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Having grown up in a white middle class area where most of the residents were Catholic, I saw a pretty limited view of the world. I think it is important to extend myself beyond my own experiences and what I am comfortable with to see life from another perspective. The breakout to North Lawndale, Chicago was unique in that it was all service learning rather than service work. The rationale behind this is that we must first step back and look at our own preconceptions, see the issue from the perspective of those actually experiencing the effects of it, and then think about ways in which we can support these people in their vision of change. Only then can we really begin to break ground in eradicating the root of injustices.

Before leaving for Chicago, John Wilson, our trip leader, organized a meeting where we were told a little bit about his hopes for the weekend. John is a high school teacher and has been taking his class to North Lawndale for years. The first time he went, they picked up trash and did other such service work around the neighborhood. They felt like they had made a difference. However, his eyes were opened when a local pastor asked him: “Don’t you think that if trash on the ground is what is keeping my people down, we would have picked it up by now?” He challenged John to research why poverty exists in the first place and to then come back. What he was alluding to is the difference between charity and justice. Charity helps an individual by doing a specific service for an individual to temporarily meet their needs or help them in some way. Service projects are fine but to accomplish real change you need to dig deeper and look at the root of the problem. Why are people in poverty? This can only be solved with justice, by looking at the issue at hand and addressing changes in societal systems and economic structures. The first step to bringing about justice is education and awareness. The second step is to respond by taking action to change the injustice. Only with a careful study of the past can one become aware and begin to understand how we got here and what we can do to change injustices.

North Lawndale is located just west of downtown Chicago. After the Great Fire of 1871, this community served as a refuge for people who had lost their homes and businesses (www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org). During the early 1900s, when it was largely populated by Russian Jews, the life-cycle of North Lawndale really began to expand and flourish. Well-known companies such as Sears, International Harvester, and Western Electric served as employers to local residents. In fact, the original Sears tower is located in North Lawndale. It was the largest retailer in the country at the time. Surrounding this large factory were many homes in which the employees once lived. During this prosperous time, Sears developed the idea of ordering items from a catalog, making shopping quick and easy. Items were manufactured in Chicago and sent out to customers across America. With so many industries located in and around North Lawndale, residents could easily get a job.

After World War I, educated African American men and their families migrated from the south in search of entry level employment. When the cotton picker was invented after World War II, the need for cheap labor was eliminated. This led to the Great Migration when many uneducated African Americans moved north for jobs. As was the trend in many northern cities at this time, a “white flight” took place. As the black population increased, the white population decreased. In the late 1960s, nearly 91% of the population was African American (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). Thus, an enclave of African-Americans formed. These migrants shared a distinct lifestyle known as the “sharecropper community.” They placed great emphasis on the importance of family and built store front churches with a close-knit community of parishioners to support one another. But new black residents who moved in after the Great Migration could not find jobs in North Lawndale. The industries now only hired commuters, mostly white, who came into the neighborhood for work and returned to their homes outside North Lawndale at the end of their shifts. This created great tension between white workers and black residents. Martin Luther King Jr. visited in 1966 to address the condition of poverty and racism present in North Lawndale (www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org). He witnessed firsthand the alienation experienced by the downtrodden African-American residents. King realized that although racism is much different in the north than in the south, it is nevertheless present. In the south segregation was legal. However, blacks were able to live near whites as long as they upheld certain societal expectations. African-Americans could get close, but could not be equal. On the other hand, blacks in the north were politically ‘equal’ but could not live near whites. Although King attempted to make a difference by calling North Lawndale the “base for the northern civil rights movement,” little change occurred. Even today North Lawndale is divided geographically by race and ethnicity and Chicago is one of the most segregated cities in the nation. Following Martin Luther King Jr’s assassination in 1968, many angry African Americans started riots and set their neighborhoods on fire, destroying commercial and residential areas. The National Guard was sent in to stop these actions, but not before many of the businesses and other buildings had been destroyed. In the aftermath of the riots, industries began to move out of the city and into the suburbs, leaving many people unemployed.
 
