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(Judy	Donovan	has	been	an	organizer	with	the	Industrial	Areas	Foundation	for	the	

last	20	years.	The	following	reflection	comes	out	of	that	experience.	)	
	

I	received	a	call	recently	from	a	professor	at	a	prestigious	university	asking	if	I	
would	come	speak	with	her	graduate	students.	They	were	quite	upset	and	she	
wondered	if	I,	as	an	experienced	organizer,	would	have	any	encouragement	for	
them.	Come	to	find	out	a	number	of	them	had	taken	part	in	some	local	actions	of	a	
national	economic	protest	movement.	After	many	weeks	of	enthusiastic	meetings	
and	demonstrations,	and	at	the	cost	of	a	great	deal	of	their	time	and	even	personal	
injury	to	some,	the	movement	lost	focus	and	energy	and	over	a	midyear	break	it	
fizzled.	Now	they	were	discouraged	and	wondering,	‘Is	social	change	possible?	Is	the	
system	rigged	against	change?	Why	should	they	even	bother	again?’	
	
This	is	not	an	unfamiliar	scenario	for	any	of	us	committed	to	social	change.		We	
encounter	many	who	feel	like	this	and	we	have	probably	felt	it	ourselves.	Good,	
dedicated,	smart	people	try	to	act	together,	perhaps	even	achieve	some	of	their	
goals,	but	over	time	something	falls	apart	and	the	movement	ends.	Sometimes	their	
opponents	get	the	better	of	them,	or	the	money	or	people	power	wanes,	but	just	as	
often	internal	tensions	and	challenges	create	ruptures	in	the	effort	before	the	
opposition	can	even	gear	up.	Questions	like:	What	is	the	strategy?	Who	is	making	
decisions?	How	are	roles	determined?	How	are	conflicts	resolved?	Can	compromises	
be	made	and	what	kinds?	Who	is	accountable	to	whom?	can	go	unaddressed	and	
tear	well	intended	efforts	asunder.	Good	intentions	and	good	ideals	can	quickly	
dissolve	into	cynicism	–	and	worse	–	apathy.	The	result	can	be	greater	
discouragement	from	engaging	in	public	life	than	when	they	started.	
	
In	Shifting	Involvement,	activist	economist	Albert	O.	Hirshman	says	often	people	
don’t	realize	how	hard	public	life	is	going	to	be.	They	get	discouraged	and	eventually	
abandon	the	effort.	Nobody	tells	you	that	participation	can	be	frustrating	and	today	
this	frustration	can	be	compounded	by	a	certain	romantic	expectation	that	the	
instant	communication	and	rapid	mobilization	created	by	social	media	should	also	
yield	immediate	success.	When	the	high	emotions	and	instant	gratification	of	the	
flash	mobilization	passes	and	the	hard	work	of	organizing	begins,	many	drop	out.	
	
This	is	not	just	the	problem	of	our	‘quick	fix’	age,	but	has	been	a	challenge	for	change	
agents	of	all	times.	One	of	the	champions	of	social	change	from	our	not	too	distant	
past,	Bayard	Rustin,	even	wrote	about	it	in	his	classic	and	sadly	prophetic	essay,	
‘From	Protest	to	Politics’	(Commentary,	February	1964).	Mr.	Rustin	was	a	close	
associate	of	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	and	the	leading	tactician	of	the	civil	rights	
movement.	He	organized	the	march	on	Washington.	In	this	article	he	speaks	to	the	
then	recent	gains	in	civil	rights	legislation	but	cautions	the	movement	not	to	be	
satisfied	with,	‘private,	voluntary	efforts’.	He	said	what	was	needed	was	politics.	‘A	
conscious	bid	for	political	power	is	being	made,	and	in	the	course	of	that	effort	a	



tactical	shift	is	being	affected:	direct	action	techniques	are	being	subordinated	to	a	
strategy	calling	for	the	building	of	community	organizations.	What	began	as	a	
protest	movement	is	being	challenged	to	translate	itself	into	a	political	movement.’	
In	this	challenging	piece	he	posits	that	it	should	and	can	be	done,	and	warns	of	the	
movements’	demise	if	this	challenge	is	not	taken	seriously.	Four	short	years	later	Dr.	
King	was	assassinated	and	the	movement,	which	had	not	yet	been	able	to	heed	
Rustin’s	warning,	began	to	unravel.		
	
