associated with many church renewal efforts.  They meet a deep need for a "sense of community."  The small group meetings associated with most renewal efforts tend to be "touchy-feeley," so don't go anyplace.  But don't throw the baby out with the bathwater.


For whichever purpose it is used, the house meeting is an opportunity for an individual to gather a small number of fellow congregation members, neighbors, public school parents or others with whom s/he has, or wants to develop, a relationship and with whom there are shared values and/or interests. And, the "leader" who fails to deliver anyone to a meeting either isn't a leader or isn't really interested in the effort.  In either case, the organizer has to evaluate what went wrong.  The genius of the house-meeting is that it blends the informality of the home with the organizational purposes of leadership testing and community building.  And, a side benefit is that there isn't a lot of the organization's reputation at stake in a failed house or small group meeting.


The house meeting can also be a training tool for a potential leader--the person who doesn't have a following, but is willing to try to develop one.  This person has to be willing to develop relationships with people who might become her following.  They may be neighbors, parents at the same school, members of the same congregation, co-workers or people whose names were obtained on an issue petition.  The organizer's job here is to train this person in the basics of talking to people in individual meetings and convening them in a small group meeting.  Such people may be identified from among those who attend someone else's house meeting or in any other way.  The constant focus is on their willingness to develop relationships and purposefully convene people.


Nor should the house meeting be ignored as an opportunity for sophisticated leaders to meet with one another in a setting other than that of the formal meetings they usually attend.  You would be amazed at how few pastors or union leaders have ever sat down with one another to share their hopes and dreams for the future and some of their frustrations and fears about the present.  


When Fred Ross did his door-knocking, he was looking for people who already had some "followers”—that is, some informal network of relationships with people who respected them.  He saw his job as convincing them that they ought to become involved in building CSO.  He found these informal leaders by getting references from local sympathetic nuns and priests, and from his person-to-person home visits where he would obtain additional contacts.   When he convinced a critical number of them, he knew he had the leadership core to pull together a chapter.  When these leaders saw the possibilities that could be realized by having a CSO chapter, he got them to hold house-meetings of their followers.  Once they did that, they had already invested in the outcome.  That is, they were putting themselves out on a limb because they were saying to their followers, "come to this meeting; there's something in it for us."  Once they were doing the inviting, they then wanted to be able to answer the questions that would be asked of them by the people whom they invited.  They were going to put on a party--and they wanted it to be a good one.  When you have 8, 10 or 12 people like that in a neighborhood (or a workplace, or wherever) you have a leadership core that can bring together 40, 60, 80 or more people to a meeting--the 8, 10 or 12 now being the "organizing committee."  


There are difficulties.  These informal leaders are likely to be people who are already part of existing larger organizations or networks.  The organizer, therefore, has to be skilled enough to avoid challenging already existing commitments these leaders have while, at the same time, presenting a believable vision of something that can do more (or different) than the leaders can now do in their already existing web of loyalties, commitments and relationships.  They may, for example, already be leaders in a PTA, their church, a fraternal organization, or simply be that highly respected person known as the  "mayor of the block."  (Every door-to-door canvasser knows the mayor of the block:  if you have her check on the top of your clipboard and her name on your petition, you'll double, triple or quadruple your results with the households around her.)  Further, these leaders probably have picked up bad organizational habits in these other organizations--whose undoing requires even additional skills on the part of the organizer.


The benefits are extraordinary.  Ross, with a staff of four or five at the most, built a powerful statewide organization in CSO.   


In the early part of the mid-'60s, Alinsky proposed Ross to be fieldwork supervisor in a project based in the School of Social Welfare at Syracuse University.  Professor Warren Haggstrom was in charge.  Haggstrom raised Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO—the “war on poverty”) money to contract with Alinsky to consult and do some teaching and to hire Ross as the project's fieldwork supervisor who would train a dozen or so students to be organizers.  One thing led to another.  The project blew up for a number of reasons--including OEO's withdrawal of financial support for something it and the local mayor couldn't control--but Bill Pastereich learned some organizing.  He went on to the Welfare Rights Organization in Massachusetts and taught a neophyte organizer by the name of Wade Rathke the basics.  Rathke went on to conceive a national direct-membership organization of low- to moderate-income people and to build it in the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN).  In the passing down of the tradition, however, the house meeting, and everything it implicitly represented, got lost.  

In the basic ACORN "model," the organizer goes door-knocking, an organizing committee is formed from among people s/he identifies "at the doors" and people are invited to a large meeting to form a neighborhood unit.  ACORN touches constituencies untouched by institutionally-based organizing, thus playing an important role in the struggle for social and economic justice--and, at times, providing institutionally-based organizations an important challenge:  if you don't do it, we will.  And, ACORN has re-discovered the house-meeting.  So, ironically, have some institutionally-based organizations because former Farm Worker Union organizer Jim Drake became an IAF community organizer.  The wheel turns and comes to its starting place.  Sometimes we do best to remember lessons of the past.


