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Too often, leftist thinking reduces all religious identification and 
spiritual belief to symptoms of an insidious “opiate of the masses.”  Reli-
gious practice is considered foolish and religious institutions are seen as 
red herrings that misdirect people away from the reality of oppression 
and the “true” way toward liberation.

This Religion/Spirituality-themed issue of Critical Moment begins 
with the presumption that this mode of thinking is limiting and damag-
ing.  The fact is that many people have been able to articulate their reli-
gious or spiritual identities in ways that embolden, and not contradict, 
their commitments to organizing for justice and liberation.  While there 
is certainly a need for fierce critiques of religion, this critical perspective 
must not shut out the voices of religious communities.  Thinking about 
social change today means not excluding, and in fact listening to, the 
voices and ideas of religiously-identified people.`

In her essay “Unexpected Allies” (pg. 20), Andrea Smith locates un-
expected progressive tendencies within the evangelical Christian move-
ment, which has been much derided by the left.  Smith argues that we 
should “commit ourselves to grassroots organizing without simplistic 
analyses of who can be our friends and who will necessarily be our en-
emies.”

Often confronting the damaging effects of organized religion does 
not mean rejecting religious identity per se, but of carving new paths.  
Gaurav Jashnani (pg. 8) exposes the frightening effects of Hindutva, the 
Hindu fascist movement, but looks forward to the “possibility of identi-
fying myself as a Hindu, of understanding that the growing fundamen-
talist monopoly on religion, values, and countless other intangibles does 
not have to be the case.”

Finally, our cover story on the closings of Detroit’s eighteen Catho-
lic schools (pg. 14) teaches us of a different kind of “faith.”  It is a faith 
that even in the midst of a vast and devastating crisis in urban education, 
community activists are finding the power to re-imagine and transform 
the world despite the odds.

A note to our readers, contributers, and friends: For the foreseeable 
future, this is the last theme-based issue that the Critical Moment edito-
rial collective intends on producing.  Our theme-based format has often 
left us feeling constricted in what we are able to publish.  We hope that 
producing Critical Moment without themes will allow us more freedom 
to relate to and interact with the everyday work of local co munities in
struggle.  We refer you below to our new general call for submissions 
and look forward to your participation in the experiment that is Critical 
Moment.
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The Critical Moment editorial collective calls on our readers 
to submit record reviews for publication in upcoming issues 
of Critical Moment.  We seek reviews of new records com-
ing out of a diverse spectrum of music genres.  Reviews of 
local music are encouraged.

Reviews that comment on the larger social, cultural and po-
litical implications of the record under review are especially 
encouraged. Reviews do not need to be overtly political, but 
should at least be informed by the political nature of Critical 
Moment.

Reviews should be under 250 words. Submit reviews to 
editors@criticalmoment.org

September/October Deadline: July 31
Nov. /Dec. Deadline: September 30
Critical Moment has no permanent staff of writers. This newspaper is entirely 
dependent on article submissions from individuals such as yourself. Here are 
some of the things we are looking for:

o Articles on local politics, culture, and history
o Articles on global politics, culture and history; preferably containing some 
local angle or lens
o Articles covering the issues affecting communities misrepresented, marginal-
ized, and excluded by the dominant media system
o Articles written from feminist, racial justice, genderqueer, anti-capitalist, anti-
authoritarian, or otherwise critical perspectives
o Articles that offer not only critique but stories of creativity, resistance, and 
transformation.
o Articles that are rooted in personal or communal, everyday, lived experiences.
o Poetry, art, photography and short stories.
o Reviews of music, books, films, events or over interesting things.
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Writing this, it seems 
unbelievable to me 
that anyone could 

fail to realize what a profoundly 
dysfunctional belief system this 
is.  I remember, though, that I 
myself believed it completely as a 
child.  Having been indoctrinated 
and immersed in dogma, it would 
have been difficult not to.  

I also remember moments 
of doubt, the beginnings of light 
cracking through.  One day in 
8th grade, during a bible study 
criticizing the new age movement 
as deceptive and evil, part of me 
rebelled and realized that it made 
much more sense for a loving god 
to embrace all spiritual traditions, 
rather than insisting upon a 
single “right path.”  What kind 
of loving deity would condemn 
millions of people to hell simply 
for being born into the wrong 
belief system?  

I also had the unexplored 
but abiding awareness that the 
Christian colonizers who had 
“spread the gospel to heathens” 
had, in fact, slaughtered and 
oppressed indigenous peoples, and 
that this pattern of dominance 

by the US and European 
countries continues in the form 
of sweatshops and the factories 
that made the cheap plastic toys 
I would get out of bubble-gum 
machines at the grocery store.

I consciously rejected 
Christianity in 9th grade for two 
reasons.  I was aware that I was 
queer and I made the choice to 
reject a religion that taught that 
I was evil rather than to believe 
that I was evil.  I also was angry 

and disillusioned with god for 
allowing people to verbally 
torment me.  

This rejection, although 
healthy and necessary, was also a 
profound loss.  My worldview, the 
way I had understood the world 
for my entire life, was gone.  I 
waded, deeply depressed, through 
postmodernism, existentialism, 
and gothness.  Fears and guilt 

from my years of programming 
still plagued me.  What if I was 
wrong and would go to hell?  
Though I was changing, the 
people around me were not.  This 
was terribly isolating.

During this period, I 
dabbled in Wicca and Paganism, 
but I had not yet formed a deep 
understanding of them or a 
coherent new worldview.  One 
of the first building blocks of my 
new worldview was feminism.  
Along with this, I was drawn to 
the story of Lilith, Adam’s first 
wife banished from Eden by 
Jehovah for insubordination.  I 
used the Gnostic principal—that 
rewriting mythology is powerful 
and spiritually valid—to weave 
together my own story about 
Lilith using materials as disparate 
as Jewish folklore and modern 
role playing game supplements.  
In my story, Lilith, after being 
banished and wandering in the 
desert, learns to be transformed 
by her pain and loneliness into a 
wiser and more powerful being.  
She plants her own garden, 
making her own sanctuary and 
home.  

I began to worship Lilith, 
lighting a candle to her and 
chanting and praying to be 
transformed as she had been.  
These rituals put me into an 
altered state of consciousness.  
Gradually, I became less depressed.  
Connecting to Lilith helped me 
escape from the repressive garden 
of patriarchal Christianity and 
to begin to create my own wild 

sanctuary.
More liberated, I found 

a book which, more than any 
other source, has shaped my 
new worldview: Truth or Dare, 
by Starhawk, a prominent global 
justice activist, as well as the most 
well-known spokesperson for 
reclaiming the tradition of Wicca.  
This book helped me understand 
on a deep, holistic level what 
was wrong with fundamentalist 
Christianity and taught me that 
another worldview was possible.  

As I mentioned earlier, 
one of the basic tenets of 
fundamentalism is that humans 
are fallen and separate from 
god.  This extends to everything 
in this world, as god is separate 
from his creation.  Humans, 
however, occupy a privileged 
position in regards to the rest 
of nature, being “god’s special 
children.”  This logic has justified 
the destruction and exploitation 
of non-human life for centuries.  
The concept of a separate, male 
god ruling over his inferior 
creation reflects and is reflected 
by a hierarchical and patriarchal 
society.  This connection can be 

glimpsed in the old concept of 
“the divine right of kings.”  Even 
today, fundamentalists such as my 
father claim that as men they are 
ordained by god to be “head of 
the household.”

In contrast, Truth or Dare 
offers the concept of an embodied 
divinity which is inseparable from 
the world because Zie (the gender-
neutral divinity) is the world.  The 

The Roles of Faith in One Queer Anarchist Pagan’s Life
BY WILLOW AERIN FAGAN

I was aware that I was queer, and I made the 
choice to reject a religion which taught that I was 

evil, rather than to believe that I was evil.

Wounding and Healing:

Growing up queer in a fundamentalist Christian household 
and attending private fundamentalist schools was a form 
of hell on earth.  I was taught, over and over again, that 
something was wrong with me.  In theology class, we 
were taught that queer people were sick and sinful.  This 
message was repeated more bluntly by the verbal abuse 
and queerbaiting the other boys inflicted on me, and each 
other, even before I came out.  This abuse sprang from 
one of the basic tenants of fundamentalism— mistakes 
are “sins” which justify a “loving and fair” god tormenting 
someone for eternity.  And even if one manages to live 
perfectly, such punishment would still be just because 
“original sin” taints all human beings.

continued on following page
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If we are all parts of the 
divine then cutting down 

an ancient forest or forcing 
children to work machines 

which regularly chop off their 
fingers is not only sacrilege 

but also self-mutilation.

continued from page 3
image used in Truth or Dare of the goddess 
is similar to the popular idea of “mother 
earth.”  As a teenager tired of an angry, male 
god and a patriarchal father, the imagery of 
the divine feminine was both attractive and 
comforting to me.  Ultimately, though, the 
goddess is genderqueer (or more accurately, 
beyond gender) because Zie is all beings in 
the interconnected web of life.  From this 
perspective, people are part of the divine and 
have intrinsic value.  People do not need to 
earn divinity or be punished for mistakes.  
Importantly, however, intrinsic value is not 
limited to human beings.  Divinity is present 
in all life.

A deep commitment to both social 
justice and ecological sustainability flows 
naturally from these roots.  If we are all parts 
of the divine then cutting down an ancient 
forest or forcing children to work machines 
which regularly chop off their fingers is 
not only sacrilege but also self-mutilation.  
And, unlike many spiritual traditions, this 
perspective is radically anti-hierarchical.  It 
teaches that each of us has access to divine 
wisdom and truth.

My practice of this earth-based 
spirituality has given me access to my own 
wisdom and empowered me to face a very 
painful truth: my father sexually abused me 
when I was a child.  This abuse is connected 
to my family’s fundamentalism in multiple 
ways.  Most obviously, the patriarchal power 

my father justified through his religion 
was manifested as sexual violence.  
The rigid gender roles of the church 
contributed to my father’s inability to 
face and heal the pain and anger from 
his own abuse.  

On a broader level, the religious 
right covertly supports child abuse.  
This can be seen in the Catholic 
Church’s attempts to cover-up the 
abuse of children by priests.  Growing 
up, I only heard two stories about 
child abuse: the stranger with candy, 
and the false accusation of incest, 
often facilitated by a “secular humanist 
psychologist” out to destroy a god-
fearing father.  The lack of stories about 
genuine incest encourages cover-ups 
and denial.  The religious right also 
focuses on “intact families” as the sole 
measure of health, and speaks of the “family’s 
right to privacy,” as if the individuals within 
the family had no rights.

The abuse that my father perpetuated 
against me is the deepest source of the 
message that something is wrong with me.  
That abuse is also the ultimate manifestation 
of a belief system in which human beings are 
seen as intrinsically damaged and evil beings 
who need to be controlled through rules, 
male-dominated hierarchy and violence.  
This belief system is the root of the wounds 
which have torn me to my core.  

My current spiritual belief system has 
sustained, empowered, and transformed 
me.  My wounding was and is connected to 
larger patterns of harm and destruction, and 
to the oppressive and dysfunctional religious 
community into which I was born.  

I have found a liberating and healing 
spiritual movement that I am in the process 
of making into my new home.  I have faith 
that this movement will be connected to 
larger social patterns of liberation and 
healing.  My personal story of transformation 
is a microcosmic process that shows the 

potential radical spiritualities have to aid our 
collective struggle to transform society from 
an abusive, hierarchical system into a flowing 
web of sustainable communities.

Willow Aerin Fagan is a queer activist, writer, 
and tarot reader.  He recently moved to Ann 
Arbor from East Lansing.

340 1/2 South State Street, Ann Arbor
734.994.3888

bumper stickers
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Much of the social justice work that you are 
doing is something that most people do not 
typically associate with Catholicism.  Many, 
in fact, see the Vatican in particular and the 
Catholic Church in general as very oppressive.  
How do you feel that you can use Catholicism 
as a tool for liberation?

I think it’s very consistent with the 
idea of liberation of oppressed people.  Ca-
tholicism is consistent with that and it re-
ally flows from what the Church is supposed 
to be.  Part of the problem is that we don’t 
live up to our own teachings.  But since the 
1960s especially, there was a very important 
shift in the understanding about the Church 

that was taking us back in a sense to what 
the Church was in the beginning, but then 
also moving us very much into the modern 
world.  That was Pope John XXIII, who 
called the Vatican Council, his goal was to 
take the Church—this institution that was 
2,000 years old—and recapture the best of 
its tradition, its past.  But then really use the 
Italian word “aggiornamento,” which means 
“make the day”; make the Church fit with 
the day or bring it into, at that point the 20th 
Century, but now the 21st Century.  

Two of the main documents of that 
Council do that very thing—make the 
Church relevant to the modern era and ex-
plain what the Church’s purpose is.  The first 

document is the one on the Church itself.  It’s 
called Lumen Gentium, “Light of the Peo-
ples.”  That document explains the Church as 
a community of disciples of Jesus.  It’s not a 
big institution, it’s not a military system or a 
corporate system—it shouldn’t be.  It should 
be community.  Like in the very beginning in 
the acts of the Apostles, all of the disciples 
gathered together and they took care of one 
another.  They were a real community.  And 
so this is the Church: it’s a community of 
disciples of Jesus who are committed to His 
teachings and His way.

And then the second document was 
called the Pastoral Constitution on the 
Church and the Modern World.  So how 

does this community of disciples 
of Jesus affect the world or connect 
with the world in which it has been 
brought together?  It has to first of all 
be inserted into the world.  It’s not 
something set apart from the world, 
a special institutional kind of thing 
off to itself, it’s right in the middle of 
human society or the world.  It has a 
purpose, and that is to transform this 
world, which is a sinful world, where 
there is injustice and there is hatred 
and there is violence and war and all 
of that.  To transform it into as close 
an image to the reign of God as pos-
sible. 

So the mission of the Church is 
to be an agent within human society.  
To transform that society so that it 
would be just.  Every person on the 
planet would have the opportunity 
for a full human life, have access to 
what is needed: food, water, clothing, 
health care, education. And it isn’t 
that way now, and it hasn’t been.  So it 
became clear to the Council that this 

was the purpose of the Church, to transform 
this world where there would be justice, and 
out of justice would come peace. So that is 
the purpose of the Church.  And that’s why 
we get involved in social justice issues.  I see 
and understand the Church in that way, so 
my role within the Church as someone in 
a position of leadership is to help to guide 
the Church into that way of being.  To really 
make it be what it’s supposed to be.

You’re involved in a lot of social justice work 
and anti-war activism in other parts of the 
world...

And that’s the reason—because the 
Church, in this understanding of it, is not in-
tended to be a community for it’s own sake.  
We’re not supposed to be here just to make 
everybody feel good, and save souls in the 
sense of individuals who have been saved by 
Jesus.  That’s not the purpose of the Church; 
its much broader purpose is to transform.  
And so those who are part of that commu-
nity of disciples serve as agents within the 
world, transforming agents, and that means 
that you start where you are.  Like in this 
parish Church right here, our first mission 
as part of the whole Church is to help trans-
form this area of Detroit.  To make it a more 
just place.  To make it a place where people 
who are hungry can come down and get fed 
every day.  To make it a place where you 
break down some of the prejudices between 
Black and White people—to make it a place 
where there is more harmony.