Passion,	anger	and	even	rage	are	not	irrelevant	or	peripheral	to	the	kind	of	politics	
that	Rustin	was	taking	about;	they	are	powerful	human	experiences	that	tell	us	what	
we	most	care	about,	what	we	most	grieve	or	fear	losing,	what	most	needs	to	change.	
Our	stories	of	anger	are	actually	key	to	long	term	sustainable	organizing.	But	only	if,	
as	theologian	Walter	Bruggemann	says	in	Hopeful	Imagination,	we	can	move	
‘personal	pain	into	pubic	action’.	Rustin	calls	this	moving	from	‘protest	to	politics’.		
	
As	in	the	past,	so	too	in	our	own	times,	there	are	many	powerful	forces	making	
decisions	about	and	shaping	the	future	of	our	neighborhoods,	cities	and	regions.	
Moving	from	protest	to	politics	means	bringing	together	those	who	have	not	had	a	
place	at	the	table	into	powerful	organizations	so	that	they	can	have	a	voice	in	those	
decisions;	or	even,	as	one	of	our	immigrant	leaders	proposed,	‘building	a	new	table’.			
	
The	very	un-hip	organizing	term	for	this	is	the	sponsoring	committee.		
	
There	are	many	ways	to	organize.	The	way	that	shapes	my	perspective	is	through	
what	is	called	broad	based	organizing.	I	have	learned	and	practiced	the	art	of	broad	
based	organizing	through	the	Industrial	Areas	Foundation	for	the	last	20	years.	The	
IAF	was	founded	by	Saul	Alinsky,	the	father	of	what	is	today	called	community	
organizing,	in	the	1940’s.	Alinsky’s	theory	of	change	was	that	the	problems	and	
challenges	that	poor	and	otherwise	disenfranchised	communities	–	the	‘have	nots’	-	
face	are	institutional	in	nature	and	therefore	they	require	institutional	solutions.		He	
innovated	the	creation	of	‘organizations	of	organizations’,	(broad-based	
organizations)	of	diverse	community	institutions.	These	organizations	build	strong	
relationships	within	and	across	institutions,	equip	their	members	with	leadership	
and	organizing	skills	and	help	them	to	act	powerfully	together	on	concrete	issues	
facing	their	communities.	A	broad	based	organization	is	affiliated	with	a	network	
like	the	IAF	for	training	and	the	development	and	supervision	of	professional	
organizers,	but	raises	its	own	money,	works	on	its	own	issues	and	invests	heavily	in	
the	development	of	its	own	people,	who	are	it	leaders.		
	
The	IAF	has	some	70	broad-based	organizations	in	the	US,	Europe,	Canada,	and	
Australia	and	countless	other	unaffiliated	efforts	inspired	by	Alinsky’s	writing	and	
legacy.	The	oldest	institutionally	based	IAF	organizations,	such	as	COPS	in	San	
Antonio,	TX,		and	BUILD	in	Baltimore,	MD	have	withstood	many	challenges	and	
changes	and	remain	vital	40+	years	later	in	part	due	to	the	culture	of	creating	strong	
sponsoring	committees	and	the	organizations’	commitment	to	ongoing	
disorganizing	and	reorganizing	in	order	to	address	new	times	and	new	realities.		



	
Organizing	is	an	art,	not	a	science.	If	anyone	tries	to	sell	you	on	a	‘tool	kit’	for	how	to	
do	it,	run	for	the	door	because	you	are	either	dealing	with	someone	who	is	naïve	or	
inexperienced	or	both.	That	said,	over	the	decades	the	guild	of	experienced	IAF	
organizers	and	leaders	have	sought	to	learn	and	share	with	each	other	from	their	
successes	and	failures.	What	has	emerged	is	a	living	body	of	knowledge	that	can	
inform	and	guide	contemporary	efforts.		It	is	the	living	and	lived	experience	of	this	
guild	that	I	share	below.	
	