The effects of macro-scale changes such as deindustrialization and the decline in social services were studied by sociologist Elijah Anderson. In his book, Streetwise, he stated that there is a huge negative impact on the local level of a community in which this takes place. As Anderson suggests, tension occurred within and between neighborhoods and some residents turned to drugs and crime for support. This added to the destruction of the community. This describes what occurred in North Lawndale as it declined in the absence of an economic base. Even blacks who had the means to move did so, and continue to even today, accounting for the many vacant lots and dilapidated houses presently existing in North Lawndale. Community-based organizations were unable to attract businesses or developers to revitalize the neighborhood after the riots. As one North Lawndale resident attested, “After the riots they didn’t rebuild the community. They left everything burnt down and that’s why now I live in a ghetto. Well, I guess it’s a ghetto. That’s what they call it. I just call it home.” This illustrates the trend of many United States cities which have experienced serious problems due to changes in the inner-city since the 1970s. 


The 1990s were a period of some growth in North Lawndale as new housing and a shopping plaza were developed. Today, this community is over 94% African American with a small population of whites and a growing population of Mexican Americans. These different groups of people live apart in enclaves. Mark Abrahamson defines such enclaves in his book, Urban Enclaves, as both “racial and ethnic minorities living in economically self-contained communities” as well as “concentrations of residents who do not have the same ethnic or minority status in the conventional sense but who share a significant commonality based on wealth, occupation, lifestyle, or a combination of these attributes” (Abrahamson 2). Such enclaves exist for many reasons. It is the tendency for people to want to live with others like themselves. The African-American enclave was created as a result of whites fleeing and leaving behind more available housing for blacks migrating to North Lawndale. The Mexican-American enclave is clearly supportive of Hispanic immigrants who are more comfortable speaking Spanish, eating Mexican food, and carrying out Mexican customs. This area of North Lawndale is referred to as “Little Mexico” because of its large Hispanic population as well as its resemblance to a Mexican city. These aspects of “Little Mexico” attract other Mexican-American immigrants to this area of North Lawndale. Abrahamson discusses boundaries that separate enclaves from each other. There are usually “no concrete designation[s] of an entrance or a boundary;” rather, “people have only mental images of where socially significant places begin and end” (Abrahamson 6). North Lawndale continues to be divided by such geographic boundaries. For example, railroad tracks separate African American and Hispanics who live in “Little Mexico.” As in many other cities the main boulevard serves as a dividing line between enclaves. In North Lawndale, Roosevelt Road is “the color line” between little Italy and the over-populated African American projects. These divisions are enforced both socially as well as by the local police (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). For years, African-Americans have known not to cross the street into Little Italy. If they did, it was not for long. Like in many other U.S. cities, an imposed separation was kept in place by official laws and threats of violence by outsiders who want to keep ‘undesirables’ out of their own neighborhood. 

Today, North Lawndale is one of the poorest neighborhoods in the nation. Life in an inner-city neighborhood like North Lawndale is not easy. This community and its members face many problems including unemployment, poverty, drugs, and crime as well as a lack of quality health care, education, and housing. Jonathon Kozol detailed the educational situation of North Lawndale and other inner-city schools in his book, Savage Inequalities: Children in America’s Schools. Although this study was conducted in the early 1990s, more recent studies affirm the advantage Kozol found of students in suburban schools. A great disparity exists between the amounts of money allocated per pupil on students in suburban areas compared to urban areas. 35% of North Lawndale residents do not have a high school diploma and only 2% of the population holds a college degree (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). High levels of drop outs and low graduation rates are understandable when considering the difficulty of average students to succeed with such little support and so few resources.  As a result, many people do not have the knowledge or skills needed to attain the few employment opportunities that are available. The unemployment rate is almost triple the city average with approximately 60% of 20 to 24 year olds jobless (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). As a result, 44% of the population lives below the federal poverty line. 