But you start here, you don’t stop here.  
Especially in the modern era, where through 
communication and transportation the 
world is very small.  If you live here, that 
doesn’t mean you can be isolated from the 
rest of the world.  Whatever you do or don’t 

community voices

Detroit’s Radical Catholic:

A long-time peace and social justice activist, Bishop Thomas Gumbleton of Detroit is not 
your run-of-the-mill Catholic.  When not leading Sunday Mass at St. Leo's Church on 15th 
and Grand River, one is likely to run into the Bishop at a rally against the School of the 
Americas, speaking out against the Church's position on homosexuality, or traveling the 
world over to document human rights violations.  In this interview with Critical Moment, 
Bishop Gumbletion reflects on Catholicism as a tool for liberation, the war in Iraq, and the 
recent decision to close 18 Catholic schools in the Diocese of Detroit.

INTERVIEW BY KATE MCCABE

an interview with Bishop Thomas Gumbleton

BISHOP GUMBLETON JOINS STUDENTS TO PROTEST SCHOOL CLOSINGS.

GUMBLETON ADRESSES THE CROWD AT RALLY. continued on following page
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do can have a tremendous effect on someone 
in Haiti, somebody in Uganda, in Rwanda, 
or wherever.  Yesterday I was testifying in a 
trial for people who did civil disobedience 
because of what’s going on in Darfur, Sudan.  
There’s a genocide happening there.  Well, 
we have a responsibility.  That’s a long ways 
away—some people don’t even know where 
Sudan is—and yet, we’re connected with that 
because of the way the world is now.  You 
can’t isolate yourself and say, “I just take care 
of myself and my family.”  That’s not being 
Christian as the way Jesus called it.  And so 
you have to be involved in social justice is-
sues. 

And again, local ones...there’s a lot of in-
justice in this local community: racism, sex-
ism, injustice against the homosexual com-
munity, discrimination.  And that’s going on 
right here, so you have to be involved in that.  
But you’re also part of the larger world...what 
our government does in Iraq—I have some 
responsibility for that.  And if it’s wrong I 
have to try to stop it.  And I do that as part 
of the Church.  The whole church has to be 
engaged in that.

Have you been to Iraq?

Eight times.  The first time I went was in 
December of 1990, just before the first Per-
sian Gulf War.  And I went because people 
were being threatened and held as hostages, 
so that if the US started to bomb, then US 
citizens would be killed.  So I went to try 
to intervene, and they were all let go before 
the war started.  Then I didn’t go again until 
the mid-90s, after the sanctions had begun 
to have a terrible effect on what was happen-
ing in Iraq.  And because we had bombed it 
so terribly during the war, we destroyed the 
whole infrastructure; the water system was 
destroyed, the agricultural system, the irri-
gational system was destroyed, the electrical 
system, the roads, the bridges—everything!  
Everything that made that society work as 
a relatively modern society had been de-

stroyed.
What hap-

pened yester-
day in Moscow, 
where they 
had the break-
down of one of 
their electrical 
things, like the 
blackout that 
happened here 
two or three 
summers ago...
For 48 hours 
people were 
without any 
electricity, well 
in Iraq it was 
all the time.  
And that was 
a technological 
society; they 
needed their 
air-condition-
ing or their 
ref r igerat ion 
system, their 
lights...and it 
was all gone.  
And then the 
sanctions made 
it impossible 
to rebuild for 
a long period 
of time.  The 
US knew this 
going into the 
war; that for 

example, if you destroy the water system, over 
time this many people will die.  Especially 
children.  And as they become malnourished, 
they are much more subject to infections and 
then they’re not strong enough to fight them 
off; they become victims of diarrhea and 
they’re dehydrated and they die.

Anyway, as that began to kick in and 
have a terrible effect, I went over there to 
see what was going on, and then to be able 
to come back and speak about it and try to 
end the sanctions.  Which we didn’t do until 
we went to war again.  And destroyed the 
whole government as well.  Now finally the 
sanctions are gone, but with the war going 
on they still can’t rebuild.  In Baghdad they 
have electricity maybe 2, 3 hours a day; it’s 
very erratic, you don’t know when you’re go-
ing to have it.  The telephone system is gone; 
all of the landlines have been destroyed, so if 
you’re in Baghdad and you want to use the 
telephone you have to have a satellite.  So 
anyway, I went over there because we were so 
deeply involved in all that and it was neces-
sary to find out about it and speak against it  
and to try to mobilize public opinion against 
the war to try to stop it.  We haven’t been 
able to do that...

How do you perceive the role of the Archdio-
cese in the city of Detroit today, and how has it 
changed over the years?

Well, I’m disappointed.  When I grew 
up [this area] was a very active commercial 
strip, neighborhoods up and down Grand 
River. Now this neighborhood is all torn 
apart, houses gone, some just standing there 
in wrecks, others just open land.  And there 
were churches, Catholic churches...Now I 
drive down Grand River, and this church is 
gone, this church is gone, that church is gone.  
It’s like a desert! They’re gone.  We’ve closed 
them, and we’re going to close many more.

It seems to me that the Catholic Church 
as a presence is just leaving the city of De-
troit.  And I think that is wrong.  It isn’t as 
though there are no people in Detroit.  If De-
troit were abandoned by all the people too, 
well then, yeah, the Church could go.  But 
if we just follow quote “our own people” just 
because Catholics move out... The church 
isn’t for ourselves only.  As I was explaining 
before, you’re supposed to be here for others. 
And so just because Catholics aren’t present, 
you’re not here to serve the Church, you’re 
here to serve the world in which the Church 

exists.  And so we should still be here, trying 
to serve within this society.

And of course, it’s poor.  If you walk 
outside here, we have about 300 people 
that come here to get a meal every day.  We 
should be here to do that.  That’s what Jesus 
did when people were hungry.  So somehow 
we have to make it happen.  If people are 
hungry, we have to be here to serve them, if 
we’re His followers.  

That means food, bread—real food, but 
we should also be trying to feed the spirit of 
people.  You know, trying to make the city a 
place that’s very livable; where there’s com-
munity, where there’s harmony, where people 
can be refreshed in the spirit.  And through 
education.  You know the Catholic Church is 
known for its ability to teach. And to teach 
poor people. 

We teach religion, but we have also been 
teachers of other fields of knowledge, and 
through the school system in this country 
especially.  Our school system was one that 
was universal, for anybody.  You didn’t have 
to be a rich person to get private education.  
When I was a kid, they had family tuition.  
Tuition for the family; it wasn’t for each one.  
We should still be doing that. Again, not just 
for ourselves—if there’s a need for some-
thing that helps people to feel more human, 
and education is one of those things that you 
need to be human...

If there is a need, the Church should be 
there to try to respond to that need.  Because 
Jesus came to serve the whole person, not just 
to quote “save souls.”  His goal was to trans-
form the world.  And so, make it happen, 
that’s what He said to His disciples.  And 
that’s what He started to do.  He showed 
them the way, and then he left the commu-
nity behind.  “You keep it up until it happens 
completely.” 

They are closing 18 Catholic schools in De-
troit?  Is that true?

All of the high schools have been closed 
except U of D.  So there’s no Catholic high 
school anymore in Detroit.  Which is a real, 
tremendous loss.  They were small schools, 
but this was a diocese that had probably 
150, 175 parish high schools and maybe 
200 parish elementary schools.  There was 
a high school here, there was a high school 
at St. Teresa’s, there was a high school at St. 
Catherine’s, all within a mile or so.  St. Agnes 
up the street had a high school, St. Vincent’s 
had a high school, both places are gone.  So 
there were high schools all over the place.  

Now there are going to be none, except 
U of D, which is owned and operated by the 
Jesuits, so that’s not subject to a decision by 
the Archbishop to close it.  But even there, 
they’re on the edge of the city, at 7 Mile road 
and Coolidge, between Schaeffer and Green-
field.  And I give them credit; they made the 

You can’t isolate yourself and say, 
“I just take care of myself and my 

family.”  That’s not being Chris-
tian as the way Jesus called it.  

And so you have to be involved in 
social justice issues. 

ABOVE AND OPPOSITE PAGE: GUMBLETON RALLIES IN SOLIDARITY 
WITH THE PITSTOP PLOUGHSHARES IN DUBLIN, IRELAND.
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decision to stay in Detroit and educate kids 
from Detroit.  And they provide some tu-
ition assistance so that kids from Detroit can 
afford to go there.  But that’s the only one 
we’ve got left.  So we’ve just walked away 
from any carrying out of our responsibility 
to help provide education—especially for 
poor kids.

There was an article in the Free Press a 
week or so ago, that Detroit has a higher level 
of children in poverty than children in Mis-
sissippi.  Well, that tells you something.  De-
troit’s in a bad way, and the Catholic Church, 
if it was fulfilling its mission, should be here 
in strength.  We shouldn’t be walking away 
from the schools, from the churches.  Even 
if they’re small; this isn’t a large parish as far 
as numbers are concerned.  We can have a lot 
of influence on what’s going on around here, 
and help to make it a better place for people 
to live.  And if they come to the Church, fine; 
if they go to the Baptist Church across the 
street on 14th Street over there, that’s fine 
too.  We’re not trying to compete or make 
everybody Catholic, but we’re trying to do 
what the Church is supposed to do, and help 
to provide what is needed for people to have 
a full human life.

You mentioned that the parish schools are 
partially subsidized.  Where does the funding 
come from?

Well, they used to be totally a parish 
responsibility.  When I grew up, the parish 
school I went to, the parish had to make that 
happen.  Part of it was tuition, part of it was 
subsidized through the Sunday income, and 
that’s how it was here.  Now, in the city, as 
the parishes became smaller and smaller, 
it became more difficult to subsidize from 
the parish.  We really wouldn’t have enough 
parish income to subsidize two schools, or 
even one school.  As this happened, and 
the churches became smaller and poorer, it 

became the responsibility of the central of-
fice of the Diocese.  The Catholic Church is 
supposed to be that; not each one an indi-
vidual entity unto itself, we’re supposed to be 
a communion of churches.  So if people in 
this part of the diocese have more resources 
than people in this part, there ought to be a 
sharing of resources.

In the Acts of the Apostles, in the begin-
ning, St. Luke says, “No one in the commu-
nity was in need.”  Because people brought 
their goods, put it in a common fund, and ev-
erybody had what they needed.  And so that 
is the ideal; it doesn’t always happen, but that 
is the ideal.  And so when you have a dio-
cese like this, where you have different lev-
els of income, and some parishes have huge 
incomes, well, that ought to be shared.  And 
so where there is a greater need, where the 
people have more resources, [they] should be 
contributing some of their resources to meet 
the need.  It shouldn’t just be the few hun-
dred people that make up this church.  The 
need is here.  And if we’re really here to serve 
the poor, this is where they are.  And so...
there ought to be...you put the money in a 
common pot and you disperse it where it’s 
needed.  That doesn’t mean that each person 
gives up everything, but certainly they could 
take excess, or cut back some of their own 
extravagances. People should be encouraged, 
instead of using their excess for themselves, 
and even to dip into their substance, for the 
benefit of others who are much more in need.  
There ought to be a way that, from a central 
basis, you can subsidize schools where the 
parish itself can’t subsidize it.  

And there’s a willingness on the part of 
the people to do that, but someone has to 
challenge them.  And the challenge should 
be coming from the central offices of the 
Diocese.  Challenging people, saying ‘Look, 
we got this need, and we need to build up a 
fund to meet the need.’  

And you know it’s available. Maybe you 

saw the piece in the paper where Notre Dame 
High School was closed because they had a 
debt and the Diocese said, ‘well, you’re never 
going to be able to pay that debt.  You’re just 
going to go deeper in debt; we’re going to 
close you.’ Well, when some of the alumni 
heard about it, and probably when they went 
through it they were not that well off.  Now 
they’ve got money.  And within a couple of 
days they put together, I don’t know, over a 
million dollars, I don’t know how much, to 
pay off the debt.  They said, we’ll buy the 
school; we’ll keep that school going.  And 
the people in the Archdiocese said no, we’re 
not going to let you do it.  I’m serious.

Why do you think that is happening?

The only thing I can guess, there had 
already been a commitment to sell those 
buildings.  They’re on the northwest edge of 
the city, near Harbor Woods and St. Clair 
Shores, where they and the city kind of come 
together.  And MacComb Community Col-
lege has got some buildings there, and my 
guess is that they saw a chance to sell these 
buildings and get some money because we 
had lost some money on bad investments 
and so on, so here was a chance to grab some 
cash.

Going back to what you said earlier about the 
central pot, or fund—it would be the parishes 
in those six counties in the diocese that would 
be contributing funds that would then be re-
distributed?

Sure.  Well, yeah—you’ve got lots of 
money in Oakland County.  And a lot of 
places in Macomb County too.  And some of 
the other counties, you know, they’re getting 
more and more affluent. 

Every parish is taxed six percent of its 
income, to provide for the Diocesean sevices 
that come.  But that’s used to staff the cen-

tral offices mostly; it’s not a school fund.  But 
the Archbishop could establish such a fund.  
And again, as I mentioned to you about the 
example of Notre Dame, there are people out 
there waiting to do it.

If somebody had said to this alumni be-
fore, “Look, we’re going to have to close this 
school.  You got a good education, maybe 
you should begin to pay back a little bit.” 
And people will do that, as you can tell.  But 
nobody ever gave them the chance.  People 
didn’t find out about it until it happened, 
and once it happened they said, “No, we’re 
not changing.”  And the only reason I can 
think of is that if they relent on that deci-
sion, the next thing you know someone is 
going to want to reopen St. Casmir.  You’d 
think they’d want to say, “Yay, let’s do it.  If 
we’ve got so many people trying to reopen 
these schools, let’s do it.  We’ve scared ‘em 
all by announcing they’re going to close, now 
people are alerted so they come back.”  Re-
inforce that.

But instead: “Nope, it’s done. You can’t 
buy the building, it’s gone.”  And to me that’s 
a terrible mistake.

It seems like some sort of bureaucratic red 
tape.

It is.  And lack of vision.  Which is bu-
reaucratic.  Bureaucrats don’t have much vi-
sion.

See  Faith in the City,  page 14,  for more infor-
mation on the Catholic school closings.

Kate McCabe is an editor of Critical Moment 
and the Michigan Independent Media Cen-
ter, and an active member of BlackBox Radio, 
which airs on WCBN-FM in Ann Arbor. She 
is an Ann Arbor resident and graduate student 
in the University of Michigan’s Environmental 
Justice program. 

There ought to be a way 
that, from a central basis, 
you can subsidize schools 
where the parish itself 
can’t subsidize it. 
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hindu fundamentalism

he fervor of the crowds is not quite 
spontaneous.  They are led by, and 
largely made up of, members of 
several different Hindu fascist/

fundamentalist groups, all of which fall under 
the Sangh Parivar (family of organizations).  
Each of these groups answers to the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the 
founding father of this unholy family, and all 
of these groups believe in Hindutva, a catch-
all term for the ideology and practice of the 
fundamentalists that literally means “Hindu-
ness,” or Hindu nationalism.