1.	What	is	a	Sponsoring	Committee?	
	
A	sponsoring	committee	is	an	ad	hoc	gathering	of	sponsors	who	are	committed	to	
creating	a	broad	based	organization.	These	sponsors	can	be	institutions	(like	unions,	
non-profits,	faith	communities,	issue	or	interest	groups	etc.)	and/or	individuals	(like	
juridical	or	major	decision	makers	from	above	institutions	or	others	who	are	
connected	to	potential	sources	of	money	or	membership	for	the	broad	based	
organization).	The	sponsoring	committee	is	not	the	organization.	Its	job	is	to	
sponsor	the	building	of	the	organization.	Members	of	the	sponsoring	committee	may	
even	choose	not	to	be	involved	in	the	eventual	organization	that	forms,	but	they	
come	together	to	incubate,	credential	and	build	the	effort.	They	do	this	in	three	
ways.	
	
First	the	sponsoring	committee	raises	the	money	for	the	organizing	effort.	They	
raise	enough	money	to	hire	a	full	time	organizer,	to	pay	for	the	basic	infrastructure	
for	operating	the	organization	(office	space,	communications,	travel,	printing,	
mailing,	insurance,	accounting	services	etc.)	and	to	pay	annual	dues	to	the	IAF	for	
supervision,	training	and	support.	This	total	varies	greatly	but	can	range	from	
$150,000.	for	one	organizer	and	minimal	or	in-kind	infrastructure	to	$350,000	for	
more.	Ideally	the	sponsoring	committee	raises	a	two	to	three	year	budget.	But	it	is	
about	so	much	more	than	the	budget.	
	
The	sponsoring	committee	raises	patient	capitol,	capitol	which	allows	the	organizer	
and	leaders	to	make	a	claim	on	the	future,	to	be	entrepreneurial	today	for	results	
that	will	only	come	later.	This	allows	them	to	exercise	imagination,	to	experiment,	to	
take	calculated	risks.	
	
Second,	the	sponsoring	committee	credentials	the	organizing	effort.	When	word	gets	
out	that	an	organizing	effort	is	being	created,	potential	allies	and	opponents	alike	
will	have	important	questions.	What	are	you	doing?	Who	invited	you	to	do	this?	And	
perhaps,	just	who	do	you	think	you	are?	It	is	critical	that	there	be	a	wide	range	of	
known	and	respected	community	members	and	institutions	who	can	answer	those	
questions.		Those	who	can	imagine	it’s	potential	power	not	operating	in	their	
interest	may	attack	the	nascent	effort.	When	that	happens	it	is	important	that	local	
community	insiders,	members	of	the	sponsoring	committee,	are	ready	and	willing	to	
speak	for	or	credential	the	effort.	
	



Thirdly,	it	is	the	sponsoring	committee	that	invites	others	to	join	or	engage	with	the	
organizing	effort	as	eventual	dues-paying	members.		Being	known	and	respected	
members	of	the	targeted	community,	they	can	discern	about,	approach	and	invite	
the	right	mix	of	diverse	institutions	so	that	the	organization	starts	out	as	broad	
diverse	as	the	community	it	seeks	to	organize.			In	this	way	the	sponsoring	
committee	can	connect	the	effort	to	potential	organizing	talent	as	well	as	to	
potential	members.		
	
2.	Why	are	sponsoring	committees	important	to	social	change	efforts?	
	 	 	
First,	sponsoring	committees	help	build	collective,	relational	power.	Power	operates	
through	institutions.	When	the	poor	and	disenfranchised	do	not	have	their	own	
institutions	through	which	to	fight,	they	often	give	up	or	lose.	Through	building	a	
sponsoring	committee,	change	agents	take	the	time	to	build	a	strong	foundation	of	
relationships	and	organizational	infrastructure	that	allows	for	a	strong	and	
sustainable	organization	that	is	able	to	act,	which	is	the	very	definition	of	power.	
	