Here are some of the basics.  The leader who calls the meeting may or may not be the "host."  Whatever she is called, the function of hospitality is not the central one.  The meeting could be at someone else's house or at a room in the local parish/church or in the back room at a neighborhood restaurant.  The leader is the person who invites people in her following to attend.  It's her show; her reputation is on the line.  The organizing rule, then, is that the organizer has to make sure the leader knows that she's not inviting people over to hear the organizer talk or make a presentation--even if that's part of what the organizer is going to do.  (From my point of view, the organizer shouldn't be doing that very often, but that's another discussion.)  The leader is inviting people over because the activity of the meeting is something important to her.  She has to be invested in it.  Therefore, she has to know more about the purpose of the meeting in order to develop and own its agenda.  


"John, I'd like you to come over to my house next Wednesday at 7:00 for a meeting with some of our (neighbors, parish members, fellow parents at the 'x,y,z' school, ________).  Before you say anything, let me tell you a bit about this group that I've gotten involved with and why I think this is going to be different."  Sally (let's call her) now has to say enough to grab John's attention...to let him know that she's serious about this and that there's some legitimacy to it.  Some organizers call this "the credential."  It isn't an argument.  It's a statement of who is behind this and why it is something John ought to take seriously. 


"Meetings!  Sally, I'm tired of going to meetings.  They never accomplish anything."


"Well, John, I think this is different.  You know how we've been talking about how things are getting tougher for our families--the pressures at the kid's school, at work, in the neighborhood.  Just the other day you were telling me that you're worried about __________.  I think this group I'm involved with can help us do something about the kinds of concerns you and I have for our families and the families of people we know.  Some of this is new to me, so I can't explain it all to you.  But we need to have a plan, a strategy.  And, most of all, we need to get to know one another better and share our concerns and feelings about these things."


"Give me a break, Sally.  You talk like there's something we could do about all this stuff.  I just don't see it.  Downtown doesn't care about any of us out here.  If they did, these things wouldn't have been let go for so long."


"I've said the same thing, John.  This is different.  You and I have been through a lot of things together, and I've felt about as defeated as you.  But I think this is something that could work, that could give us the chance to be heard by the people who make the decisions.  This organizer I've been meeting with just makes sense, and I think she'll make sense to you too.  And anyway, you owe me one.  Remember when you needed help at the bazaar?  Well you know who you turned to.  I'd like some support in return.  Can I count on you?"


"Well, Sally, when you put it that way, I guess I'll try."


"Try, schmy, fly!  I'd like to count on you.  Will you put it in your calendar?"


"OK, OK, I'll see you Wednesday.  Now what is this really going to be about?" 


Sally has put her reputation on the line.  John tried to duck and weave, but she didn't let him off the hook.  Now committed, he's decided that if he's going to give a couple of hours of his time he wants to know what it's going to be about.  The organizer has role-played such a conversations with Sally...and perhaps 20, 30 or 50 other Sallies (and Toms, Dicks, Theltons, Ophelias and Marikas too).  When they got this far into the role-playing, they recognized that if they were going to put themselves on the line, they better have something worthwhile to invite their friends to attend.  That is the point of investment.  That is the point where the leader decides to make this her meeting.  That is, Sally and the other leaders calling these meetings will have to have thought through their purpose and decided how they were going to get from point 'a' to point 'b.' 


If this house meeting was one of many in a drive to launch a new organizing effort, Sally might say, "John, there are 20 of us in the neighborhood doing meetings like the one I'm doing.  The first thing we want to do is get people to talk with one another, to share their concerns, to get beneath the surface and let each other know that things are getting worse and something's got to be done.  Then I'm going to meet with the other house meeting leaders, along with anyone from each of our meetings who wants to get more involved, and we're going to compare notes.  We'll come up with one, two or three things that touch almost everybody.  We'll pull together a big meeting of 70 - 100 people and get people from downtown who are responsible to clean up some of the problems out here to attend.  We'll have specific things to propose to them, and if they either don't come to the meeting or won't work something out with us, we'll have some recommendations to make as to next steps.  We've got a trained community organizer working with us and she's going to be helping us figure out how to do this stuff."


In an on-going organization, the house meeting might serve a different purpose.  Here Juan might be calling friends who are in his parish to come to an educational meeting.    


"Maria, would you come to my house and be in a discussion with me on the recent letter from our Bishops on what is happening in the economy?"


"Why, Juan, there's nothing we can do about it.  From what I see on the TV news this is just how this thing they call the “free market” works.  It is making an adjustment, and we'll have to suffer for a while but things are going to get better.  