The early leaders of Hindutva were 
frank about their aims, openly expressing 
admiration for the fascist movements in 
Europe.  One of the early organizers visited 
Italy to gather ideas and inspiration, meeting 
with Mussolini and touring the fascist youth 
organizations and schools that would later 
inform the program of the RSS and its 
schools, which now number over 1.6 million 
across the nation.  As war loomed in the 
late thirties, the heads of the burgeoning 
Hindu fascist movement redirected their 
praise and admiration, from Mussolini to 
Hitler.  M. S. Golwalkar, the second head 
of the RSS, wrote of Germany as a model 
for Hindu nationhood in his book, We, Our 
Nationhood Defined:

To keep up the purity of the Race and 
its culture, Germany shocked the world 
by her purging the country of the 
Semitic races -- the Jews. Race pride 
at its highest has been manifested here. 
Germany has also shown how well-nigh 
impossible it is for Races and cultures...
to be assimilated into one united whole, 
a good lesson for us in Hindusthan to 
learn and profit by. 

Many of the people who come for the 
yatra (mostly men, of varying social and 
geographical origins) have been training 
– and hoping – for something like this since 
they were in their teens: this long-awaited 
moment when Hindus begin to take their 
nation back, to reclaim it from the foreign, 
corrupting elements within the nation.  The 
crowds launch pogroms in numerous towns 
along the route of the pilgrimage; thousands 
of people, mostly Muslims, are murdered, 
in bursts of religious fervor.  Advani denies 
any responsibility for this, while all along 
encouraging devotees to assert their Hindu-
ness and reclaim the Babri Masjid.  

After about one month, Advani is arrested 
for inciting communal violence.  He is, 

of course, let off.  Ariel Sharon borrows the 
idea exactly ten years later in September 
2000, visiting the contested religious site 
of the Temple Mount and single-handedly 
providing the final push for the Al-Aqsa 
Intifada.  The Israeli public makes him prime 
minister just five months after.

This is by no means the end of Advani’s 
quest.  Two years after the yatra, a very large 
crowd of Hindutva supporters demolishes 
the mosque in Ayodhya.  This triggers a 
spate of violence around the country (as 
well as in neighboring countries), with 
Muslims attacking Hindus and vice versa.  It 
culminates, more-or-less, with a handful of 
bombs set off around the city of Bombay in 
1993, immediately followed by bloody, city-
wide riots.  

Perhaps more detrimental, however, are 
the less tangible results of the pilgrimage.  
Advani did not simply manage to inspire 
mass slaughter and the destruction of the 

mosque.  He cried out to a vulnerable 
population – an economically suffering, 
politically disenfranchised, socially 
splintering population – and gave them a very 
simple answer.  Feeding off of widespread 
frustration and disillusionment, he called 
into being a people, a race: the Hindu Race.  
September 1990 was the founding moment 
of the Hindu Rashtra (nation). 

As for me, tolerance runs in my blood.  I 
am descended from Sindhi textile merchants, 
part of a Hindu minority historically known 
for its disregard of the caste system, as well 
as for social relationships with Muslims.  At 
least, that’s what I know from a website, and 
a few scattered conversations, concerning the 
not-so-distant past.  

When I was a child, my father would 
constantly say, “En’shah Allah” – Arabic 
for “God willing,” and not what you would 
expect to hear from someone reared by his 
community to think of Muslims as traitorous 
enemies.  Over seven centuries, there was 
an enormous amount of exchange between 
Hindu and Muslim culture in South Asia; 
when Partition came in 1947, carving up 
the land into India and Pakistan, there were 
numerous, broad attempts to ‘Hindu-ize’ all 
parts of Indian social practice, but, as one 
would expect, miscegenation is impossible to 
undo.  Sikhism grew out of this long, organic 
fusion, as a reaction to intolerance that grew 
into its own faith.  Many Sindhis, though 
they are becoming increasingly Hindu-
ized, have traditionally attended gurdwara, a 
Sikh house of worship, for certain occasions, 
where they are accepted without question.  In 
thanks for a granted prayer, Sindhis have at 
times ‘converted’ their eldest child to a more 
institutionalized form of Sikhism, while the 
rest of their family remains ‘Hindu.’

From Ayodha to Edison:
Hindu Fascism and the Sindhi Disaspora

BY GAURAV JASHNANI

L. K. Advani has finally found his name on everyone’s lips.  It is September 
1990, and he has just begun his much publicized and discussed Ram Rath 

Yatra, a religious pilgrimage across India.  Everywhere he stops along the way, 
enormous crowds greet him, roaring with frenzied energy – thousands of 

people, possessed by a common mission.  That mission happens to be tearing 
down the Babri Masjid: a mosque in the northern town of Ayodhya supposedly 

built on the ruins of a decimated Hindu temple, itself allegedly built to 
commemorate the birthplace of Ram, a widely commemorated Hindu deity.

TOP: L.K. ADVANI ADDRESSES A CROWD.
MIDDLE: HINDUTVA SUPPORTERS 
SPORTING THEIR TELLTALE SAFFRON 
CLOTHING
BOTTOM: POOJA (HINDU RELIGIOUS 
CEREMONY) FOR THE RAM TEMPLE. 
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Counter-current in my blood, and 
stronger, runs fascism (and perhaps, the 
fascist notion of character being located in 
your blood).  My grandfather was an RSS 
man, as were most of my male maternal 
relations and a few on my father’s side, all 
of whom grew up in the RSS.  My mother’s 
relatives in Gujarat cheered on the Hindutva 
paramilitaries in early 2002, when they 
marched in their signature saffron shirts and 
khaki shorts (after a train car full of Hindus 
were mysteriously killed), under police 
protection.  Bussed in by the thousands, 
carrying government-proffered lists of 
Muslim-owned homes and businesses, they 
collaborated with ‘ordinary’ citizens to rape 
countless thousands of women and kill 
nearly two thousand people.  In addition, 
these fascist militias systematically looted 
and burned down the aforementioned 
businesses and homes, destroying the 
economic infrastructure of Gujarati Muslim 
communities.  Two years later, during the 
small-talk preceding our dinner, my mother’s 
male relatives recounted the months of 
massacres with eyes alit, affirming the need 
for Hindus to put Muslims in their place, to 
“take power back from them.”

Sindhis, the ‘ethnic group’ from which 
I hail, are said to be the leading financial 
backers of the Hindutva movement; not 
coincidentally, they were the largest group 
of Hindus displaced from what had just 
become, in August of 1947, Pakistan.  Unlike 

the nearby region of Punjab, Sindh was not 
split between India and Pakistan.  Instead, 
the twenty percent Hindu population 
scattered across India and around the world, 
to assimilate everywhere and be at home 
nowhere.  They are called the Jews of India, as 
many Sindhis will tell you, because they have 
no homeland.  They will, however, probably 
not alert you to the other stereotypes 
that Jews and Sindhis share among the 
populations in which they settle: that they 
tend to be shop-keepers and money-lenders; 
that they are exceptionally thrifty (not to 
say money-grubbing); and that they are 
recognizable by their noses – which, in my 
experience with Sindhi communities, has 
been upheld by the longest, strangest, most 
bowed, hooked and breathtaking noses that I 
have ever witnessed.

L. K. Advani is probably the most 
famous Sindhi in the world.  Many of us 
seem to support him as a politician – as 
well as his party, the BJP, political wing of 
the Sangh Parivar – simply because he is a 

Sindhi politician, by far the most prominent 
in the country as leader of the opposition 
in Parliament (and former deputy prime 
minister).  But we are by no means the majority 
of his base, constituting a tiny portion of the 
Indian population; rather, Sindhis appear to 
have largely funded his, and thus Hindutva’s, 
meteoric rise to prominence.  Now, he is 
revered by conservative and reactionary 
Hindus around the country – in fact, around 
the world.

The Sangh Parivar, under his political 
leadership, has found a base outside of India, 
taking ideological hold over the diasporic 
Hindu communities of the United States 
and United Kingdom.  In an immigrant 
culture swept by consumer-capitalist 
lifestyles, faltering under the pressures of 
assimilation, Hindutva has provided an 
identity that can simultaneously appease 
nostalgia for a lost homeland and a desire for 
sufficient integration with whites (in order 
to access meaningful political power).  This 
is the dilemma of many immigrant groups 

that come to the U.S. through privilege, but 
it has been especially marked for Indian 
immigrants, many of them coming from 
relative affluence in their places of origin.  
Sindhis, in particular, were already displaced 
geographically and economically even before 
they left India, and it is perhaps this double 
displacement that accounts for their vitriolic 
support of the Hindutva movement.

The Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World 
Hindu Council), the activist wing of the 
Sangh that led the drive to demolish the 
Babri Masjid, founded branches in the 
U.S. (1970) and U.K. (1971) that present 
themselves solely as religious organizations, 
dedicated to spreading the good word 
about Hindu culture and Vedic knowledge.  
Meanwhile, as groups like Human Rights 
Watch and Awaaz–South Asia Watch 
have documented, these branches collect 
‘charitable donations’ – allegedly for things 
like education or disaster relief – that they 
funnel back to Hindutva projects, largely 
through the non-profit organizations Sewa 
International, Kalyan Ashram Trust, and in 
the United States, the India Development 
and Relief Fund.

In 1990, the VHPA (of America) 
founded a student wing, the Hindu Students 
Council (HSC), which also devotes itself 
‘purely’ to religious ends.  Over fifty chapters 
of the HSC can be found on the campuses 

Bussed in by the thousands, carrying 
government-proffered lists of Muslim-

owned homes and businesses, they 
collaborated with ‘ordinary’ citizens to 

rape countless thousands of women and 
kill nearly two thousand people. 

(continued on following page)

RSS CARAVAN PASSES HINDUTVA PARAMILITARY SOLDIERS STANDING AT ATTENTION.
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of most major North American universities, 
including the University of Michigan in 
Ann Arbor.  These groups function, on the 
one hand, to find individuals well-suited to 
later work more directly for the Sangh; on 
the other, they proselytize to a tremendous 
breadth of people, including Jains, Buddhists 
and Sikhs, whittling away their diverse 
religious and cultural identities to create a 
unified bloc of ‘Hindus.’

Consistently for the last century, this 
consolidation of Hinduism has been the 
strategy of Brahmins (upper-caste Hindus).  
Although the Hindutva forces paint 

themselves as growing out of a response 
to “foreign” (Muslim) hegemony in India, 
their movement has more accurately been 
a reaction to the refusal of lower castes – 
especially the lowest, Dalits (untouchables) – 
to quietly accept the Brahmins’ authority and 
embrace their status as subhuman slaves.

In 1925 Brahmins founded the RSS 
in Maharashtra, a state then populated 
by relatively few Muslims and hardly 
fraught with religious tensions.  Instead, 
Maharashtra was rife with struggles for 
lower-caste freedom and autonomy, a much 
more dangerous threat to Brahminical 
dominance than the existence of an 
impoverished Muslim minority.  Hindutva 
was an ideological movement meant to 
consolidate the death-grip of Brahmins over 
Indian social and political life.

 

The BJP (the Hindutva political wing) 
put the construction of a Ram temple 

in place of the Babri Masjid on their agenda 
in 1989.  Later that same year, which by 
coincidence happened to be an election year, 
the BJP increased its number of seats in Lok 
Sabha (Parliament) from two to eighty-five.  
That’s right, from two to eighty-five.  In 1991, 
after the Ram Rath Yatra, the BJP won one 
hundred and nineteen seats.  And in 1999, 
they formed a stable majority coalition, thus 
taking the office of prime minister.

 And so, we return to our fleeting 
mention of Ariel Sharon.  A far-right 
nationalist, acting in the interest of religious 
fundamentalists, can easily win power today 
through demagoguery and well-timed 
political maneuvering: just ask George Bush 
Jr., who, like Advani (and unlike Sharon,) is 
himself a fundamentalist.

 There has been unimaginable 

growth of fundamentalist movements 
all over the world in the last thirty years, 
in terms of both numbers and influence.  
Christian, Muslim, Jewish and Hindu, 
they have coalesced at the intersection of 
communalism and consumerism, under the 
auspices of corporate globalization, feeding 
off of skyrocketing numbers of poor and 
disenfranchised.  In a world where every 
aspect of traditional life is broken down 
or displaced, fundamentalism offers a 
comforting and ahistorical reconstruction of 
communal structure and religious identity.  
Facing a common enemy of secularism, they 

have fed off of, supported, and antagonized 
one another in the mutually reinforcing 
tradition of the Cold War blocs.

The 1980s and 90s were a time of 
consolidation for these fundamentalist 
movements after decades of slow organizing, 
expanding their base and patiently awaiting 
the right moment to unleash their visions 
of domination.  That time for all of these 
groups was about the same: at the start of 
this decade, we lived through a moment of 
immeasurable importance, a concatenation 
of global fundamentalisms.  In 2001, George 
Bush Jr. was inaugurated as president, 
handpicked by the Christian fundamentalist 
movement; the Muslim variety, of course, 
reached a peak with the attacks of that 
September.  Just a year prior to that, Sharon 
made his move at the Temple Mount, and 
rode a wave of frustration and resentment 
into office.  Meanwhile, in India, the state 
of Gujarat was being turned into what many 
have called “a fascist laboratory.”  Six months 
after American soldiers invaded Afghanistan, 
Hindutva warriors blanketed the streets of 
towns all across Gujarat, perpetrating the 
above-mentioned ethnic cleansing.

 People will look back on this moment 
as the one in which fundamentalism took the 
global center-stage, the point at which the 
Euro-American project of liberal democracy 
came to an end.  The question for us now is 
this: how can we defeat this enemy?  Must 
the forces opposed to fundamentalism topple 
this reaction through a better deployment of 
religion (i.e., along the lines of liberation 
theology) – in other words, is secular politics 
finally dead?  

Across the world, while fundamentalism 
has consolidated its power, autonomous 
movements have sprung up everywhere, 
constituted by the same base of 

Knowing that autonomous life is 

possible, that we can struggle under 

banners that are not based on petty 

self-interest or the immiseration of 

others, I can take pride in my history.

Liberty Pediatrics

disenfranchised poor.  In Mexico, Brazil, 
Argentina, South Korea, Spain and Italy, 
these non-hierarchical movements have 
challenged or even toppled governments, 
linking up and creating a network to share 
their strategies and struggles.  At the same 
time, in places as disparate as South Africa, 
Palestine, Bolivia and India itself, enormous 
grassroots efforts have fought in similar 
ways to create the space for people to live 
meaningful, self-sufficient lives of their own 
choosing.

Knowing that autonomous life is 
possible, that we can struggle under banners 
that are not based on petty self-interest or 
the immiseration of others, I can take pride 
in my history (something I truly did for 
the first time learning about the incredible 
resilience of the Narmada Bachao Andolan 
against the Sardar Sarovar dam project).  And 
I am proud to call myself neither Indian nor 
Pakistani, but a Sindhi and a South Asian – 
without nationality but instead a singularity, 
and part of a multitude.  

This knowledge of autonomous struggles 
provides for me personally much the same 
thing that it has for the people engaged 
in those struggles: it creates the room to 
carve out a meaningful social and cultural 
identity. For me, these movements create 
the very possibility of identifying myself as 

a Hindu, of understanding that the growing 
fundamentalist monopoly on religion, values, 
and countless other intangibles does not have 
to be the case.  These movements look for 
paths – religious or otherwise – that escape 
the cycle of domination; each provides a host 
of answers to our question, as well as hope 
that the tools for this global struggle are 
already in our hands.

 
For more information about campaigning against 
Hindu fascism, visit http://stopfundinghate.org/ 
For further reading, see Chaitanya Krishna, 
Fascism in India: Faces, Fangs and Facts.