Second,	a	strong	sponsoring	committee	can	help	combat	the	‘culture	of	the	expert’,	
which	often	infects	poor	and	marginalized	communities.	A	certain	learned	
helplessness	can	overcome	these	communities	and	make	them	susceptible	to	the	
lure	of	someone	else’s	money	and	solutions.	Allies	from	philanthropy,	academia,	
think	tanks,	and	consultants	of	all	stripes	may	be	useful	and	may	have	their	place	
later	in	the	life	of	an	organization,	but	they	should	be	kept	in	their	place	during	these	
initial	stages	of	formation.	Even	when	inviting	in	an	organizing	network	to	help	
them	build	their	organization,	it	is	not	the	network’s	role	to	determine	what	issues	
the	organization	take	on.	Neither	is	it	the	sponsoring	committee’s	job.		It	is	the	
people	in	the	eventual	dues-paying	member	institutions	who	organize	to	explore,	
research	and	strategize	about	their	own	interests	and	how	to	put	them	into	action.		
	
Third,	the	sponsoring	committee	creates	collective	ownership	for	the	effort.		Rather	
than	rushing	into	action,	the	sponsoring	committee	phase	of	the	organization’s	
development	allows	the	sponsors	and	the	prospective	members	time	to	go	through	
the	patient	relationship	building,	deliberate	exchanges	of	differences	and	initial	
experiences	of	tension	and	conflict	necessary	to	build	trust.	This	undergirds	strong	
organizations	so	that	they	can	withstand	future	storms.	The	early	civil	rights	leaders	
in	Mississippi	called	this	‘spade	work’	(see	ch.	8	of	Charles	M.	Payne’s	excellent	
history	of	the	organizing	tradition	I’ve	Got	the	Light	of	Freedom).		This	phase	of	the	
effort	helps	put	in	place	the	habits	and	practices,	which	will	provide	the	foundation	
for	future	decision-making	and	action.	It	is	important	that	leaders	understand	that	
the	‘spade	work’	of	building	a	sponsoring	committee	is	organizing	and	is	action;	
some	of	the	most	important	and	sophisticated	they	will	ever	undertake.		
	
3.	How	do	you	put	a	sponsoring	committee	together?	
	
The	process	of	creating	a	sponsoring	committee	is	very	particular	to	every	distinct	
locale,	time	and	context.	It	is	not	a	linear	process	and	many	successful	sponsoring	



committees	experience	false	starts,	cul-de-sacs	and	wrong	turns.	It	is	a	very	creative	
and	entrepreneurial	effort	involving	hundreds	of	individual	and	small	group	
conversations,	lots	of	training	sessions	and	workshops,	an	initial	power	analysis	of	
the	community	and	the	formation	of	a	preliminary	action	plan.	That	said,	three	
distinct	phases	are	generally	involved.	
	
Phase	I.	Pre-Sponsoring	Committee	(6-18	months)	
	