Without hope for a living-wage position, many resort to a life of crime and drugs to support their families and sustain themselves. This accounts for the 10,000 adult males who were imprisoned at the time of the 2000 Census (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). In 2001, about 57% of North Lawndale residents were either in prison, on probation or parole. With so many men behind bars, mothers are forced to raise their children alone. Furthermore, children suffer greatly from the absence of a strong male role model in their lives, perpetuating the cycle of reliance on crime and drugs. If and when these men are released back into society, they oftentimes are unable to find the support necessary for overcoming addictions, poverty, unemployment, homelessness, and low levels of education. 

Another problem facing the poor residents of North Lawndale is the issue of housing. According to the City’s Department of Planning and Development, there are about one thousand vacant, city-owned lots in the community (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). The average value of a house is $67,000 which is less than half the average house value in Chicago (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). With the average income at $23,000 a year, homeownership is not realistic for 74% of North Lawndale families. On top of this, North Lawndale is undergoing regentrification. This process of renewal creates expensive developments throughout the area in order to attract middle class families to the community. However, with an increase in property value comes an increase in the cost of rent as well. With the majority of the current residents being low-income renters, they are susceptible to being forced to move elsewhere.


Despite the many problems North Lawndale faces, many organizations are working to rebuild the community. Like the Roosevelt-Westwood neighborhood in Dayton, Ohio, North Lawndale is now being pulled between two poles—decline and loss of population on the one hand and confronting problems and neighborhood development on the other. One such association working to combat the current problems is Breaking Ground. This ministry organization is working with the North Lawndale Employment Network to address issues brought up by the Ex-offender Employment Service Network. This Network has found that there is a critical need for supportive re-entry programs for ex-convicts. Breaking Ground works with ex-offenders who oftentimes have a poor work ethic, a felony on record, and a lack of marketable skills. Their hope is to develop leaders who will serve as “oaks of righteousness” in the community. Jeff Dennis, the Executive Director of Breaking Ground, stated that what is unique about the program is the approach to ministry in cities which “empowers God’s children that already live there” (breakingground.net). He believes that if Jesus were here today, he would do something about the issue of unemployment. Fred Kammer writes in his book, Doing Faithjustice, that “Jesus explicitly identifies himself with those languishing in prisons” (54). The least of God’s people in society are the anawim, the “little ones” who are “overwhelmed by want” (24).  Christians have a duty to ensure that the anawim have the means to meet their basic needs (25). Breaking Ground has answered the cry of the anawim in North Lawndale. This organization has a Teaching Factory in which 50-70 people are enrolled every six weeks. Resources are provided for ex-convicts who are trained in mathematics, language arts, and important job skills while focusing on the Gospel as a source of strength in overcoming personal addictions. The participants must clock in and out each day, providing structure and a sense of responsibility to their lives as well as preparing them for the workforce. Because they do not depend on government funding, Breaking Ground is free to do devotional time to develop the spiritual lives of the program members. Each class day begins with morning devotion, a valuable part of rebuilding their lives. With a newfound faith in Christ, their entire mindsets change. They are optimistic about life and believe that they can do anything with God by their side. One participant said, “I want to get my G.E.D., my certificate at Wright College, and continue my education even beyond that. And I can think of nothing better than doing well and then being able to come back here to share my story with students. I’ve been where they are so I want to turn-around and help them” (www.breakingground.net). Once these men and women rebuild their lives, they can serve as mentors for other people still struggling in the community. Over half the residents in North Lawndale are somehow involved in the criminal justice system, whether that be in prison or on probation or parole (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). Furthermore, family members of program members are also influenced by their transformation. As one participant stated, “My kids see what I’m doing and are so proud of me. One of my daughters has even decided to go to college because of what she saw happening to me at Breaking Ground” (www.breakingground.net). As a result, Breaking Ground programs benefit not only the individuals by enabling them to meet their basic needs but also the community as a whole.