In addition to the HSC chapter at the University 
of Michigan, the VHPA has a chapter in Detroit, 
headed by Dr. Ram Sewak Goswami, who can 
be reached in the following ways to pass along 
comments or questions anout Hindutva in the 
greater Michigan area: 248-683-5359 or  email 
pres_Detroit@vhp-america.org

Gaurav Jashnani is a Missouri boy currently 
working with the Detroit Summer youth 
program, which is badly in need of anonymous 
donors.  He is hoping to settle down soon with 
a people of color organization in a semi-major 
city, from where he can help combat the global 
threat of white supremacy.

Supports 
Critical Moment

Dr. Beth Barclay

Dr. Andy Seiler
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Underbelly
BY ORA WISE
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I first saw the underbelly of Israel when I was 18-years-old.
Walking down a dusty path
between shacks fashioned out of corrugated metal
and government-issued shipping crates,
on a barren hill not 500 meters from Jerusalem’s largest   
     dump
at a time when my glorified perception of Israel
did not include even the production of waste...
I realized that this was a reservation,
and my Bedouin friends, I came to understand, were living
the uprooted, down-trodden lives
of the Roma, the Lakota, the Aboriginees, the Mayans.

My parents never taught me to extend my concept of social  
     justice
to include Palestinians.
my parents, my schools, my newspapers,
never encouraged me to hold Israel accountable for its
acts of aggression.

And now- I am angry.
I am angry because when I was younger,
a budding revolutionary searching for heroes,
I was presented with novels
of Zionist underground fighters
and Israeli secret service agents.

I have now found different stories-
The stories of those who have been virtually erased
from our collective memory
and no thanks to my parents or my Hebrew school teachers,
I claim them-
these members of my non-zionist past,
the underground fighters I wish to be aligned with.

I insist on recalling
the Jewish trade unionists of Eastern Europe
the Jewish anarchists in Russia
the Arab Jewish writers and thinkers of social change
the Jewish women fighting fascism in the forests
of France and Poland.

I insist on breaking these chains-
I insist on tearing down apartheid walls,
I insist on blowing up false dichotomies
Pitting jew against arab
I insist on honoring the Palestinians

whose olive trees embody the very history
of that land I feel this undeniable connection to.

And Yes-
I do feel connected to the hills of Jerusalem
the shores of the Mediterranean
the stone archways
the closeness of the desert
the clamor of the shuk
but I feel no need to own it.

In fact,
I feel the need to preserve it
and what I see
is Israeli attempts at being Western
destroying the aesthetics of cities,
I see by-pass roads and super-highways
tearing through precious small amounts of land,
I see the water line in the Sea of Galilee
sinking lower and lower,
I see the customs of Arab Jews and Palestinians suppressed
and redressed
for our pleasure.
And I ain’t saying that anyone else, anywhere else, is getting it 
any better, but, please, stop idealizing our dear homeland.

You talk about self-hatred?
I’ll tell you about self-hatred-
I’ll tell you a story of Arab Jews coerced into dropping their    
     native tongues
and changing their names
upon entry to this new country
claiming to embrace all of our brothers and sisters
and then exploited in the fields and settled in “border      
     towns”
brown buffer zones for jews with white skin
not willing to face the danger of their own colonial process.

I’ll tell you a story of Israel’s best friends- the Christian  
     Right.
Pouring money and power
into settling the holy land,
lobbying for Israel
so that ultimately, when Armageddon comes,
two thirds of Jews will die
and the other third convert.

Let me tell you a story of US funding illegal settlements on  
     stolen land,
bulldozers crushing homes,
soldiers patrolling towns
imprisoning women and children in their rooms
men naked and blindfolded on the street
while students are shot in the head
and pregnant women are detained at checkpoints
and then US asking... why can’t there be peace?
and US mourning 29 dead at a seder in Natanya,
23 dead in Tel Aviv
every Palestinian killed before and after erased from 
     memory
in fact, not even permitted into our newspapers...

But this is not an argument for the preservation of the 
     moral integrity     
of the Jewish state by finally ending the occupation-

Israel was never any more noble or moral than any other
colonial project or nation-state.

I am not committed to a Jewish state at all costs-
there, I said it.

I am committed to direct democracy-
people participating in the decisions that affect their lives.
I am committed to justice and peace and freedom.
I am committed to resisting all forms of oppression.
I am committed to reclaiming the diversity of my Jewish  
     heritage
pre-narrowly prescribed Zionist identity
as I am committed to the preservation of Palestinian culture
and independence
(not to mention villages, homes, and schools).
and I don’t believe
that a state which grants rights based on religious or ethnic   
     identity
lends itself to any of the above.

Ora Wise is a Jewish day school teacher and works with the Pal-
estine/Israel Education Project.
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catholic school closings

 City INTERVIEW AND PHOTOS BY JENNY LEE

HOLY REDEEMER HIGH SCHOOL

Faith in the

The closure of eighteen 
Catholic schools in Detroit 
this year will remove one of 
the few remaining options for 
students in the city who want an 
education that prepares them 
for something other than jail or 
war.  In response, community 
members have come together 
and formed Save Our Catholic 
Schools (SOCS), whose mission 
at this point is not to prevent the 
closures, which are inevitable, 
but to build new schools that 
continue Catholic education 
in the city, outside the formal 
institution of the Church.  I 
interviewed Zoe Villegas about 
her school, Holy Redeemer, 
which will be closed by the time 
this article is published.  Then I 
interviewed her mom, Elena 
Herrada, a life-long community 
activist, who was recently laid 
off from her job as president of 
United Catering Local 1064 
( a cafeteria workers’ local ) and 
became involved in SOCS. 

Herrada says that in all 
her years fighting for justice in 
Detroit, she never expected 
to find herself defending the 
Catholic education system.  

For Zoe, a seventeen-year-old 
burgeoning revolutionary, it also 
seems surprising that a Catholic 
school is where she found a 
learning environment that she 
loves and is willing to fight for.  At 
the same time, Elena and Zoe’s 
involvement in this fight makes 
sense when they talk about 
what being Catholic means to 
them.  Their family’s working-
class Mexican and Irish roots 
are tied to Detroit’s Catholic 
community just as much as they 
are tied to traditions of radical 
unionism.  Both identify with 
Catholicism more as a culture 
than as a religion.  However, 
hearing Elena describe her 
vision of community-based 
schools rising from the ashes of 
our failed institutions, it’s clear 
that for them and many other 
Catholics in the city, this fight 
is a practice of faith.  Talking to 
them I realize that perhaps the 
streets where people gather 
to protest closures, and the 
neighborhoods where new 
alternative schooling projects 
are being planned, are more 
holy sites of worship than any 
suburban church pew.
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Zoe Villegas

How did you end up at Holy Redeemer?

I ended up at HR about a year and a 
half ago when I left Cass Tech [one of 
Detroit’s three magnet schools] because the 
environment was just too hard to handle.  It 
was so big—3,400 students and the security 
guards held the most power in the school.  
By tenth grade I was flunking everything so 
I transferred before they kicked me out.  

At Cass you could get suspended for 
anything.  I was once suspended for going 
to the bathroom and being late for lunch. 
My sister was too.  If you were suspended 
enough you could be kicked out of DPS 
[The Detroit Public School System] entirely. 
They’re building a new building for Cass 
that can only accommodate about half the 
current student population. So they have 
to weed people out by suspending them for 
no reason.  They would have regular “hall 
sweeps” where they would round people up 
in the halls, take everyone’s ID and have you 
suspended.  

And Cass is considered “one of the best 
schools in Detroit!” They claim to be able to 

“keep things under control” without using 
metal detectors like other schools do, but 
they just use other tactics which are totally 
oppressive.  

What was the academic experience like there? 

Not even close to its reputation. Teachers 
were overworked and they couldn’t handle it.  
Some teachers wouldn’t show up and there 
would be no sub.  One teacher I had probably 
only showed up about thirty days out of a 
whole year.  Our textbooks were always falling 
apart.  The best thing about the school is that 
it does attract a lot of ambitious, determined 
students.  But in some ways that’s also bad 
for all the neighborhood schools that it takes 
those students away from.

As a generally anti-school person, what do you 
appreciate about Holy Redeemer as compared to 
Cass?

There’s no security guards.  That’s 
a major difference.  There’s also more 
reasonable policies.  I’ve never felt that 
something was so unjust here that I needed 
to challenge it.  It’s the complete opposite 

of Cass.  And it’s so small that you really 
receive the attention you need.  At Cass if I 
didn’t do my homework, nobody cared.  They 
would just fail you.  Here, I feel obligated to 
do it because somebody cares.  The content 
of my education is different too.  I actually 
have a class called “Social Justice.” There are 
a lot of really radical people in the Catholic 
educational system and that’s reflected in 
what they teach.  That’s especially true of 
Catholic schools in urban areas—because 
those are the people really trying to make a 
change.  

What is your and your family’s relationship to 
Catholicism?

For me, Catholicism has always been 
rooted in a cultural thing similar to [secular] 
Judaism, and that’s what I identify with 
more than an actual ‘inspiration towards 
god.’ In my family, we never go to church, 
but we belong to Sacred Heart Parish and 
my mother has a great love for our parish 
because it’s pretty radical.  

My family also comes from a long line 
of Catholic education.  But from when my 
mom went to Catholic Schools to today, the 
Catholic education system has changed a lot.  
Nobody condemns abortion or pre-marital 
sex or even gay issues.  Some students may 
have personal issues against those things, but 
it’s definitely not within the mission of the 
school to discourage that. We talk about it 
pretty openly.  

How do you think the closure of your school 
and the rest of the Catholic schools f its in to the 
bigger picture of what’s happening to Detroit 
right now?

I’m the type of person that hates school.  
But going to school has been the only option 
for people in the city who want to succeed.  
Now, we’re not even being given that option.  
We can’t get a half-assed education much 
less the actual skills we need in life.  

I think the closure of schools—the 
Catholic schools and the forty public schools 
that are closing too—could be the last straw 
for our city, before everything collapses.  It 
shows such a blatant disrespect on the part of 
the city, the state and the country for the right 
to education—for something that should 
be offered free.  It should be considered no 
more of a privilege than water, food, shelter.  
The way society is set up it’s just as necessary 
as those things to survive, so it should be 
granted equally.  

Elena Herrada

Can you give some historical context of who 
Detroit Catholics are and why they are f ighting 
this f ight?

Catholic teachers in Detroit, now, are 
some of the best—unlike when I was a kid 
and the public schools were good and the 

only reason you went to Catholic school was 
because you were Catholic. Back then, public 
schools were integrated and equitable.  They 
had teachers, books, basic resources.  They 
were still schools and they were still mostly 
just preparing students for the workforce 
but they weren’t so sub-standard.  They also 
weren’t militarized like they are today.

I graduated from High School in 1975.  
When my Dad got laid off from Chrysler in 
1973 we saw the ground shifting.  There had 
just been the riots in ’67.  (People outside the 
city like to call it the ‘67 Rebellion, but for 
people who lived through it, it was a riot).  
And after that, the neighborhoods I lived 
in became totally segregated.  All the white 
people left and Black people stayed and a 
lot of the first-generation people from other 
places also stayed.  

In Detroit, after the riots and after the 
election of Coleman Young, the Catholic 
schools and churches began to leave.  Around 
the late 1980s, 43 churches in Detroit closed.  
There were huge protests.  Back then the 
hot word was “viable.”   Churches would be 
called “unviable” if Sunday collections didn’t 
bring in enough money and they would be 
forced to close.   

I grew up on the east side of Detroit in 
a neighborhood that was mostly Black.  In 
my childhood we went to Catholic schools, 
we went to mass every Sunday.  While I was 
in school most of the nuns I had as teachers 
left the convent.  That was during a period of 
great questioning after the Second Vatican 
Council.  Almost all who remained, I see at 
these SOCS meetings now.  

I didn’t know then that I was being 
taught by radicals.  They had a commitment 
to human rights, to the education of the poor 
and working class, to the idea of literacy as a 
way of defending oneself, to teaching critical 
thinking.  And all of this to them was rooted 
in their scripture and their faith.  As it turned 
out, I would see those same nuns from 
my grade school fighting in all the social 
movements I became involved with—in the 
farm workers movement which I grew up 
in with my parents, the anti-death penalty 
movement, the anti-war movement. These 
are the same people who are still involved 
with education in Detroit. 

So Catholic flight from Detroit in the 1970s 
and 1980s contributed to the radicalization of 
the Catholic institutions that remained?

The Catholic exodus has completely 
weeded out the riffraff from the city, especially 
in the Catholic schools. All that’s left are the 
most revolutionary educators.  My mentors 
in all the movements I have been a part of, 
have come out of this bizarre institution.  

There has always been this community of 
radical Catholics in this city, who steadfastly 
refuse to leave the church. They are fiercely 
committed to certain politics and values, 
which are completely tied to their faith, so 
they claim this church as their own. They are 
some of the most dedicated and unwavering 
fighters. These are a lot of the same people 

ZOE VILLEGAS AND ELENA HERRADA ON STEPS OF HOLY REDEEMER.
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involved with SOCS.

What has been your family’s relationship to the 
church?

My father is from a very anti-cleric 
background.  His family came here from the 
Mexican Revolution, when the church was 
very corrupt.  My grandfather used to come 
by my parent’s house when I was growing up 
and ask, “Who wants to go to church with 
me?” and it was always sort of a joke because 
he came from a Marxist tradition and was 
not a religious person like that.  But I would 
always go with him and then he would take 
me to go look at the Rivera murals in the 
museum.  See for us [as Mexicans], we were 
conquered into this faith.  It’s in our blood 
and we don’t have a choice to leave.  So you 
just take it for what you can.

In our family we always had somebody 
extra living in our house or eating at our 
table.  There was always politics being talked 
about and we were always bringing food to 

strikers in the farm workers movement.  And 
all of this was somehow connected to our 
faith.  My father was the strike captain of 
his local, my mother was a union organizer, 
my grandmother was an organizer.  My 
grandfather published a zine every week—
this was before anyone had ever called it a 
zine—he published it in Esperanto.  He was 
self-taught in English and Spanish.  This is 
all in our tradition.  That was a life I life I was 
born into and never questioned.  

What is SOCS trying to do about the school 
closures at this point? 

SOCS is looking at plans to buy 
buildings.  They want to open three huge 
Catholic schools – one on the east side, one 
on the west side and one central. But it’s very 
hard because the diocese owns everything.  
There were attempts by community members 
to buy buildings from the church and 
continue operating, but the church already 
has contracts for many of the buildings to 

be leased to charter companies. What it 
comes down to is the diocese is getting out 
of education and getting into real estate. 

What do you think will be the long-term effect 
of having public schools and Catholic schools 
replaced by charter schools?

The way charter schools operate is 
no different than the way private prisons 
operate—by stealing public money and 
allowing people to make a profit.  It’s 
inevitably going to draw a lowest common 
denominator, because while they can be 
good, they don’t have to be good.  There’s 
nothing that compels them to be. They’re 
outside all the standards and regulations of 
public schools.  The ability to take taxpayer’s 
money and privatize education is essentially 
putting our children up for sale.  But parents 
are so disillusioned with public schools that 
they try the charter schools.  The charter 
schools serve the same role as casinos in this 
way—they exploit the hope of desperate 
people.  

And despite all this you still seem to have some 
optimism.

I’m optimistic because I think the worst 
is behind us in some ways.  I think this is the 
inevitable culmination of the abandonment 
and degradation of the city.  Its not just 
schools, but its grocery stores, YMCAs, basic 
community things that continue to close 
throughout the city—as if the people aren’t 
here.  But we are here.  