This	phase	usually	begins	either	by	someone(s)	inside	the	target	area	inviting	in	a	
network	or	the	network	initiating	the	possibility	of	creating	an	organization	in	a	
particular	area.	Either	way,	organizers	and/or	local	leaders	begin	seeking	our	
individuals	with	whom	to	have	initial	conversations	about	their	community,	their	
interests	and	the	possibility	of	creating	a	broad	based	organization.	Keeping	in	mind	
the	diversity	and	complexity	of	sometimes-conflicting	narratives	in	a	community,	
the	initiator	of	these	conversations	seeks	to	meet	a	large	and	diverse	variety	of	
individuals	and	institutions.	The	process	of	even	thinking	about	who	to	approach	
and	how	to	approach	them	comes	out	of	a	preliminary	power	analysis	of	the	
community.	After	dozens	to	hundreds	of	individual	and	small	group	conversations	
(depending	on	the	size	and	diversity	of	the	turf	involved)	the	initiator(s)	and	a	
select	group	of	initially	interested	parties	then	invite	prospective	sponsoring	
committee	members	to	meet.	At	these	gatherings	(the	nature	of	which	needs	to	be	
creatively	appropriate	to	each	community)	institutional	leaders	begin	to	build	
relationships,	explore	common	and	potentially	conflicting	interests	and	begin	to	
explore	together	some	important	questions.	What	are	their	communities	
experiencing	and	how	are	they	currently	addressing	their	challenges	and	
opportunities?	How	do	the	values	of	their	institutions	inform	the	action	they	are	or	
could	be	taking?	What	is	broad-based	organizing	and	what	would	it	add	to	or	how	
would	it	challenge	our	current	ways	of	operating?	Is	there	interest	in	exploring	the	
creation	of	a	broad	based	organization?	This	phase	can	include	common	social,	
worship	or	educational	experiences,	community	walks	or	tours,	training	sessions	
and	workshops,	and	even	some	preliminary	action	experiences,	all	targeted	at	
building	relational	trust	and	the	imagination	for	working	together	in	a	broad	based	
organization.	During	this	phase	there	is	no	locally	paid	organizer	and	there	is	no	
issue	aside	from:	is	there	the	will	and	means	to	build	a	broad-based	power	
organization?	If	interested	in	proceeding,	this	group	would	raise	the	money	
necessary	to	bring	in	an	organizer,	on	a	contract	basis,	to	work	with	the	group	in	
creating	a	sponsoring	committee.	The	organizer	and/or	the	key	leaders	involved	
would	work	with	interested	institutions	to	help	them	understand	and	discern	about	
being	part	of	the	effort,	identify	key	leaders	and	form	a	preliminary	organizing	team.	
They	could	hold	‘house	meetings’	and/or	a	campaign	of	relational	meetings	to	begin	
to	identify	potential	leaders	as	well	as	a	potential	action	issues.			
	
Phase	II.	Sponsoring	Committee	(12-18	months)	
	
A	Sponsoring	Committee	is	formed	of	institutions	invested	in	building	a	broad	based	
organization	and	a	non-profit	501(c)3	is	established	for	this	purpose.	Members	of	



the	sponsoring	committee	make	a	financial	contribution	(not	yet	dues)	and/or	raise	
money	to	support	the	work	of	the	sponsoring	committee	and	to	contract	with	a	
network	to	bring	in	a	part-time	organizer	to	work	with	them	to		
build	an	organization.	Key	institutional	leaders	begin	investing	time	into	recruiting	
institutions,	raising	money	for	the	first	years’	budget,	and	engaging	themselves	and	
their	leaders	in	leadership	trainings	and	workshops	in	anticipation	of	the	forming	of	
an	organizing	effort.	Leaders	do	an	initial	power	analysis	of	their	community,	
engage	in	a	campaign	of	house	meetings	and/or	individual	meetings	and	begin	
research	actions	to	formulate	an	action	agenda	for	public	business.	This	phase	can	
involve	some	carefully	chosen	public	action	as	long	as	it	does	not	distract	them	from	
the	primary	work	of	building	a	power	organization.	As	this	happens,	the	best	and	
busiest	of	local	institutional	leaders	will	be	assessing	if	this	is	worth	their	time,	
effort	and	money.	On	their	decision	the	future	of	the	project	rests.	It	is	critical	that	
the	organizers	and	key	local	leaders	are	deeply	curious	about	and	respectful	of	the	
self-interest	of	potential	partners,	and	openly	encourage	them	to	pursue	it.	This	self-
interest	will	vary	greatly	and	will	change	over	time,	but	must	be	discovered	and	
encouraged.	Many	of	the	common	reasons	for	important	potential	members	to	
decide	to	invest	in	the	effort	have	nothing	to	do	with	any	particular	issue,	but	often	
revolve	around	who	else	is	at	the	table,	the	quality	of	leadership	development	that	is	
offered,	the	reputation,	professionalism	and	track	record	of	the	network	they	have	
invited	in	to	help	them,	or	most	important	of	all,	the	opportunity	to	become	
powerful	players	in	the	decisions	that	effect	their	communities,	regardless	of	the	
issue	at	hand.	This	phase	of	the	effort	is	very	fluid,	with	individuals	and	institutions	
moving	in	and	out	of	the	process.	Organizers	and	key	leaders	must	have	a	high	
tolerance	for	ambiguity,	an	acceptance	of	the	necessary	instability	and	a	calm	and	
confident	nature.	At	some	point	the	group	needs	to	decide	together	if	they	are	going	
to	move	forward.	If	they	do	so,	they	move	into	founding	the	organization.	
	
