A Brief History of Congregations for Social Justice

On May 10, 2006 a group of clergy and lay leaders met in the library of First Baptist Church on Wilmington Street. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the dissolution of ROAR (Raleigh Organizing for Action and Results), an affiliate of the Industrial Areas Foundation that had formed several years earlier. The question for this remnant was whether to bless their years of work together and walk away, or to reorganize under a new name and purpose. The latter option was unanimously selected.

Through the summer of 2006 the organization of the group took shape. Though no name could be decided upon, and the group existed somewhat facetiously as the No Name Clergy Group for some time, other decisions were made. A steering committee was elected to guide the new organization. Dumas Harshaw (First Baptist Church, Wilmington St.) and Jack McKinney (Pullen Memorial Baptist Church) were named co-chairs. Al Reberg (Raleigh Mennonite Church), Cathy Rossi (Sacred Heart Cathedral), and Doug Gamble (Crossroads Fellowship) were also original members of the steering committee. Others would join the committee in the future including Eric Solomon (Beth Meyer Synagogue), Tom Rhodes (Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Raleigh), Duane Beck (Raleigh Mennonite Church), Judye Jacobs (Temple Beth Or), and Megan Nerz (St. Francis of Assisi). 

Several early decisions charted the group’s course. By August of 2006, decisions had been made that the group would focus on advocacy rather than service; the faith-based nature of the group would be highlighted; the focus would be on Raleigh, though it was acknowledged that issues on the county and state level were likely to be addressed; and that attendees at the monthly meeting were representing their congregations/organizations and not just acting as individuals. It was also noted that each congregation/organization would have to decide to what degree participants could speak for them. 

By the end of 2006 a name was finally selected: Congregations for Social Justice. A mission statement was also adopted. It said: “Congregations for Social Justice is a coalition of Raleigh faith communities committed to advocating for public policies that create a better Raleigh for all people; working for social justice in solidarity with our most vulnerable neighbors; and building a sustainable, diverse network of relationships across our faith communities and with other partners.” 

Along with a name and a mission statement, the group decided upon a specific agenda. Advocating for better affordable housing policies and better community corrections policies for those leaving the prison system and searching for employment and housing would be the focus. Two task groups were appointed to focus CSJ’s work on these issues. The Housing Task Group was chaired by Al Reberg. The Community Corrections Task Group was chaired by Cathy Rossi. Later, Duane Beck would replace Cathy as the chair of the community corrections group.

From that point forward CSJ’s structure stabilized. A breakfast meeting was hosted on the second Wednesday of each month by a different congregation or organization. In the early days there would usually be 15-20 people present. Later, that number would almost double. Twenty-five separate congregations and non-profits sent representatives at various times. The typical agenda of the meeting was to hear from a guest speaker who would speak about advocacy work in general or one of CSJ’s adopted issues in particular. The two task groups also brought updates on their progress.

CSJ spent most of 2007 working internally to build relationships and clarify operating principles. The group decided it would remain an all-volunteer organization and would ask for no money from its participating congregations and non-profits. Then, on Christmas Day, Jack McKinney and Dumas Harshaw published an opinion piece in the News and Observer that described CSJ’s purpose and work. Titled “A Place for Justice—and Unity,” it was a coming out party of sorts for the group. Here is an excerpt from that article:

An organization of clergy and lay leaders from Wake County has formed in recent months and adopted the name Congregations for Social Justice. CSJ is an interfaith, multi-racial coalition of congregations and individuals unlike anything many of us have experienced before. Christian and Jew, Unitarian and Muslim, conservative and liberal, black and white, we gather each month to get to know each other. But our objective is far greater than developing camaraderie. 

The focus of CSJ is advocating for better public policies by using the passion and wisdom of our various faith traditions. Why focus on advocacy rather than service? Each one of the congregations included in this rich fellowship has significant mission initiatives where basic human need is addressed. Our purpose, however, is to engage a prophetic image of speaking up for, identifying with, and working on behalf of the “least of these” in our area. We see an urgent need to transcend the false social boundaries that divide us and to seek justice within service systems in our society as we strive for a true “Beloved Community.”

The publication of the piece brought more interest to the group from congregations and non-profits in the city.

On April 1, 2008 Congregations for Social Justice attempted its first mass advocacy initiative when  185 people from CSJ congregations and organizations appeared before the Raleigh City Council in white shirts. The purpose of the turnout was to petition the City Council to appoint an Affordable Housing Task Force to help guide the city’s Comprehensive Plan. The effort was a success as the council did eventually name the task force and several CSJ members were appointed to serve on it.

Later in 2008 the CSJ Housing Task Group became involved in supporting CASA’s (Community Alternatives for Supportive Abodes) purchase of an apartment complex near downtown Raleigh. CASA’s plan to turn the complex into affordable housing units was opposed by some in the local neighborhood. The Wake County Board of Commissioners initially declined to endorse the project, but later changed its mind. CASA’s Executive Director, Debra King, credited CSJ’s involvement with helping change the vote of the commissioners.

The Community Corrections Task Group hosted a forum that same year for employers to learn about the value of hiring people with criminal records. Then, during the 2009 legislative session, the task group led CSJ to join a coalition called the Second Chance Alliance. The alliance called for the North Carolina General Assembly to appoint a study commission to examine the barriers facing those who were formerly incarcerated or had criminal records.  

By the fall of 2009, more than 120 individuals representing more than thirty congregations/organizations had become active in CSJ. For a group with no budget, staff, or facilities, CSJ had achieved a surprising level of success in a short amount of time.
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