Their plan is to leave people with nothing 
to do but go to jail or go to war.  We’ve 
reached a point where we have to take the 
situation into our own hands.  There’s gonna 
be a lot of people available, resourceful people 
with no jobs.  And if we don’t make a way, 
we’re gonna lose our way.  I’ve heard Catholic 
schoolteachers say in SOCS meetings, “I’m 
a teacher and I don’t need a building to do 
that.  I’ll teach in a tent or out in an open 
field if I have to.”  That’s the kind of approach 
that we need.

The public schools have so failed people 
that they might as well disappear, and what 
comes next is up to us.  If people get together 
and organize and put forth a solid agenda 
and have kids involved in creating their own 
school system, which is what’s happening 
with SOCS, then ultimately the situation’s 
hopeful.

So we can see how what’s happening with 
the catholic schools is one example of systems 
collapsing on themselves and people being forced 
to provide for their basic needs autonomously 
from those systems.  Do you see other examples of 
that happening in Detroit?  

In a small way, it’s happening with the 
informal economy that exists in the Mexican 
community.  If you walk through this 
neighborhood you’ll find restaurants, travel 
agencies, dance studios people are operating 
out of their homes—a total cash economy.  
Which is good because it’s not helping to 
finance any wars.  It’s self-reliance in its best 
form.

If it comes down to it, I would have 
school on my front porch.  And a lot of 
people are saying this. We’re really entering 
into new territory right now.  Nobody who’s 
serious about teaching will have a job soon.  
And so they’ll be doing the shit jobs.  Then 
the people who usually do the shit jobs will 
be in the streets. 

What it means is that we’re all going to 
have to do more.  We’re gonna have to cross 
boundaries that we haven’t wanted to cross.  
There’s more required of us than ever before 
in our lives.  

Jenny Lee lives in Detroit and works with the 
youth organization Detroit Summer. She can be 
reached at jennylee@riseup.net.

STUDENTS PROTEST CLOSING OF HOLY REDEEMER: PHOTO BY ERIK HOWARD.



T           oday the Church has 
spoken clearly and 
unequivocally. Kids of 
color and kids without 

money now know where they 
stand in the eyes of a Church that 
has spent millions restoring its 
showcase cathedral, promoting 
Proposal 2, and maintaining its St. 
John’s Family Center golf course.  
Today our students know that as 
far as the Church sees it, “we ain’t 
shit.”

 Today my heart is breaking 
for kids who literally have nowhere 
to go after June.  Detroit Public 
Schools is closing 35 schools, and 
the neighborhood school in our 
part of the city has a long waiting 
list. Our students are afraid of the 
gangs that dominate the large 
public schools and cannot afford 
the tuition at distant suburban 
Catholic schools. Some of them 
said that they’ll simply drop out.

 Today the Church turned 
its back on a school that accepts 
students who have failed 
elsewhere.

Today I think of Brandon, 
who came to us as a sophomore 
from a local public school with 
a sub-zero grade point average, 
then went on to attend U-M on 
a full scholarship after graduating 
as valedictorian. I think of S. and 
A. and so many other “special 
needs” students who despite 
serious learning disabilities 

found acceptance and dignity in 
our small school. I think of the 
kids we held as we buried their 
brothers lost to the streets and 
kids we hugged as they received 
diplomas against all odds.

 Today I think of the 90 
percent college placement rate at 
our school, the state-of-the-art 
engineering lab set up by Sr. Liz, 
and the art that was extracted 
from students who believed they 
have no talent. I think of the box 
of letters I keep from unlikely kids 
in their twenties thanking us for 
making a difference.

 Today a thousand hearts in 
the city of Detroit are shattered.  

 Today I am struggling - and 
beg your prayers - to find a way 
to deal with a white-hot rage 
that burns to the bone. In today’s 
paper, the Cardinal was reported 
as saying, “This is a sad day, but 
we believe in the resurrection.” 
The resurrection??  No one except 
these kids has the right to speak 
of resurrection. They are the ones 
being crucified and the Cardinal is 
the one in charge of the execution. 
Resurrection? This is akin to an 
abusive husband telling his partner, 
“I know it hurts, but we believe 
in the resurrection. To wrap a 
calculated business decision in 
theological garb is the lowest blow 
of all. 

 All day long I reflected on 
the fact that yesterday’s scripture 

reading in the little black book that 
many of us are using for Lenten 
prayer was the crucifixion itself. 
Then they crucified him. Did the 
Cardinal see the irony here? No, 
we’re a long way from resurrection 
right now.  

 Today I put aside any pretense 
of piety and told my students that 
this is what sin looks like and 
that they are worth fighting for 
even if the battle is already lost.  
Today I told them that the man 
in charge of our local Church lives 
in a mansion and doesn’t have 
the balls to look them in the eye 
before axing their futures.  Today 
I told them that the Jesus who 
overturned tables in the temple is 
walking with us. 

Today I realized how much I 
love them.

 Although the decision 
to destroy Catholic education 
in Detroit is a done deal, I am 
begging you, friends and holy 
rabble-rousers, to raise your prayers 
and voices against this injustice.  If 
nothing else, the students who are 
being affected need to know that 
there are people who are willing to 
stand in solidarity with them. 

 Please keep the young people 
of Detroit in your prayers and on 
your agenda. 

Kim Redigan was a teacher at Holy 
Redeemer High School.

The Crucifixion of 

catholic school closings

BY KIM REDIGAN

Pardon me if I write with an uncommon rage, but 
today, as Cardinal Maida announces the closing of every 
archdiocesan high school in Detroit, the heavens are crying 
out for justice. After wielding the sword against our gay 
friends, the Cardinal has now gone after our children — 
children who will tell you their lives have been changed, 
and in many cases saved, by the sanctuaries that we call 
inner-city Catholic schools.

Detroit’s Catholic Schools

HOLY REDEEMER STUDENTS MARCH IN PROTEST OF DECISION TO CLOSE THEIR 
SCHOOL.  PHOTO BY ERIK HOWARD.
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 was raised to worship a Catholic God.  I 
remember being two years old and able 
to recite from memory the Lord’s Prayer, 
Hail Mary, and numerous other prayers 

without actually comprehending what I was 
to say for every night of my young life.  “And 
forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those 
who trespass against us,” these words honestly 
made no sense back then.  Long after I have 
stopped practicing Catholicism, I still find 
myself unconsciously looking up at the sky 

and saying “Sorry, God” for random things 
I feel guilty about.  Though I made a choice 
to reject following the Catholic Church, the 
fears engrained in my being have left scar 
tissue that I cannot escape despite what I feel 
is my better judgment.

It was pre-destined for me to be baptized.  
I am Filipina American.  The Philippines were 
colonized by the Spaniards, and along with 
this infiltration came a way of life involving 
Roman Catholicism – an institution I once 
embraced.  I remember the way my mother 
would lovingly loop a rosary around her 

fingers, the way I would feel protected wearing 
a gold cross around my neck.  Catholic rituals 
were engrained in my family life as a necessary 
function to move forward.  We blessed each 
meal before we ate; we used our rosary beads 
before we slept.  Among my Filipino friends 
and family, it was an honor to be a godparent 
and sometimes a baby would have as many as 
six.  As I look back on the past loves of my life, 
it is hard for me to remember why and what it 
was like to feel adoration for Catholicism, just 
like it is hard for me to remember why I loved 
my ex who threw me across the room and spat 
in my face.

Catholicism has been the catalyst for 
much confusion I have felt as a bisexual, 
bicultural, and questioning woman.  One of 
my first questions to my mother about the 
All Seeing All Knowing God was, “Does he 
look when I go to the bathroom?”  This idea 
of being constantly watched was excruciating 
and followed me as I grew up.  I stared at eerie 
religious figurines adorning my bedroom, 
unable to sleep, terrified that the wrong 
thought would cross my mind and I would 
be eternally punished.  It was humiliating for 
me to go into a confessional booth to disclose 
intimate details of my personal life to a man, 
as if my experiences, tragedies, and hardships 
were things I should be ashamed of and 
banished to hell for unless I said x amount 
of Hail Mary’s.  The emotional conflict of 
being bisexual but knowing that the faith I 
followed prohibited homosexuality caused me 
much mental trauma, but at the same time 
surviving this turmoil helped me become 
more confident in questioning what it meant 

for me to be Catholic.
I once attended a conference for Filipino 

American students at Marquette University.  
One seminar was titled “Forced Faith”.  Those 
two words perfectly articulated a dilemma 
that had only been an abstract thought 
throughout my life.  Finally, here was a space 
for Filipino Americans to discuss the way 
the Catholic religion was this uninvited yet 
mandatory guest since birth.  It summed up 
the prison I had been living in my whole life, 
encompassing the struggles with my sexual 
and racial identity.  Those words stared up at 
me from the crinkled seminar schedule as if 
they were eyes that witnessed a remnant of 
Spanish colonization’s sores festering in the 
people; Catholicism becoming a process of 
colonization itself.

At the meeting I sat among a circle of 
other Fil-Am students.  Usually, I possessed 
a certain internalized self-oppression where I 
felt a sense of loss from my cultural identity.  
But sitting there, with the little desks formed 
in a unified circle, I felt deep connection 
and comfort.  I noticed the black and white 
collar on one of the observers and thought to 
myself, “That’s interesting, there’s a priest here 
to listen to our concerns.”  I remember being 
very impressed by the gesture of this priest 
– until he spoke and introduced himself as the 
discussion leader.

I felt my blood freeze and my soul 
collapse.  I should have seen the trap as if 
it were coming after me in slow motion.  It 
was Marquette – a Jesuit university.  I did 
not leave because I took a look around me, 
at all the other people attending a seminar 

Brown Race & a testimony 
BY LISA REMUDARO NUÑEZForced Faith
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called “Forced Faith”, and I hoped the priest 
would see we had an intelligent group of 
questioning individuals who would openly 
discuss feelings of resentment, confusion or 
oppression.

I remember the priest handed out copies 
of this circulating joke – “You know you’re 
Filipino when…”

1.  You point to a direction by pouting 
     your lips.
2.  You eat using your hands and have it 
     down to a technique.
3.  Your other piece of luggage is a 
     balikbayan box

The priest was charismatic and made 
the students laugh.  He reminded me of one 
priest who commented on my “cool hair” 
which at the time was streaked with hot pink.  
The purpose of his handout was to illustrate 
that being Catholic was an inherent part of 
being Filipino, just like having a balikbayan 
box was.

We were supposed to list the top ten 
things that were important to us in life.  
My top included “being true to yourself ”, 
“creativity”, and “independence”.  Everyone 
else wrote down “family”, “having kids” or 
“God”.  The priest’s main point was that it’s 
okay to question our religious faith, that it 
was healthy and natural.  He emphasized that 
questioning was a phase we would grow out 
of.  We would settle down and have families, 
and find our way back to God.  He stressed 
that 99% of people will write down “family” 

on their list, and since I hadn’t, I felt further 
ostracized from the group.

The other students whom I felt a 
camaraderie with at the beginning, started 
spewing testimony after testimony about how 
they questioned their beliefs, but in the end, 
they turned back to the Church – without an 
elaboration of why.

I told the priest I was baptized Catholic, 
but wanted to get out of it.  I did not agree 
with the doctrine or practices of the Church.  
I certainly was not devout – other than the 
automatic creeped out feeling I would get 
whenever I saw a crucifix.  The priest chose 
not to comment on my concerns until the end 
of the session, probably to avoid a protest.

He told me:  “Once you’re baptized, 
that’s it.  There’s no way to get out of it.  So it 
looks like you’re Catholic whether you like it 
or not.”  He clapped his hands in conclusion, 
and everyone left, abandoning me. His 
words left me feeling violated, a feeling I 
often experienced each time I had to enter 
a confessional as a frightened young girl. At 
birth, I was branded, and there was no way 
of healing the scar. I would forever be one of 
them.  They owned me.  (The next session I 
attended was, fittingly, “Filipina Women and 
Depression” and what specifically about the 
Filipino culture caused their women to be 
depressed.)

Later, participants congregated in an 
auditorium, where we proceeded to discuss 
what we liked and what we did not like about 
the sessions offered.  I just wanted to get the 
hell out of that place.  But then a woman 

commented on how much she enjoyed the 
“Forced Faith” session and how good it was 
to discuss how she found her way back home.  
The girl facilitating the discussion agreed 
with her, about how fulfilled she felt in her 
identity.  It was obvious that, once again, 

my lonely side would not be represented.  
I had had it; my hand shot up.  I was tired 
of the silencing oppression I felt there.  The 
biased “Forced Faith” session did not give 
the opportunity for people like me to have 
a voice.  I pointed out that the title of the 
session was misleading – we did not talk 
about the operative word “FORCED”.  I 
wasn’t going through a phase, and how ironic 
it was that a priest led a discussion on forced 
faith, because all it seems he wanted to do was 
force people back into it.  The priest stormed 
out of the auditorium in a fit of temper and 
hollered a sarcastic, “Sorry, Lisa!” which to 
me was amazingly unprofessional.

The conference was on Filipino identity.  
I resented the implication that not being 
Catholic made me less Filipino, or even 
less human, or that my individuality was 
unimportant.  I knew that I did not have 
to worry about “fitting in” with Filipino 

Americans, because that was part of my 
identity regardless.  The experience allowed 
me to realize that I was being subdued and 
that my miserable experience with a faith 
I was not faithful in meant that the union 
was simply not meant for me.  It was a 

relationship I was free to leave.
For the hell of it, and after being out 

of practice for several years, I tested my 
memory for prayers from my childhood.  The 
words fell from my lips monotonously as if I 
were reciting the times tables, the lines still 
intact.  I am still haunted by the memories 
and wince at flashbacks of being a young girl 
in a confessional. I see the possibilities of my 
progression in a different happier direction 
– a direction where I am true to myself and 
confident in my independence and choices 
for myself.

Lisa Remudaro Nunez  is  a writer/graphic 
designer from Flint, currently working for an 
indie video store in Ann Arbor.  She hopes to 
mentor Flint and Detroit youth in using cre-
ative writing to promote social and class con-
sciousness.

I resented the implication that not 
being Catholic made me less Filipino, 
or even less human, or that my 
individuality was unimportant. 

Take another generation
slam their heads into helmets
squeeze their feet into combat boots
camouflage their humanity
and change them into animals.
It’s all about the Holy Land
about the Second Coming.
Send them to a country
whose world they can not understand.
Another senseless bomb explodes
jagged metal rips their flesh,
stitches crisscross
Adonis bodies
like a row of railroad tracks.
A roadside bomb crashes through
another vehicle of war,
never knowing how or when
drives another generation mad.
Vote for God for president
make fun of purple hearts,
let the USA Christian Taliban
brand crosses onto brains.
Watch oil turn into blood
another television show
preaching kill for Jesus
preaching kill for God
Bless America.

Railroad Tracks
poetry

Dennis Serdel (pictured above, right) hails from Kalamazoo, MI.  He was drafted in 1966, served in the combat 
infantry in Vietnam from 1967-’68, was wounded and received a Purple Heart. Retired from GM after 30 + 
years, Serdel joined Veterans For Peace in January of 1991.