By educating and empowering residents from North Lawndale, Breaking Ground exemplifies the self-help approach to community development. Dennis was careful not to impose anything on the community. He took the time to learn and respect their culture and to earn their trust. He realized that “When you’re here, you can’t expect people to be glad you’re here. A lot of the reason they are in this situation is because of people who look like me.” It took ten years before the organization experienced success. But this time was necessary to show the community his loyalty to the neighborhood and his role as assisting their development and supporting them as they get their lives back together. Breaking Ground is allowing the residents themselves to uplift the community. This process involves the community in self-help projects because the men and women are educated and trained and then hired by the same company to build houses in the community. By doing so they are helping the community address the housing issue while helping support themselves. Quality, affordable housing makes homeownership possible for existing North Lawndale residents. Thus, they are not forced to leave the neighborhood because of regentrification, they foster family stability and generational equity, and they develop a sense of ownership and investment in their community (www.steansfamilyfoundation.org). By working with the community and for the community Breaking Ground has strong support from the community as a result. Horizontal integration is demonstrated by the cohesiveness and communication among community members. The ex-convicts are involved in the community and are working together on a second chance at life. “Valid Concerns,” a discussion and fellowship group, was created by the students as an opportunity to grow in faith and talk about the struggles they are facing as they re-enter society. Social capital such as social networks, norms of reciprocity, mutual assistance and trust are built through the entire process as men work together and within the community.

Breaking Ground has experienced much success in the past years and was even chosen in 2004 as the location for Chicagoland’s Manufacturing Credentialing Center (www.breakingground.net). However, Breaking Ground leaders insist on remaining within the North Lawndale community. They do not want to spread the program thin by expanding to other communities; rather, they hope that other places will see what they are doing and model them. Breaking Ground is clearly working to address the needs of the North Lawndale community and is advocating for the least among them. Real change is being made by addressing issues of unemployment, low levels of education and housing.

The people we met and the places we visited while in North Lawndale opened my eyes, my mind, and my heart. Although I originally had hoped to do more service work, I realize now the importance of education and awareness in opening my eyes to the roots of injustice. One woman we talked to was Pat Hill, a retired Chicago Police Officer and Executive Director of the National African American Police League. Pat discussed the origin of policing in the U.S. and how these origins affect policing today. She emphasized the differences between suburban and “ghetto” policing. Growing up in the suburbs of Northern Kentucky, I knew little about racial profiling and had only heard of police brutality during the race riots in Cincinnati. Pat encouraged us to seek out the truth and look for information that is not shown on the news or written in local newspapers. Pat also talked about education and particularly about the influence of culture on standardized test scores. As an Education major, this topic interested me. Pat told us that education is the perpetuation of a culture. She told us that we are not truly educated in America because students are taught only parts of American culture according to the dominant white perspective. Standardized tests are based on European culture, but Europe is not the mother country for African Americans. Pat challenged me to reconsider my views on education and think about my future as an educator and what I will teach my students.

 
After talking to Pat, we went to the Cook County Jail. This is the largest holding jail in the nation, housing approximately 10,000 inmates. This was certainly a new experience for me. Sergeant Farris gave us a tour of the facility and we had the opportunity to speak with a few inmates. These men are in jail waiting for their trial. Some of them have been there for years. Not exactly what I would have thought of as a “speedy” trial. It was saddening to see the conditions that these men live in; but Farris emphasized the fact that most of these men have victims who would not want them to be living comfortably. He also spoke to us about the effects of the correctional system on ghettoized communities. He believes that in order to end the cycle of ex-convicts ending up in jail again it is necessary to educate and train them to work for the government. He emphasized the importance of establishing programs to get these people back on their feet and participating in the community. His passion for activism was evident as he encouraged us to take action as Christians in today’s world. He talked about how Christians stand outside abortion clinics praying but emphasized the fact that God will not intervene, or else Jesus died for no reason. Ex-convicts need more than just prayer, he believed. We must take action for the anawim. It is our duty as Christians to advocate for the poor. As Jesus said, “just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Kammer 50). Sergeant Farris preached a message of activism for justice to bring about real change for these people.