"That's just the kind of thinking we need to examine.  What you just said is what I've always thought.  When people talk about doing something about the economy, I think of big government or welfare or something like that and I don't like it.  Then I went to a seminar at the parish on what our Bishops have to say about this.  We have a little video we're going to be showing also, and then we're going to talk about it.  In a democracy, government has a role to play in the economy.  So do people like us.  And our faith teaches us that the economy should serve people, not people serve the economy.


"That sounds pretty radical to me.  What are you saying, Juan?"


"Well maybe the Bishops are radical.  But I don't think so.  This is our faith.  It's too long for me to go into now, but I think you'd find this a worthwhile evening.  20 parish leaders are having meetings like this one.  Probably you saw something about these small meetings in the parish bulletin or heard Father Mendoza say something about it during Mass.  We want people to look at a different way of thinking about economics.  If it makes sense to everyone, we're going to see if there's a way it relates to the loss of jobs our parish families have been experiencing.  But the first thing is to educate ourselves.  You know I've been involved in the _______ organization for some time now.  We've won things for our families, the neighborhood and for our schools.  But this is different.  This is bigger.  And we need to think before we act.  Don't you want to know what our Bishops think about some of the things we've been taking for granted just because we hear them on the TV news every night?"


Most organizers are skeptical of this kind of "education."  For good reason.  Fred Ross was skeptical about it too, but was persuaded to try what CSO later called "educationals."  When Ross saw some of his best leaders attending them, and good new leaders emerging from them, he changed his mind.  The organizing art is to connect the more abstract educationals to real problems and issues about which people might engage in action. 


In our first example, the house meeting draws people into an organizing effort.  In the second, an ongoing organization wants to plant the seeds for action that might come later--but a pre-condition for such action is people beginning to think that the economy isn't something out there that is beyond human intervention.  Again:  an organizing purpose, but using education as a tool.   


Another common use for house meetings is to mobilize people for a large action; in this case, its agenda would have that focus.  The leader would talk about the plan of action and sign people up to be there.  Problems such as child care, transportation and others would be handled.  Again, potential leaders can be identified from among those attending the meetings.  In this case, they are anyone who is willing to mobilize friends to participate in the action.  


Whatever the focus of the meeting, it could have built into its agenda a moment of reflection about the meaning of what is happening here.  That could be drawn from examples in American history:  "What we're doing is sort of like what the sons and daughters of liberty did when they were getting together to talk about forming a new country.  They were people like us:  blacksmiths, sailors, small farmers and other working people and their wives.  Well we're working people with families who are being hurt just like the colonists were being hurt by the King of England."  Or, in another community the reflection might draw on the inspiration of the anti-slavery revolts or the civil rights movement of the '60s.  Yet another place might draw upon the struggles of Mexican-Americans throughout the history of the Southwest.  And how rich it would if people shared these deeply meaningful traditions with one another.  Similar examples can be drawn from religious teachings.  After a reading and interpretation of Nehemiah rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem, the leader might ask, "How is what we are doing here like rebuilding the wall?" 


Whatever the focus of the meeting, it will be a group small enough for everyone to talk, for people to share some of their feelings and for people to begin to get to better know one another.  And that's a real payoff.  Community organizing is not about issues, though work on issues is one of its central tasks.  Community organizing is about values, relationships/solidarity/community and power.  Organization is coordinated, purposeful activity.  The wider and deeper the web of relationships between and among people, the more these relationships are rooted in strongly held beliefs, the greater the capacity the organization will have to mobilize large numbers of people in action.  And it is those numbers who represent the power to bring about the changes so desperately needed in these troubled times.


House meetings, properly integrated into an overall organizing plan, are a key to building the kind of accountable, democratic power we have to build if democracy is to survive in anything more than the ritual of elections.   

Notes:

(1) The author is executive director of the San Francisco-based ORGANIZE Training Center (OTC).  Thanks to friend and colleague Tim Sampson for his helpful comments on an early draft of this article.

(2) A further historical note is needed.  Saul Alinsky hired Fred Ross in 1947 to work in California to organize Mexican-Americans.  According to Ross, initial efforts to work through the institutional mechanisms of the Catholic Church were foiled by entrenched Anglo conservatism--ranging from bishops to pastors.  But there were exceptions, especially among many Catholic nuns and younger priests.  Through these parish staff, Ross gained entre to Mexican-American barrios.  From his initial work in East Los Angeles, where the Community Service Organization (CSO) was born, to its spread as an effective voice for urban Mexican-Americans throughout the State, Ross used the house meeting as a key to building a powerful grassroots organization.  Alinsky was later to criticize Ross' failure to anchor the organizing in the local parishes.  Ross' response, which I tend to believe because he had less a need to always be right than did Alinsky, is that, for the reason noted, it couldn't be done.
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