BY DENNIS SERDEL
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organizing strategies

However, Bush actually received wide-
spread criticism in even the most conserva-
tive evangelical venues for his mishandling 
of the war and the economy.  When Cha-
risma, an evangelical magazine, published a 
pro-Bush editorial, it was flooded with anti-
Bush letters.  One example:

I pray for President Bush and ad-
mire a clear moral vision grounded 
in Christian faith.  But what are we 
to think when the outcome of that 

vision entails so much violence, 
and when it just happens to enrich 
his party’s benefactors at places like 
Bechtel and Halliburton?  And when 
the target of our latest selective lib-
eration has oil (unlike Zimbabwe or 
Myanmar)?  And when it buries oth-
er needs under a landslide of military 
spending and mounting debt?  And 
when dissenting people and nations 
are bullied?  Either this vision suffers 
from massive moral blind spots. . .or 

the administration is using God-talk 
to manipulate people for ungodly 
purposes.

Malcontents within conservative evan-
gelicalism were not mobilized by progres-
sives in large enough numbers to affect the 
outcome of the 2004 elections, but they pos-
sibly could be in future elections. 

It is important to consider that the 
equation of conservative evangelicalism with 
Republican politics is socially constructed; it 

is the result of over 50 years of organizing 
on the part of the Right to articulate evan-
gelicalism into a conservative political plat-
form.  Thus, it is important to consider how 
these religious and political alignments can 
be rearticulated to more progressive ends.   In 
order to do so, it is important to look at fault-
lines within evangelical discourse that might 
provide opportunities for political interven-
tions and grassroots organizing.  

One such opportunity is Christian Right 
prison organizing.  To illustrate, consider the 
following two sets of quotations:

The history of the prison reveals that 
this institution which has emerged 
as the dominant mode of punish-
ment has been unable to solve the 
problem of crime, but rather has be-
come a site for violence, assaults on 
human rights, and the perpetuation 

of racism.  Ironically, forms of pun-
ishment designed to minimize crime 
– and especially their manifestations 
– themselves promote and perpetu-
ate violence. 

The whole system of punishment 
today is geared toward taking away 
people’s dignity, putting them in an 
institution, and locking them up in 
a cage.  Prisons are overcrowded, un-
derstaffed, dirty places.  Eighty per-

cent of American prisons are barbaric 
– not just brutal, but barbaric. . . 
Mandatory sentences and longer 
sentences are counterproductive. . 
.the tougher the laws, I’m convinced, 
the more lawless and violent we 
will become...The evidence is over-
whelming that the more people we 
put in prison, the more crime we 
have.  Prison as a punishment is a 
failure.  

The first set of quotations comes from 
an essay by Angela Davis, radical prison abo-
litionist.  One might guess that the second 
quotation comes from a similar source.  In 
fact, it comes from Charles Colson, promi-
nent Christian Right activist and founder 
of Prison Fellowship and its lobbying arm, 
Justice Fellowship.  Colson, formerly an at-
torney with the Nixon administration, served 

Unexpected Allies:
BY ANDREA SMITH

If we do not assume that those within 
the Christian Right are unthinking 
dupes incapable of changing their 

minds, then our possibilities for orga-
nizing with people we have previously 
dismissed as our “enemies” increases.  

Finding Progressive Elements in the Religious Right 

After losing ground in the 2004 elections, many progressives 
despaired over the fact that the Christian Right seems to have 
highjacked the Republican Party and the country.  Some ana-
lysts have assumed that there is a simple equation between 
evangelicalism and conservative politics.  How can you reason 
with people whose politics are religiously motivated, ask many 
progressive thinkers. 

PRAYER SERVICE. HOUSTON STATE PRISON, TEXAS. PHOTO BY ROBERT HUBER.



time in prison for his role in the Watergate 
break-in.    The impact of his incarceration 
transformed his earlier view that “long sen-
tences, increased police powers and tough 
prisons were the answer to the crime prob-
lem,” and ultimately lead to his founding 
of the organization Prison Fellowship.  Al-
though the group began with a staff of six, 
Prison Fellowship now has programs in over 
80 countries with a volunteer base of over 
800,000 and a budget of over $38 million.  

This work has brought prominent Chris-
tian Right activists into conversation with 
racial justice activists and has contributed 
to these Christian Right groups articulating 
a number of political platforms commonly 
associated with the Left, such as abolition 
of the death penalty; an end to mandatory 
minimum sentencing; decriminalization of 
drug use; end to sentence disparity in crack 
and cocaine sentencing; and prison morato-
riums.  

These activists argue that the prison sys-
tem for addressing “crime” is not biblical, and 
approaches resembling “restorative justice” 
models commonly advocated within pro-
gressive circles are the best biblically-based 
strategies for addressing crime and punish-
ment.  Of course, Colson and Justice Fellow-
ship also support a number of conservative 
policies as well, such as Christian-based pris-
on release programs.  Despite the problems 
with this work, it remains important because 
it challenges support for the prison industrial 
complex with conservative circles.  And be-
cause their work potentially brings them into 
alliance with progressive activists, it presents 
possibilities for progressives to dialogue with 
evangelicals with which they might other-
wise not be engaged.

Another opportunity is the race recon-
ciliation movement with the Christian Right.  
A profusion of books has been published on 
this topic in the past ten years.   Promise 
Keepers, a central player in the evangeli-
cal men’s movement, was the organization 
most active in promoting race reconcilia-

tion.  When Bill McCartney organized the 
first Promise Keepers rally in 1991, he was 
troubled by the fact that the attendees were 
all white: “The Spirit of God clearly said 
to my spirit, ‘You can fill that stadium, but 
if men of other races aren’t here, I won’t be 
their either.’” Since then, McCartney made 
race reconciliation one of the top priorities 
of the Promise Keepers.  Now, about 40 per-
cent of PK executive staff are men of color.  
Nowadays, most prominent white evangeli-
cal organizations have issued statements ad-
vocating race reconciliation.  Its purpose, as 
one of its spokesmen, Tony Evans, puts it, is 
to “establish a church where everyone of any 
race or status who walks through the door is 
loved and respected as part of God’s creation 
and family.”

As with evangelical prison organiz-
ing, the race reconciliation movement has 
a number of problems with it.  To discuss 
one problem in particular, the movement 
tends not to address institutionalized forms 
of white supremacy, arguing that “We don’t 
have a skin problem in this country; we have 
a sin problem.”  Ironically, this failure to ac-
knowledge any material or ideological basis 
for racism enables evangelical periodicals to 
print articles on the evils of racial prejudice 
and then follow them up with calls to re-
call affirmative action, support immigration 
moratoriums, and oppose multicultural cur-
ricula in schools.  

Virtually no Christian Right organiza-
tions call for structural changes to address 
racism.  But overtly political groups like 
the Christian Coalition take a completely 
different approach when it comes to their 
core issues.  For example, with abortion, the 
Coalition does not argue, “We don’t have a 
problem with abortion; we have a problem 
with sin.  Passing laws against abortion won’t 
work.  We must change the hearts of men 
and women in this society.”  For these issues, 
the Coalition has developed an extensive ar-
ray of citizen-training manuals and videos 
offering detailed “how-to” information on 

influencing the legislative process at the 
local, state and federal levels.  Apparently, 
the Coalition does not trust the persuasive 
power of the Bible to win over the hearts 
and minds of America on the issues it really 
considers important.

However, this movement has also pro-
vided an opportunity for more progressive 
people of color to gain a hearing from con-
servative evangelical audiences.  For in-
stance, on May 18 2004, the city council of 
Eureka, California voted to return 40 acres 
of land to the Wiyot tribe, land which they 
had been trying to regain since the 1970s.  
Whom did activists from the tribe credit 
this successful campaign?   A constituency 
not generally known for supporting Native 
land struggles - the evangelical churches in 
the area.   Earlier, the Humboldt Evangeli-
cal Alliance invited Wiconi International, a 
Native charismatic organization, to facilitate 
a reconciliation between evangelical church-
es and the Wiyot tribe in California.  After 
taking part in a three-day event, the churches 
gave $1,000 to help the tribe purchase land 
on Indian Island, which it had been trying 
to do for close to three decades.  It was after 
the tribe purchased 1-1/2 acres of land that 
the city council agreed to return the 40 acres 

to them.  The Wiyot tribe claimed that this 
reconciliation meeting had paved the way for 
the city council of Eureka to return 40 acres 
of land.  

I found that when I conversed with peo-
ple of color involved with Promise Keepers, 
their race politics were much more radical 
than what is usually articulated at Promise 
Keepers venues.  They saw their involve-
ment in PK as a strategic involvement:  they 
were prepared to tone down their politics 
in exchange for having a broader impact 
on the politics of race in evangelical com-
munities than they might otherwise have.  
Some people of color find an organization 
like Promise Keepers ultimately helpful, de-
spite its failings, if it can convince Ku Klux 
Klan members to stop terrorizing people 
of color, something left-wing organizations 
do not seem to have as much success doing.  
In fact, I did talk to some former hard-core 
racists who had changed their more vicious 
practices, such as throwing rocks at Native 
spearfishers in northern Wisconsin, because 
of their involvement in Promise Keepers.  
And within conservative evangelical maga-

zines, we see more internal critique about the 
limitations of race reconciliation with many 
proponents arguing that evangelicals need to 
take a more aggressive stance in opposing in-
stitutional forms of racism.

These are examples of only a couple of 
the many strategic sectors within evangelical-
ism that we could further investigate.  Others 
include the evangelical feminist movement, 
the evangelical environmental movement, 
and the growing movement within certain 
sectors of evangelicalism that challenges 
Christian Zionism and supports Palestinian 
liberation movement.   The point is that if we 
do not assume that those within the Chris-
tian Right are unthinking dupes incapable of 
changing their minds, then our possibilities 
for organizing with people we have previ-
ously dismissed as our “enemies” increases.  

Of course, coalitions with conservatives 
can also be fraught with danger.  That is why 
it becomes all the more important for pro-
gressives to focus on building their own base 
by engaging people who aren’t already activ-
ists in their work rather than simply focus-
ing on activist work that only engages people 
who are already in the movement.  Then, we 
can negotiate coalitions from a position of 
strength rather than a position of weakness.  

After the 2004 elections, Michael 
Moore sent out a communique to progres-
sives titled, “Seventeen Reasons Not to Slit 
Your Wrists.”  His reasons include every-
thing from Cynthia McKinney’s re-election 
to “Admit it: We like the Bush twins and we 
don’t want them to go away.”  I am arguing 
that there is a reason 18.  The assumption 
behind much of the depression following 
the election is that progressives felt they had 
done all they could to organize against Bush, 
but they still lost.  What I am arguing is that 
we have not even begun to fight.  If we com-
mit ourselves to grassroots organizing with-
out relying on simplistic analyses of who can 
be our friends and who will necessarily be 
our enemies, we can build a truly progressive 
movement that goes beyond voting for the 
lesser of two evils.  

 
Andrea  Smith (Cherokee) is a co-founder of In-
cite! Women of Color Against Violence and an 
assistant professor at the University of Michi-
gan in Native American Studies and Women’s 
Studies.

Some people of color find an organi-
zation like Promise Keepers ultimately 

helpful, despite its failings, if it can 
convince Ku Klux Klan members to 

stop terrorizing people of color, some-
thing left-wing organizations do not 

seem to have as much success doing.  

MEN PRAYING TOGETHER AT A PROMISE KEEPERS EVENT IN FORT WAYNE
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anti-war movement

BY ROBERT LOOBY

Guardians of the Peace

he Catholic Worker Movement 
was founded in 1933 by Dorothy 
Day and Peter Maurin in New 
York. “I would say that as a 

philosophy it’s a radical Catholic anarchist 
pacifist movement,” O’Reilly explains. “You 
have people who wouldn’t be pacifist or 
anarchist but that’s the tradition, though 
every community is autonomous. Even 
though New York is the oldest house it 
doesn’t really play a mother-house role: 
people just start their own houses. I’m quite 
surprised that 25 years after Dorothy’s death 
it still exists with such ideological continuity 
and consistency of practice.” The Catholic 
Worker Movement, O’Reilly continues, is 
centred on three things: community, non-
violent resistance and acts of mercy.

The movement influenced the young 
Berrigan brothers, who in turn influenced it. 
Daniel Berrigan is a Jesuit and his brother 
Philip was a World War II veteran and 
Josephite priest. In 1968, during the Vietnam 
war, the brothers, along with seven other 
people, famously and publicly burned draft 
records in Catonsville, Maryland, becoming 

known as the “Catonsville Nine. ”What they 
did, O’Reilly explains, was move the Catholic 
Worker from passive conscientious objection 
to “assertive non-violence, actually going to 
the places and intervening in these kind of 
liturgical non-violent based actions.”

When O’Reilly says the church moved 
Philip Berrigan from New York, where he had 
been organising against the war on Vietnam, 
to Baltimore, while Daniel Berrigan was 
posted to South America, in what he calls 
an “Irish promotion” this seemed like a good 
opportunity to ask him his opinion of pope 
John Paul II and the Vatican. “Disciplinary 
transfer would be a diocesan thing, rather 
than the Vatican. It’s been an interesting time 
with his death and having to think about the 
church. My attitude to the Vatican and the 
Pope is that he is the teaching authority of 
the tradition that I was born into and locate 
myself in but that tradition acknowledges 
the primacy of the informed conscience. As a 
Catholic you are obligated to inform yourself 
of what the 2,000 years of tradition is and 
what all these people who had the time to 
do the study and read the books and do the 

thinking say … The buck stops with your 
individual conscience so you’re obligated to 
inform that. John Paul II was a conservative 
but I actually prefer conservatives to liberals. 
As a radical, if a conservative is going to stab 
you, he’ll stab you in the front. The liberal 
always goes for the back. A good conservative 
will actually have consistent principles.”

The niceties of the Irish legal system 
are not, perhaps unsurprisingly, given the 
international reach of his anti-war activities, 
of great interest to him. “We’ve been on bail 
for two and a half years. For the first year 
we had to sign on every day and we were 
banned from the county of Clare and from 
around the US embassy. Then it was twice a 
week and a five mile radius from Shannon. 
We went into trial on 7th of March. The 
prosecution went forward. A lot of the 
propaganda the government had used against 
us – that we hospitalised a garda [policeman] 
– was not part of the prosecution case. Two 
government ministers were on the radio a 
few hours after our action and they said we’d 
assaulted and hospitalised a garda. By midday 
that day the Garda press office had put out a 

statement saying there was no assault, no 
hospitalisation. That slander has never been 
withdrawn by those two ministers.”

“I think the government would like to 
strip our action of any context and reduce 
it to vandalism or egomania, and, like in the 
second Mary Kelly trial, rule that the war is 
irrelevant, the US military troops in Shannon 
are irrelevant, to the action.” [Mary Kelly 
took part in her own disarmament action at 
Shannon not long before the five.]

“There’s always tension in Ploughshares 
groups between the legal team and the 
defendants, you know. The legal team are 
professionals and their focus is to get you off 
and I guess, being in Ploughshares, if that 
was our focus we probably wouldn’t have 
done the action in the first place.  So there 
are compromises to be made by both sides.”