We also visited the world headquarters for the Nation of Islam, a religion which I had never heard of prior to this time. Minister Jeffery Muhammad spoke to us about why people chose the Nation of Islam in response to the conditions of poverty and racism in mostly urban areas. The members of the Nation of Islam are 90% black, as this religion is geared toward empowering blacks in America. He explained to us how the effects of slavery continue to impact the black community in America today. Even though I do not agree with all of their beliefs, I am able to respect them and view them as fellow children of God. Furthermore, his candid dialogue on racism opened my eyes to my own stereotypes and racist beliefs that I was not even aware I had. My initial fear and apprehension were replaced by a sensitivity and understanding of their situation. I realize that ignorance breeds misperceptions which can keep me in darkness and blind me to the truth which fosters understanding and love. Although many people believe that the Nation of Islam has a hatred for whites, Jeffery insisted that this was simply not true.  He stressed the importance of dialogue between various groups of people in eradicating such misperceptions and prejudices. He was an advocate for asking questions and told us to never be afraid to seek the truth and discover perspectives other than our own. Furthermore, he encouraged us to give everyone justice and to be the voice of reason in modern society. No matter the color, gender, or class, Catholic Social Teaching states that all people have an inherent human dignity and this must be the starting point for a moral vision for society. We must advocate for the anawim. 


I returned home with this in mind and began discussing issues of racism and poverty with my friends and family. I found that many people felt uncomfortable and even became angry. My parents have always told me that going to the University of Dayton would make me a flaming liberal. My dad jokingly said, “I can smell the smoke already.” I felt kind of proud of myself, to be honest. I know that there is a balance between conservative and liberal perspectives, and I believe that my eyes are being opened to a new awareness of what it means to work for the justice of all.


The next day we went to Marshall High School. This inner-city school has been 99% African American for the past thirty years. This was a new experience for me. Before this visit, I was apprehensive as now I was to be the minority -- what would the students think of me? We got the opportunity to shadow a student council member for half of the school day. It was difficult to explain why we were visiting. The student I was shadowing responded, “Oh, they want to show you what life is really like?” I laughed, but there was an element of truth in her observation. Talking to the students and seeing what school is like for them was very insightful. Their experience of high school was different from my single sex Catholic high school. There was not much support for students who were not at the top of the class, and over 75% of the students drop out before graduating. Furthermore, the school did not have adequate materials and other resources necessary for learning. One class I observed did not have books or a teacher. They just sat in the library and were given a word search by the librarian. When my new friend and I exchanged contact information on the piece of paper, the librarian got upset. She told my friend that she should know better than to waste paper because they are only given a certain amount to use. This opened my eyes to the difficulty inner-city schools must face in trying to educate students without adequate funding and materials. As an Education major, I was especially interested in urban schooling and am now considering teaching in an inner-city school. Although I was worried about being the minority, the experience was valuable. It showed me what it is like to be in the minority, if only for a few hours, and taught me the importance of treating minorities with kindness, respect, and understanding as Marshall High so beautifully welcomed us that day.