Phase	III.	Founding	an	Organization	(6	-9	months)	
	
Here	the	leaders	of	the	sponsoring	committee	begin	to	formalize	some	of	the	more	
ad	hoc	structures	that	have	operated	thus	far.	They	hire	a	full-time	organizer,	
establish	leadership	structures	that	are	flexible	enough	to	allow	for	dynamic	
leadership	and	yet	structured	enough	to	guarantee	clear	decision-making	and	
accountability.	They	create	initial	legal	and	fiscal	oversight	structures	and	establish	
a	non-profit	501(c)3	or	4.	They	organize	a	founding	convention.	This	is	the	first	
public	action	of	the	organization	involving	large	delegations	from	every	founding	
member	institution,	delegations	from	potential	members,	public	officials,	the	media	
and	other	potential	allies.	At	the	founding	convention	leadership	structures	are	
ratified,	dues	commitments	are	made	and	a	preliminary	issues	agenda	and	action	
plan	are	presented	publically	for	the	first	time.	With	the	founding	convention,	the	
organization	is	publically	launched	and	credentialed	for	public	business.		The	
sponsoring	committee	501(c)3	can	be	kept	in	existence	in	case	it	is	needed	in	the	
future.	
	
4.	Some	Cautions	



Some	tensions	and	conflicts	seem	constitutive	to	the	process	of	creating	a	
sponsoring	committee	and	launching	a	new	organization.	Here	are	a	few	to	keep	in	
mind.	
	
You	will	find	two	extremes	among	any	group:	the	process	people	and	the		activists.	
Most	of	us	are	a	mix	of	the	two,	with	one	tending	to	dominate	the	other.	Each	group	
drives	the	other	mad.	The	process	people,	if	left	unchecked,	will	drain	all	the	energy	
from	the	room	and	you’ll	be	left	with	well-intended	but	tiresome	bureaucrats.	If	the	
activists	are	allowed	to	dominate	their	stridency	and	intolerance	for	the	work	of	
building	relationships	will	leave	the	group	shallow	and	thin,	Acknowledge	this	
tension	with	good	humor	and	put	leaders	at	the	center	of	effort	who	can	keep	these	
extremes	in	check.	
	
Most	people	today	have	no	concept	of	the	value	of	an	institution,	much	less	an	
institutional	strategy.	Even	members	of	long-standing	congregations,	non-profits,	
unions	etc.	can	be	in	a	crisis	of	meaning	or	courage	when	it	comes	to	the	potential	
power	residing	in	their	values,	their	legacy	and	their	members.	Some	pre-
institutional	organizing	may	be	necessary	
	
Once	local	leaders	begin	to	share	common	concerns	and	begin	to	get	an	imagination	
for	doing	something,	they	will	want	to	move	into	action	right	away.	Many	poor	and	
disenfranchised	communities	are	also	crisis	driven	and	there	will	no	doubt	be	
urgent	situations	that	arise	during	the	time	it	can	take	to	found	a	power	
organization.	While	it	can	be	strategic	and	formative	to	take	the	group	into	some	
action,	it	is	critical	that	the	focus	remain	on	building	the	organization.	This	requires	
a	great	deal	of	internal	trust	and	what	we	call	‘cold	anger’;	the	kind	of	anger	and	
passion	for	change	that	has	the	maturity	and	patience	to	build	a	strong	foundation	
first.		
	