In his evidence before the court O’Reilly 
said they had hoped the gardaí would join 
them, as German police had joined citizens 
demolishing the Berlin wall. This did not 
happen and I asked him about the Irish 
gardaí. “They have a kind of inspiring name, 
an Garda Síochana, ‘guardians of the peace,’ 

Ciaron O’Reilly of the Pitstop Ploughshares
an interview with anti-war protestor 

In the dead of night, two weeks before the invasion of Iraq in 
2003, five people broke into Shannon airport in the west of Ireland. 
Although Shannon airport is not a military base and Ireland was 
and remains officially at peace with Iraq, they found a US war plane 
and, according to charges brought against them, used hammers to 
inflict damage alleged to be in the order of $2.5 million dollars to it. 
Rather than try to escape, the five, who are members of the Catholic 
Worker Movement, gathered together and prayed around a shrine 
they made on the spot. They were arrested, jailed, released on bail 
and their case came to trial in March 2005, only for a mistrial to 
be ordered on the sixth day of hearings, much of them with the 
jury absent. The new trial date is Oct 24th 2005. The five “Pit Stop 
Ploughshares” are Deirdre Clancy, Nuin Dunlop, Karen Fallon, Damien 
Moran and Ciaron O’Reilly.

ARTWORK BY RINI TEMPLETON.

THE PITSTOP PLOUGHSHARES.  IMAGE COURTESY OF INDYMEDIA IRELAND.
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a name that was probably in response to the police 
force that preceded them and I don’t think it’s an unreal 
expectation to think that they would fully investigate 
what’s happening in Shannon and to obey international 
law and the Hague convention that rules out a belligerent 
force moving through a neutral country… I think 
generally there’s been a lot of sympathy amongst the 
average gardaí but obviously there are elite intelligence 
groups who see us and Mary Kelly as causing … major 
international embarrassments for the government.” 

The action the five carried out, preceding a march 
of some 100,000 people in Dublin against the war, was 
not without wider effects. “Three weeks after our action 
three commercial airlines transporting troops through 
Ireland pulled out and the US ambassador said it was 
specifically in relation to these two actions that that 
happened. So it was quite dramatic. It was the only 
piece of US military equipment that I know of that 
was turned around by the peace movement, that didn’t 
make it to Iraq, was sent back to Texas.” Airlines that 
had used Shannon in January 2003 included World 
Airways, American Trans Air, Miami Air International 
and North American. One of the biggest of these 
companies, World Airways, announced it was pulling 
out of Shannon for good within days of their action. 

The US embassy expressed its outrage at their “cowardly 
and violent attack”.

O’Reilly is scathing about the peace movement in 
Ireland. “When they have a war they expect protest 
and the liberal position is it’s okay for you to have 
your protest as long as we can have our war.’ Most of 
the movement have accepted that and it’s like this co-
dependant dance. People get up and make speeches 
and look morally superior and lift their media profile 
but I think in Ireland if 1% of the people who marched 
against the war went into non-violent civil disobedience 
and the other 99% supported them financially – fed the 
cat, put up with the parents freaking out – you would 
have had a thousand people willing to go to prison and 
you would have had a dynamic opposition in Ireland to 
the war.” 

“We were marginalised by the mainstream peace 
movement. We were in jail in Limerick. We weren’t 
mentioned from the stage by the Socialist Worker 
Party-dominated Irish Anti-War Movement or the 
NGO moderate groups, who may have perceived us as 
some kind of political competitor in the Irish anti-war 
movement at that time. We were pretty isolated and it 
was also a very new phenomenon to Ireland, a kind of 
very strong non-violent action. People would put that 
kind of militant action in the republican armed struggle 
box very quickly, whereas faith-based action too was 
kind of new.”

Political parties saw the anti-war protests as a 
marketing opportunity, he claims. It’s a cynicism he 

sees in the charity industry as 
well: “I think a great strength of 
the Catholic Worker is that it has 
that practice that connects with 
the homeless and that informs 
their social justice work and vice 
versa. You have a whole charity 
industry here that doesn’t, that is 
profiting from homelessness and 
suffering. A lot of people would 
come into the managerial level 
[of charities] from a managerial 
culture without any grassroots 
formation with the homeless. 
The homeless are a commodity; 
they’re not the customer … and 
then you’ve got all these charities 
in competition with each other, 
like the left itself… It’s for 
the dollar or for the recruit … 
mutuality would be a lot nicer.”

As I have followed their case, 
it increasingly seems to me that 
the five are operating with two 
codes – one legal the other moral. 

The arguments 
that support their 
case in terms 
of one code are 
not necessarily 
intelligible in the other. 
I asked O’Reilly if damaging property 
qualified as non-violent protest. “The 
Irish criminal damage act recognises 
that property damage is valid if you’re 
trying to preserve the life or property 
of another person and we feel we can 
prove that in court. In terms of Christian 
ethics, what property is is what is proper 
to human life, what is enhancing of 
human life. Christians are supposed to 

have stewardship of property and so one would wonder 
– whether it’s Moses smashing the tablets or Jesus 
overturning the tables or people burning their draft 
cards or people burning child pornography or throwing 
heroin in the river – if they can be charged with criminal 
damage. These things are contraband, really, and the 
value of property is only relevant to how it nourishes 
and sustains life. If it threatens life then one has to 
disarm it. The actions themselves are both actual and 
symbolic and the symbolism is often the most dynamic 
part because with the actual metal on metal you are 
relating to an inanimate object – a US navy warplane 
– but the symbolism of people disarming a weapons 
system speaks to the hearts and minds of others. You 
get all sorts of responses. When we [Catholic Workers] 
disarmed a B-52 in New York we didn’t find out till five 
years later that a member of the security forces resigned 
as a result.”

I ask O’Reilly if it’s enough just to protest against 
the war on Iraq or should peace activists come up with 
their own, concrete alternatives. “Violence is the sister 
of exploitation and peace is the sister of justice. You’re 
always going to have wars if you have injustice and 
exploitation so the reasons why wars occur are economic. 
So yes, we have to build alternatives to feed and clothe 
and shelter ourselves without exploitation and violence 
and … empire. Part of the movement has to take the 
next step to build the ‘new in the shell of the old’, and I 
think the anti-globalisation movement has been raising 
those issues.” And the alternative to Saddam Hussein? 

How should he have been dealt with?
“The war was marketed in three ways. One: it was 

a war against weapons of mass destruction, which they 
have not found after two years of military occupation. 
Two: that it was a war against terrorism and they’ve 
created a swampland for fundamentalist terrorism 
where it didn’t exist before. And three: that they were 
bringing better values to the area. Abu Ghraib betrays 
that. Saddam Hussein could have been got rid of by 
not selling him weapons and supporting him through 
the 80s”. “It’s interesting to look at Iran when the Shah 
fell. The Shah, supported by the Americans and the 
Savac [Iranian secret police], had wiped out the liberal 
opposition and the trade unions so the only show in 
town was fundamentalist Islam. You can see how Iranian 
society has reformed itself and democratic movements 
have emerged within it challenging the theocracy. That 
will be rolled back now that you’ve got the American 
military on either side of them, in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. 

I think a process like that would have happened in 
Iraq if Saddam hadn’t been armed by the British and 
the Americans for so long. I think they wanted him 
there even after the first Gulf War. They didn’t want 
a revolution. They wanted to replace Saddam with 
someone who was less nationalistic and more compliant 
and that’s why they’re upset with him. They continue 
to support Saddams in Saudi and Pakistan, everywhere 
else. There’s been no change of heart in the American 
administration.”

Robert Looby is a Dublin based writer/translator. He was 
a founding associate of Three Monkeys Online Magazine, 
to which he is also a regular contributor. He may be con-
tacted via info@threemonkeysonline.com. This article is 
republished with permission from Three Monkeys Online 
(www.threemonkeysonline.com) - the free current affairs/
arts magazine.

When they have a war they expect 
protest and the liberal position is, 'it’s 
okay for you to have your protest as 
long as we can have our war.' Most of 
the movement have accepted that and 
it’s [become] this co-dependant dance. 

SUPPORTER RALLIES OUTSIDE PLOUGHSHARES TRIAL.  



The Grassroots Funding Report highlights 
some of the funding needs of Michigan-based 
social justice organizations. The Grassroots 
Funding Report is intended to materially 
support social justice organizing in Michigan 
by alerting the readers of Critical Moment 
to ways they can donate or otherwise lend 
support to groups in need.

 Ruth 
 Ellis                  
 Center 

Washtenaw
Rainbow    
Action
Project

As one of only four social service 
agencies in the nation focused on LGBTQ 
youth, the Ruth Ellis Center in Detroit is 
a much needed sanctuary for queer young 
people who are living on the streets.  “We 
create a safe space for LGBTQ youth,” says 
Grace McClelland, the Center’s executive 
director, “that’s our primary objective.” 

Located at 16501 Woodward in 
Highland Park, the Ruth Ellis Drop-In 
Center has served as a welcoming community 
space for the past five years.  With over 9,800 
contacts with young people in 2004, the 
Drop-In Center recently doubled its hours 
of operation and is going through some 
exciting developments.  This summer, in 
addition to its routine HIV/AIDS prevention 
and testing, the Drop-In Center is adding a 
substance abuse prevention program, an after 
school tutoring program, and an employment 
training program.  Youth organized activity 
nights are another new fixture that gives 
young people ownership of the space.  

The Ruth Ellis Center also includes a 
Street Outreach Program and a Transitional 
Living Program, which gives 18-21 year olds 
a place to stay for up to 18 months while 
they learn independent living skills. Program 
graduates then get help transitioning into 
their own apartment.  The Emergency 
Shelter Program, which opened this summer, 
is aimed at getting homeless 12-17 year olds 
back home. Because the majority of these 
teenagers are kicked out by their families 
after being outed or coming out, the Ruth 
Ellis Center continues to do aftercare work 
with the family for up to one year while 
familial conflicts are being resolved. And in 
the spring of next year, the Ruth Ellis Center 

will open a ten bed residential group home; 
Michigan’s first state sponsored group home 
specifically for LGBTQ youth. 

Spaces specifically for queer youth, such 
as the Ruth Ellis Center, are essential. Despite 
the fact that 42% of homeless youth in this 
country identify as LGBTQ, queer youth 
often have to contend with institutional 
heterosexism and discrimination when they 
seek social services.  According to Grace, 
“The issues of why these young people are 
in social services are parent-child conflict, 
neglect, sexual abuse, and all those other 
issues. But those never really get dealt with, 
because people get hung up on their sexual 
orientation.”  In response to this problem, 
the Ruth Ellis Center hopes to eventually 
develop a training program that would teach 
mainstream social service agencies how to 
work with LGBTQ populations.

Last year the Street Outreach Program 
lost a federal grant that had served as a major 
source of the Center’s funding.  The federal 
government’s official reason for revoking 
the grant was that the Ruth Ellis Center 
was creating barriers to non-LGBTQ youth 
by building a program for LGBTQ youth. 
“Which is a nice way to say that we’re not 
giving any money to the queer people,” Grace 
translated. “It was very discriminatory.”

As the Ruth Ellis Center continues to 
grow in size and scope, Grace says that, “The 
most critical thing right now is for individual 
donors to support our young people and 
help them get the start” that they need.  
Tax-deductible donations to the Ruth Ellis 
Center can be mailed to 2727 Second Ave. 
Suite 158 Detroit, Mi 48201.

Know of an organization that should be featured in the Critical Moment Grassroots Funding 
Report? You can send proposals to grassrootsfunding@criticalmoment.org. Please include brief 
descriptions of the organization’s mission, history, current projects and funding needs. Please also 
include a contact person’s email address and phone number.  

Founded in 1996, the Washtenaw 
Rainbow Action Project (WRAP) has since 
1998 operated a Resource Center serving 
Washtenaw County’s queer community.  The 
WRAP Resource Center, located on Braun 
Court in Ann Arbor, “exists to build capacity 
for successful outcomes of educational, 
social, and political initiatives by and for the 
queer and ally community in the Washtenaw 
County area,” according to the WRAP 
mission statement.

Towards these ends, the WRAP 
Resource Center is home to an expansive 
array of initiatives including coming-out 
programs, an anti-violence group and anti-
violence speakers bureau, free HIV testing, 
and a free needle exchange.  WRAP also 
produces a regular newsletter, offers public 
internet access, and hosts an impressive 
library of over four hundred books on LGBT 
history, coming out, health, erotica, and other 
subjects.  

Many groups such as Older Lesbians 
Organizing, the Polyamory Network, the 
Gay-Straight Alliance and the Critical 
Moment editorial collective use WRAP as a 
regular meeting space.  WRAP also sponsors 
social events for the LGBT community as 
well as political events such as the Night 
of Recognition and Remembrance for the 
victims of anti-trans violence. 

Jeremy Merklinger, president of WRAP, 

explains the importance of WRAP to 
Washtenaw County’s LGBT community, 
“If we weren’t here, there would be nowhere 
for people to go if they are coming out, or 
dealing with violence, or needing to know 
who can help.... A lot of times we have people 
just hanging out.  A lot of people come in 
for resources.”  WRAP is able to help plug 
people into networks of support when they 
need it.

WRAP is always in need of volunteers 
to serve on its organizing committees.  
Merklinger explains, “People can be involved 
from as little as sitting in the office and 
answering the phones all the way up to 
writing articles for our newsletter, putting 
the newsletter together, coming up with 
new programs, fundraising,” amongst other 
opportunities.

Right now, WRAP is working to expand 
its repertoire of advertising and promotional 
materials in order to increase the visibility 
of the Resource Center and the services it 
offers.  The goal is to increase community 
involvement at WRAP.

You can support this work by sending 
donations to the WRAP Resource Center 
at 325 Braun Court, Ann Arbor MI, 48104.  
Checks can be made out to “WRAP.”  
WRAP can be contacted by phone at (734) 
995-9867, by email at info@wrap-up.org, or 
on the web at www.wrap-up.org.  

                                                                          BY MIKE MEDOW 



Visiting the new Arab 
American National Museum is 
a must for anyone who desires to 
know more about the history and 
issues of Arabs in America. In 
addressing the issues of historical 
and contemporary Arab America, 
the museum opens the gates to the 
issues, in some instances offering 
facts, in other instances offering 
deeper answers, and still in others 
only lightly tapping the surface 
of the issue, provoking questions 
that inevitably beg for much 
more dialogue and investigation. 
This is a good thing, because it is 
difficult to encapsulate anyone’s 
history in four exhibit spaces, and 
one would hope that thinking 
people ask more questions after 
any investigation.  The museum 
does a good job at presenting the 
character Arab America in general 
terms, an identity that has been un-
represented and misrepresented for 
a long time.  For this reason, people 
have expressed relief and joy that 
such a museum has “finally” been 
established in America.  Yet at 
times, certain subject matter are 

presented with varying degrees of 
intensity and coverage, keeping in 
mind that many issues dealing with 
the Arab experience are very tough 
to grapple with for a new institution 
that desires to include itself within 
the mainstream framework of 
American society. 

The museum is comprised 
of four wings.  The first wing (on 
the main floor) informs the visitor 
of many significant contributions 
that the Arab World made to 
human civilization, listing ancient 
examples as well as those that come 
down to us from the apex of the 
Arab Renaissance during Europe’s 
middle ages.  The other three wings, 
the meat of the museum, comprise 
the second floor.

The “Coming to America” wing 
portrays the journeys of everyday 
folk as they made their way to this 
land and established lives; narratives 
of a number of people are included, 
dating back to the first known 
Arabic-speaker in America, a slave 
named Zamouri, and leading into 
the narrative of a man who lost his 
home in Palestine when the state 

of Israel was declared in 1948; the 
gentleman, now elderly, bequeathed 
to the museum a pile of dirt and a 
small stone that he brought with 
him from his village in Palestine 
when he was made a refugee. 