 
Later on, we had a discussion with Reverend Nelson, a graduate of Marshall High School. He had a very interesting story and was brutally honest in describing issues of racism, poverty and education. He encouraged us to be honest in looking at reality. Then, he said, we should try to make decisions about the person we are going to be. We must help ourselves to be a whole human being. If we change ourselves first, then the situation will begin to change. This conversation was very powerful and made me re-evaluate my own beliefs. I realized that I am a product of my society and I do buy into feelings of white superiority. Furthermore, it made me consider how to approach service work in general. He criticized whites who come in with their high and mighty plans to change inner-cities according to the standards of white America. He questioned us with an “us versus them” mentality saying “Why should I trust you?” and “It’s a waste of time talking to you.” He challenged us to allow people within the city to think through their situation rather than just telling them how to do things. We must get to know people and understand the heart of their situation in order to truly bring about change. Particularly addressing educational issues and schooling, he stated that teachers should give students unbiased information and the skills to develop their own opinions rather than forcing ways of thinking upon them. Awareness is so important in bringing about justice.  I now realize that self-awareness is the first step.

We began Saturday by passing out flyers for the housing company associated with Breaking Ground. This was really our only actual service work. I was happy knowing that I was supporting the community efforts at revitalization without imposing my will on them with white superiority. After this, we had the opportunity to spend a few hours on Michigan Avenue, better known as the Magnificent Mile. Here, we were to stop people in the streets and ask them what they think the causes of poverty are and what they think should be done to change the situation. It was quite insightful to hear from people of different ethnicities, ages, and sexes. Answers ranged from the typical conservative to liberal viewpoints on the issue of poverty. This experience made me more comfortable with talking to people about difficult topics and reinforced my passion for working toward social justice and equality.


Later on that day, we spent time with Ira Rogers, a civil rights activist who toured the U.S. in the 1960s, singing and playing the guitar to shed light on justice issues. He emphasized the importance of being real with each other and finding a way to manifest the power of God within ourselves. One song that particularly hit home was about change. The lyrics said “Everybody wants to change the world, but no body wants to change. Well, this might sound strange but when you begin to change the whole wide world will change.”  I went to North Lawndale hoping that I could change the world, but I left wanting to change myself. Ira stressed the fact that we were all created in God’s image and because of this we are powerful beyond measure. This belief echoes the command in the gospel of John for the followers of Jesus to “cast aside their fears... to put on a boldness that seems beyond them. That boldness is the work of a Spirit that Jesus called the Advocate” which will “teach you everything” (Kammer 59). It is our responsibility to allow the Spirit to work through us. We are to be honest with each other and confront the negativity and fallacy within ourselves in order to bring about justice in the world. I have begun to change and, as Ira predicted, my entire world is changing.


Just about everything I experienced in Chicago was new to me and forced me to reevaluate my perspective on how to approach service and social justice. Although I had hoped to do more service work, I now see how vital it was to participate in the service of learning to shed light on my own ignorance and prejudices that I was not even aware of prior to the trip. Although I felt guilty many times throughout the trip, we were encouraged to not give into the immobilizing effects that “white guilt” can have. Rather, we were told to transform those feelings of guilt into an awareness that prompts action in bringing about justice. Feeling bad usually causes people to return to their comfort zones and forget about what they saw. I certainly felt like doing this at times. However, I have changed since the trip to North Lawndale.  I might not have saved the world, but I did begin to walk out of the darkness that was blinding me from the truth. I now realize my own misperceptions and have a better understanding of my own background and how that has affected my beliefs. As a Christian, I feel called to answer the cry of the poor and the marginalized. As a Catholic, I am called to “announce the truth about human dignity and rights; denounce unjust situations in society; and contribute to positive changes in society and real human progress” (Kammer 79).  I now feel more prepared to do so. However, I will continue to educate myself in order to really be of help to the anawim in the world. Reverend Nelson hoped something he said sparked a time bomb within our spirit. “You cannot hear something and remain unchanged. Whether you like it or not, it will affect you,” he said, “One day, when you come to a moral situation, you will remember the truth you heard and saw in North Lawndale. This will force you to reconsider your preconceived ideas so that you are able to work for justice.” Over a month later, I can still hear the ticking and those around me are beginning to smell the smoke...
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I kept a journal throughout the trip to document the people I met and the things I saw.
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