owens: Much of the work you do

as a community organizer is based in
religious communities. Can you explain
why that is? What do religious people or
communities o er in the broader quest
for justice?

cortes: | want to make a caveat first.
These broad-based organizations that we
build are institutions, and networks of
institutions. They are political orga-
nizations in a larger context. They are
not about partisan politics, but they are
political. They are political in an Aris-
totelian/Thomistic tradition of concern
about the common good, concern about
the formation of children, concern about
what happens to communities, and
concern for developing the capacity of
citizens. They are concerned about the
capacity of ordinary people to be citizens,
and to be able to articulate, deliberate,
and negotiate for the common good, but
also in ways which deal with their own
interests. And so, because they are about
the political, and seek to develop people’s
capacity to act on their own behalf, they
have to understand and exercise power.

Having said that, we have found that

the formation and transformation of
people occurs much more e ectively

if the work that we do is connected to
institutions; ones that teach people the
importance of tradition. And I make the
distinction which both Whitehead and

Pelikan make, which is that tradition is
the living ideas of the dead while tradi-
tionalism is the dead ideas of the living.
And so what we were trying to get people
to understand is that they have to think
institutionally, and by thinking institu-
tionally, they have to be concerned about

people who have gone before them and
people who are to come. So it is not just
their own individual performance that
matters, it is also how they contribute to
the common good, how they contribute to
the larger political order.

Essentially, we find that faith institutions
are the most important resource that
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My mother used to always tell me that
the worst thing that a man could do-a
Mexicano male could do—was not rec-
ognize his own children. And so she
would never have anything to do with any
man who would not recognize his own
children. Now, for her, this meant that

a man needs to accept the fact that he is
obligated to those children, for their care
and their well-being. They have a claim
on him forever. That claim of recogni-
tion became real important to me. When
Saint Paul talks about recognition, I
think he meant what my mother meant.

This was so central to my mother’s think-
ing about what was important to human
relationships. She was very, very, very
forgiving, extraordinarily so, and would
always try to give people the benefit of
the doubt. But failing to recognize one’s
own children was one thing she would
not forgive. And so that notion of recog-
nition became so important to my own
thinking, and it was very useful to me in
thinking about the work we do.

owens: In The City of God, Augustine
speaks about the commonwealth in
terms of loves that we have in common.
And yet, as | understand it, community
organizing is based on common interest
rather than common loves.

cortes: The word interest comes from
the Latin word inter esse, to be among or
between, that which the self is among or
between. My interest is connected to that
which | am in relationship, my children
and my family. There is a woman named
Carmen Badillo, who got involved with
community organizing because she was
concerned about her children. They were
going to an elementary school and she
was concerned about their safety. Since
they were walking to school, sidewalks
were very, very important to her. And so
we began to organize with her PTA and
her parish, St. Martin de Porres, around
the issue of sidewalks. And she was able
to attract the leadership of the PTA as
well as some of the leadership of the par-
ish to unite around that common issue.

Once we dealt with the sidewalk issue,
then we were concerned about drainage.
The Kkids had to go around a drainage
ditch in order to get to school, and it was
dangerous. The city was just delaying
this project. One of my favorite actions
was getting Mrs. Badillo in the middle
of this huge ditch with the public works
director. With the TV cameras coming
down on her, she asked, ‘when are you
going to finish this ditch so our kids can
get to school?’

So when we get this flooding project
done, Mrs. Badillo begins to think about
issues in other communities, and she
realizes that she has friends and rela-
tives in other parts of the city who were
also concerned about some of the same
issues. She began to think about larger
guestions of school finance, and then
development issues. And so her mor-

al sphere broadened, and her interest
broadened. It was no longer just her own
children that she cared about; she cared
about other people’s children.

There is this capacity for an enlarged
notion of interest which, as de Tocque-
ville talks about in Democracy in America,

2 | the boisi center interview: ernesto cortes



in particular. They are just crying out
of the burden of their own situation.
And that agitates Moses and after much
hesitancy he responds, and he responds
in the way that Abraham Joshua Heschel
calls the prophetic response, and Moses
is convulsed. And Heschel talks about
the prophet going through these con-
vulsions, which is the same description
of what happens to Jesus of Nazareth in
Luke’s gospel, when he sees the widow of
Nain.

So that notion of the identifying with
people’s pain and su ering, to me, is at
the root of anger, because if you look at
the meaning of the word anger, it means
loss or grief, a Norse word, ang. And so
that experience of loss and grief, and
ability to identify with other people’s
grief, and other people’s loss, and other
people’s pain, so much so that you are
viscerally a ected by it, is at the center of
the prophetic tradition. And that, to me,
resonates.

owens: Atthe same time, subsidiarity
is embraced by many for di erent proj-
ects these days, as you well know. | won-
der if you might speak to the rhetorical
status of subsidiarity today, as used by,
say, Paul Ryan. You have just described

it as being rooted in empathy, self-em-
powerment, and community interest, but
obviously there are countervailing forces.

cortes: I think Ryan totally misunder-
stands the concept, because the notion of
subsidiarity is that decisions should be
made by the most appropriate body. Itis
not an individualistic concept. Subsid-
iarity also requires solidarity; you cannot
separate them. You cannot separate
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the hypocrisy of denying services and
capability to people.

owens: One last question. We invited
you to deliver this year’s Prophetic Voices
lecture because we see in your work both
prophetic witness and prophetic action.
But I wonder how the notion of being a
prophet sits with you personally? And
what is the role of the prophet in contem-
porary American society?

cortes: | have always admired the
prophets; | admire prophetic imagination
and the prophetic tradition. | hope that I
can, at the end of my work, say that | have
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