The “Living in America” wing 
illustrates the lives of people as they 
became part of the fabric of life 
here, from an average American 
teen’s whimsical narrative about 
her lifestyle, to other rooms 
presenting varying experiences of 
Arab American life. Within this 
wing there is a multi-media room 
that deals with Arab stereotypes 
as portrayed in the media. Our 
intention was to show that Arab 
Americans are integral members of 
the human family, the same basic 
way that anyone else is; this point 
should be banal but instead Arabs 
still evoke xenophobic impressions 
in the American consciousness 
today. Today, such attitudes have 
fallen by the wayside within 
society’s official “correct” positions 
regarding discrimination, except 
for the “fair-game” racism directed 
towards Arabs and Muslims, one 

that is still wildly pervasive and 
visible on many a comedy show one 
may see on T.V.   We thus designed 
the Stereotypes Installation by 
presenting stereotypical images 
from pop culture, both historical 
and more recent, showing them on 
two opposing walls. Between these 
two walls we placed a large video 
projection showing Americans 
on the street being asked if they 
could remember when they had 
last seen an Arab on T.V. A fourth 
wall is juxtaposed against all this 
negativity, showing a positive 
mural that explores images of the 
more realistic identity of average 
Arabs; it encourages people to 

seek out and be 
creative, unplug 
the T.V., and 
formulate their 
own identity and 
image of self. 

The final 
wing in the 
museum is the 
“Making an 
Impact” wing.  
This wing 
enshrines Arab 
Americans of 
notoriety who 
have made 
their mark on 
American culture 
in many fields, 
such as politics, 
activism, science, 
entertainment, 
the arts, sports 
and business.  
This wing is 
full of “did you 
know” type of 

exhibits, with mundane as well as 
impressive surprises: Such as the 
fact that waffle cones were invented 
by an Arab American, or the story 
of Arab American geologist Dr. 
George Doumani, who proved the 
theory that the Earth’s continents 
were once attached before splitting 
and moving apart. 

The museum serves the 
Arab American community 
by establishing an institution 
to represent the community to 
general American society through 
a cultural framework.  It wants to 
involve itself more emphatically in 
the community’s cultural discourse 
and evolution, now that it has 
opened its doors. 

For non-Arabs, the museum 
provides certain truths that had 
been made distorted or hidden 
from sight, about the humanity 
and reality of this segment of 
the population.  Certain issues, 
such as the role of religion in 
people’s daily lives, as well as the 
Palestinian struggle and its impact 
on Arab American society, are 
de-emphasized and should be 
explored further, perhaps in future 
projects. Overall, the purpose of the 
museum comes through clearly and 
succinctly, and provides a beginning 
for dialogue and engagement for 
Arabs and non-Arabs alike. 

Mohamad Bazzi teaches art in 
Dearborn and is a member of 
“OTHER: Arab Artists Collective - 
Detroit” (www.otherart.org)  He can 
be reached at other@otherart.org

beginning the dialogue:
THE NEW ARAB AMERICAN MUSEUM

BY MOHAMAD BAZZI

TOP, RIGHT: MOSAIC SIGN OVER MUSEUM ENTERANCE.  ABOVE: CROWDS GATHER ON OPENING DAY. 



Community
July 6- Wednesday

INTRO TO GREENBUILDING
Held at WARM’s Green Building 
Demonstration Center, where 
you can see green building 
concepts in action, and 
touch and explore a variety 
of materials. Please call to 
reserve space. 4:00 p.m. 
- 6:00 p.m. WARM Training 
Center, 4835 Michigan Ave. 
Detroit. www.warmtraining.
org, 313-894-1030 x.119. 
jacob@warmtraining.org 

FILM: JENIN, JENIN
Sponsored by the Middle East 
Film Society. Listen to the old 
men, the children, the doctors 
and the grieving mothers of 
Jenin, after the Israeli army’s 
April 2002 attack flattened 
homes and buried an unknown 
number of civilians. 7:30 PM, 
Michigan Union, Ann Arbor.

July 9 - Saturday

BASIC WALL REPAIR AND 
PAINTING II CLASS
Please call ahead to reserve 
a space. 10:00 a.m. - 12:30 
p.m.  Emmanuel Community 
Services, 19161 Schaefer 
Highway, Detroit. 313-894-
1030

July 10 - Sunday

FUNDRAISER FOR 
THE 16TH US-CUBA 
FRIENDSHIP CARAVAN
Meet present and past 
members of the Caravan who 
will speak about US-Cuba 
relations and life in Cuba and 
their support of an end to 
the 44 year U.S. trade and 
travel embargo of Cuba.  With 
performances by Fubar and 
Afro-Cuban jazz group Tambao. 
Suggested donation of $20; 
$10 students; children under 
12 free.  Donations will buy 
medical and humanitarian aid 
for the Cuban people.  Hosted 
by the Ann Arbor/Remedios, 
Cuba Sister City Committee. 

12-3 PM, The Firefly Club, 
207 South Ashley, Ann 
Arbor.  For more information, 
contact Phyllis Ponvert at 
734.662.9186.

July 12  – Tuesday

FREE HEALTH FAIR FOR 
DETROITERS 
The Detroit Public Library 
presents a Health Fair featuring 
the Walgreens Wellness Tour, a 
customized traveling education 
and health-screening vehicle. The 

vehicle features free screenings 
for total cholesterol levels, blood 
pressure, bone density, glucose 
levels and body mass index.  
Early detection is the key to 
staying well, and the Walgreens 
Wellness Tour is crossing the 
nation to provide a variety of free 
services and screenings for the 
entire family. The Detroit Public 
Library will have information 
for Seniors on Medicare and 
prescriptions and for children, 
interactive storytelling, arts & 

crafts, and presentations on 
safety, all activities are free. 
Healthy snacks, refreshments, 
prizes and giveaways will be 
available. Noon to 6 PM. Main 
Library, Cass Ave between Kirby 
and Putnam.

CREATING POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
UNIONS AND COMMUNITIES
Conversation & 
intergenerational dialogue with 
civil rights activist and labor 
organizer Reverend Nelson 

Johnson of Greensboro, NC. 
Sponsored by the Boggs 
Center, Detroit Summer, 
Detroit Metropolitan Interfaith 
Committee for Worker Issues. 
7:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m.  
Cass Corridor Neighborhood 
Development Center, 3535 
Cass Avenue, Detroit. 313-841-
7066. bill@scupe.com

July 13-Wednesday

SAVING MONEY BY SAVING 
ENERGY
Learn about what works 
and what doesn’t for saving 
energy, inexpensive materials 
that lower the bills, how to 
shop for energy efficient 
appliances. Please call to 
reserve space. 4:00 p.m. 
to 6:00 p.m. WARM Training 
Center 4835 Michigan Ave. 
Detroit. www.warmtraining.
org, 313-894-1030 x.119. 
jacob@warmtraining.org

July 15 - Friday

CONCERT OF COLORS
Metro Detroit’s 13th Annual 
Diversity Festival. A 3-day 
celebration of music from 
around the world. Sponsored 
by ACCESS & New Detroit. 
6-11 PM, Chene Park.For 
More Information, see www.
accesscommunity.org/coc

July 16 - Saturday

WEATHERIZATION AND 
ENERGY CONSERVATION 
CLASS
Please call ahead to reserve a 
space. 10:00 a.m. - 12:30 p.m.  
Emmanuel Community Services, 
19161 Schaefer Highway, 
Detroit. 313-894-1030

CONCERT OF COLORS
 (DAY 2)
Metro Detroit’s 13th Annual 
Diversity Festival. 2- 11PM, 
Chene Park.

July 17 – Sunday

CONCERT OF COLORS 
(DAY 3)
Metro Detroit’s 13th Annual 
DIversity Festival. 1:30 -11PM, 
Chene Park.

July 18 – Monday

HEY KIDS! BUY THIS 

Ongoing Events

Tuesdays

ANTIWAR DEMONSTRATION
12 Noon, Federal Building (E. 
Liberty post office), Ann Arbor

OPEN MIC NIGHT
8PM, The Planet. 1112 1/2 
S. University, Ann Arbor, 
734.994.4545

Thursdays

OPEN PAGE NIGHT
7pm, The Planet. 1112 1/2 
S. University, Ann Arbor, 
734.994.4545

DETROIT SUMMER 
COMMUNITY DINNERS 
(JULY)
Free vegetarian and non-
vegetarian food, open mic 
and film screening. 5:30-8 
PM.  Brainard Park, between 
Cass Avenue and 2nd Avenue, 
Detroit.. Please contact us 
at (313)832-2904, or email 
detroitsummer@hotmail.com

Saturdays

ANTIWAR DEMONSTRATION
12 Noon, corner of Fourth St. 
and Catherine, Ann Arbor

2005 Disability Pride Parade - Unity Builds Community. The event, 
led by Grand Marshal Steven Brown, Ph.D., co-founder, Institute 
on Disability Culture, not only will celebrate disability as a natu-
ral and beautiful part of human diversity but also will recognize 
Not Dead Yet for that organization’s work in opposing physician-
assisted suicide. 11:00 a.m. Randolph at Halsted Streets, Chicago, 
IL. Post-parade program at Union Park, 1500 W. Randolph, Chica-
go, IL. More info: www.disabledandproud.com/parade.htm, (312) 
253-7000 ext. 199, prideparade@disabledandproud.com
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BOOK: A RADICAL 
PRIMER ON CORPORATE 
AND GOVERNMENTAL 
PROPAGANDA AND 
ARTISTIC ACTIVISM FOR 
SHORT PEOPLE
Authors Anne Elizabeth Moore & 
Liz Mason of the Chicago-based 
all-girl publishing collaborative 
HOTCAKES combine reading, 
performance and joy in support 
of their new work. 7PM, Shaman 
Drum Bookstore.311 State 
Street., Ann Arbor.

July 21 - Thursday

GREEN BAG LUNCH
WARM Training Center is 
pleased to host our monthly 
“Green Bag” Lunch. This 
informal, bring-your-own lunch 
happens once a month to 
provide an opportunity for 
networking and learning about 
sustainable development 
efforts in Detroit. Most 
lunches feature a particular 
organization or topic to focus 
discussion, as well as time for 
announcements and updates. 
12:00 noon to 1:30 p.m. 
WARM Training Center 4835 
Michigan Ave. Detroit. www.
warmtraining.org, 313-894-
1030. 

July 23 - Saturday

LANDSCAPING CLASS 
Please call ahead to reserve 
a space. 10:00 a.m. - 12:30 
p.m.  Emmanuel Community 
Services, 19161 Schaefer 
Highway, Detroit. 313-894-
1030

July 29 - Friday

ANN ARBOR CRITICAL 
MASS BIKE RIDE 
Last Friday of every month. Ann 
Arbor, 4:30 PM, North University 
and State Street.

DETROIT CRITICAL MASS 
BIKE RIDE 
Last Friday of every month. 

Detroit, 5:30 PM,  Grand Circus 
Park.   

July 30 - Saturday

CREATIVE URBANISM: 
TRANSFORMING OPEN 
SPACES
Presentations and dialog with 
members of In The Field, who 
have a new book showcasing 
initiatives from around the US 
and world. Location and time 
TBA.  Call Jhone for more info, 
(313) 841-3799.

THIRD ANNUAL BIKE ART 
AUCTION FUNDRAISER FOR 
BACK ALLEY BIKES
Featuring unconventional art 
pieces by local artists made 
out of and inspired by bikes. 
Food, music, performers. All 
proceeds go to Back Alley 
Bikes, Detroit’s collectively-run, 
youth-based community bike 
shop.  7:00 PM to 11:00 PM 
Cass Corridor Neighborhood 
Development Center, 3535 
Cass Avenue, Detroit. Call
Sarah for more information 
or to donate art to the show, 
(313) 832-7952.

34TH ANNUAL ARAB AND 
CHALDEAN FESTIVAL
A multicultural program for 
people of all cultures to come 
and enjoy numerous educational 
and entertaining showcases 
of the Arab and Chaldean 
communities. Hart Plaza, Detroit.  
www.arabandchaldeanfestival.

com

July 31 - Sunday

34TH ANNUAL ARAB AND 
CHALDEAN FESTIVAL 
(DAY 2)
Hart Plaza, Detroit.  www.
arabandchaldeanfestival.com

August 2-Tuesday

PUNK SHOW: JOANN 
RIEDL
Political folk punk from 
Milwaukee.  7 PM. $5. Trumbull 
Theatre, 4210 Trumbull Ave., 
Detroit. (313) 832-7952.

August 5 - Friday

SHADOW PROJECT
Interfaith Council on Peace 
& Justice volunteers will 
make shadows on streets 
and sidewalks, remembering 
the human shadows burnt 
into the streets of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. Ann Arbor. 
Call to confirm. See www.
shadowprojecthome.org for 
project information, call 734-
663-1870 to get involved.

August 6-Saturday

HIROSHIMA DAY 
CHILDREN’S STORY 
TIME AND ORIGAMI 
DEMONSTRATION
Grace Potts will tell the story of 

Sadako Sasaki, whose brave 
struggle against Leukemia is 
still an inspiration for peace. 
Followed by an origami 
demonstration teaching 
children how to make peace 
cranes. 2-4 PM, Ann Arbor 
District Library, downtown 
branch.

August 26 - Friday

ANN ARBOR CRITICAL 
MASSBIKE RIDE 
Last Friday of every month. Ann 
Arbor, 4:30 PM, No. University 
and State Street. 

DETROIT CRITICAL MASS 
BIKE RIDE 
Last Friday of every month. 
Detroit, 5:30 PM,  Grand Circus 
Park.   

August 28 -Sunday

NATIONAL SUMMIT 
ON DIVERSITY IN THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL FIELD: 
THIRTY-FIVE YEARS AFTER 
EARTH DAY, WHERE DO 
WE GO FROM HERE?
This conference will focus on 
the issue of creating a diverse 
workforce within a wide range 
of environmental organizations 
because racism and other 
factors still create significant 
barriers for minorities wanting 
to access and take advantage 
of job opportunities in the 
environmental workplace.

University of Michigan’s School 
of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Dana Building, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan 48109
August 28-30, 2005., www.
sitemaker.umich.edu/meldi

August 29-Monday

NATIONAL SUMMIT 
ON DIVERSITY IN THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL FIELD 
(DAY 2)
University of Michigan’s School 
of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Dana Building, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan 48109
August 28-30, 2005., www.
sitemaker.umich.edu/meldi

August 30 Tuesday

NATIONAL SUMMIT 
ON DIVERSITY IN THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL FIELD 
(DAY 3)
University of Michigan’s School 
of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Dana Building, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan 48109
August 28-30, 2005., www.
sitemaker.umich.edu/meldi

To list your event here, email 
calendar@criticalmoment.org

Wild Fermentation: A tasting, talk, and demonstration with San-
dor Ellix Katz. At this workshop you can expect to; taste ferment-
ed foods, learn about the incredible array of fermented foods and 
beverages people consume in culinary traditions around the world, 
and the illustrious history of these ferments. Experience and un-
derstand the incredible health benefits of live-culture foods. Learn 
simple techniques for collaborating with microorganisms to create 
delicious and nutritious food.   Sandor Ellix Katz is a self-taught 
experimentalist. His fermentation explorations grew out of over-
lapping interests in gardening, nutrition, and culinary arts. He is a 
long-term AIDS survivor and considers fermented foods an impor-
tant part of his healing. 6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. Capuchin Soup Kitch-
en, 1264 Meldrum, Detroit. More info: www.wildfermentation.com, 
mpatrickcrouch@yahoo.com   
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