During	the	sponsoring	committee	phase	it	is	not	the	job	of	the	group	to	decide	what	
issues	the	future	organization	will	take	on.	This	is	important	for	two	reasons.	First,	if	
the	sponsoring	committee	allows	the	effort	to	be	overly	identified	with	particular	
issues	areas,	those	with	other	interests	will	conclude	the	organization	is	not	for	
them	and	opt	out.	Second,	the	organization	that	will	emerge	will	not	be	centered	on	
any	one	issue	or	even	set	of	issues.	It	is	founded	on	public	relationships	and	the	
desire	for	a	powerful	vehicle	through	which	people	can	act	on	a	variety	of	issues	
over	time.	The	organization	is	built	for	power,	not	for	issues.	The	mantra	of	the	
sponsoring	committee	is	‘power	before	program’.	
	
When	the	effort	moves	from	sponsoring	committee	to	founding	convention	it	is	both	
at	its	most	powerful	and	its	most	vulnerable.	The	organization	and	its	leadership	
have	not	yet	been	tested	and	are,	in	fact,	not	yet	built.	The	founding	convention	
credentials	the	organization	for	public	business	but	the	first	order	of	business	is	to	
build	the	organization	beyond	its	initial	members.	It	can	do	this	through	action,	but	
it	must	be	attentive	to	the	many	individuals	and	institutions	who	remained	outside	
the	sponsoring	committee	phase,	waiting	to	see	what	would	emerge.	If	it	looks	like	



the	organization	is	a	closed	clique	with	fixed	leadership	and	a	set	agenda,	they	will	
not	see	a	place	for	their	interests	or	institution	and	they	will	turn	away.	Its	
important	that	the	new	organization,	and	in	every	phase	of	it’s	future,	be	inviting	of	
and	open	to	the	new	energy,	new	leaders,	new	partners	and	the	inevitable	creative	
disruption	they	will	bring.		
	
To	misquote	our	42nd	president,	‘it’s	the	relationships,	stupid!’.	No	matter	how	big,	
smart,	successful	or	recognized	an	organization	may	become,	it	is	ultimately	the	
relationships	between	leaders	and	their	institutions	that	holds	the	organization	
together.	Particularly	during	and	after	the	sponsoring	committee	phase	it	is	critical	
that	training	sessions,	internal	action,	public	actions	and	issues	work	have	at	their	
center	the	building	and	strengthening	of	public	relationships.	This	is	the	glue	that	
will	see	the	organization	through	internal	turmoil	and	external	threats.	As	an	
organization	grows	and	matures	in	public	confidence	and	relational	trust	it	will	be	
able	to	take	on	more	complex	and	controversial	issues.		
	
If	you	are	thinking,	‘wow,	all	that	sounds	like	a	lot	of	work’,	you	are	right.	And	
building	a	sponsoring	committee	is	not	appropriate	for	every	strategy	for	change.	
But	it	is	essential	work	for	creating	an	organization	that	can	survive,	thrive,	adapt	
and	grow	over	decades.	My	mentor	Ernesto	Cortes,	Jr.	is	fond	of	quoting	physicist	
Freeman	Dyson,	in	his	book	Weapons	and	Hope,	writes	that	having	the	right	
timeline	matters.		For	the	CEO	it’s	the	quarterly	statement.	For	the	bureaucrat	it’s	
the	budget	cycle.	For	the	politician	it's	the	next	election.	But	for	the	grandparent,	it’s	
a	generation.	Those	of	us	committed	to	social	change	have	to	have	the	perspective	of	
a	grandparent.	Our	work	is	generational.	When	done	right	we	are	privileged	to	help	
build	organizations	that	outlive	the	comings	and	goings	of	politicians,	pastors,	
executives	and	organizers	alike	and	become	a	living	and	powerful	part	of	the	culture	
of	how	a	community	operates.	Only	then	will	we	have	taken	up	Rustin’s	timely	and	
prophetic	challenge	to	move	from	protest	to	politics.	
	
	
	


