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This chapter examines the emergence of two major black coalitions of faith-
based organizations in the city of Boston: the Black Ministerial Alliance and
the Ten Point Coalition. These two organizations represent a new civic tool
used by activist ministers and congregations to express the preferences of
the black religious sector in the city of Boston. The networks are a mecha-
nism for facilitating the participatory role of faith-based organizations in ini-
tiatives such as job training, public safety, and youth development and for
supporting black political leadership in the city. The information for the
study is based on interviews and meetings with a small group of ministers
and community activists between 1999 and 2000.

This analysis begins with an explanation regarding the significance of as-
sessing the work of faith-based coalitions in Boston politics. It is important
to remember that the black church has a long history of civic and political in-
volvement in the city. What is novel about the Black Ministerial Alliance and
the Ten Point Coalition is #ot that they are involved in civic life, but rather
that these two coalitions represent a different mechanism for civic participa-
tion than activist black churches and clergy have used in the past. A brief
overview of both coalitions is provided followed by a description of select
political and community activities pursued by these groups. Following this
overview the chapter examines two political controversies that found the
Ten Point Coalition and the Black Ministerial Alliance on opposing sides. The
chapter concludes by describing advantages that these coalitions have in
civic and political activities, as well as the challenges that the coalitions face
in terms of Boston politics.
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80 James Jennings
SIGNIFICANCE OF FAITH-BASED COALITIONS

There are only a few studies examining coalitions among black churches. A
groundbreaking one is Robert A. Clemetson and Roger Coates’s Restoring
Broken Places and Rebuilding Communities: A Casebook on African-
American Church Involvement in Community Economic Development.! As
the authors argue, faith-based networks are emerging as prominent civic ac-
tors and distributors of government services. As noted by one observer, “Net-
work structures are being used in the area of community development to
empower communities and to try to solve problems previously reserved for
government intervention. . . . They are vehicles for tapping into dominant
community resources and creating synergy and trust among otherwise inde-
pendent actors. They encourage building community involvement and in-
novative solutions to complex problems.”?

A majority of black religious institutions in Boston are located in the pre-
dominantly black neighborhoods of Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan.
Other than small businesses, churches represent the most numerous kinds of
institutions in Boston’s black communities. Churches outnumber community-
based agencies, community development corporations, and human service
agencies. These religious institutions represent both Christian and Islamic
faiths as well as places of worship that provide worship services in various lan-
guages, reflecting African, Caribbean, and Latino cultures. While the ministers
of these churches tend to be male, there are a significant number of churches
headed by women pastors, making Boston’s rate of women religious leaders
higher than national figures.> The two coalitions discussed here cover a wide
range of the religious institutions as members in Boston’s black neighbor-
hoods, reflecting diversity in terms of denomination, leadership, and the size
of congregations.

There are several reasons that justify the selection of these kinds of coali-
tions for understanding the dynamics of activist black congregations and
clergy in Boston. First, as is the case nationally, the black church in this city
is increasingly being turned to as an actor in the provision of social and hu-
man services in low-income communities. This is partially due to the way
the federal government is becoming involved with the states and social wel-
fare provision. Devolution, a term summarizing this development regarding
federal and state relations, is a call for less government interference or in-
fluence at the national level in matters related to social welfare. But along
with devolution comes reduction in fiscal commitments and resources in
many areas that are of major interest to local communities. As devolution
occurs, faith-based organizations that have long been involved in social
welfare issues become more salient as arenas for the delivery of services
that are traditionally handled by government welfare agencies and the non-
profit sector. There are increasing reports documenting the recruitment and
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utilization of black religious institutions and their leadership for participa-
tion in a range of community and economic development activities in urban
neighborhoods.*

A second reason for pursuing this study is the fact that churches and reli-

gious institutions do have organizational characteristics that can be trans-
lated into civic resources. Black churches enjoy social and community le-
gitimacy and have a tradition of community involvement. These institutions
are highly organized, have a committed and spiritually bonded member-
ship, and have the potential and capacity to raise funds independent of gov-
emment or businesses. They can mobilize volunteers effectively. As
Fredrick C. Harris notes, black churches can disseminate information
quickly and with efficiency for purposes of political mobilization.> Another
valuable resource is activist ministers who represent an educated group in
the black community. Many ministers have acquired organizing skills that
can be applied towards the mobilization of both congregants and commu-
nity residents on behalf of civic and political affairs. This is a key resource
in encouraging people to work on behalf of issues and political candidates
who are perceived as important to their community’s well-being. Related to
leadership resources is the capacity of faith-based organizations to provide
space and arenas for public and civic discourse regarding issues facing the
community.

Black religious institutions can also communicate effectively with their
congregations on a range of issues. Consequently, congregations can be mo-
bilized rapidly for various causes when and if the need arises. Harris also
notes that black churches can facilitate the learning of organizing skills
among congregants who learn these skills in church work. These organizing
skills are easily transferable to the civic arena. And, adds Harris, this sector
of civic life represents potential supporters and voters who can be solicited
on behalf of electoral candidates or political issues.® These kinds of church-
based resources have allowed black ministers to be key participants in the
city’s civic and political affairs. A question to be asked for this analysis is,
how are church-based political resources utilized by the two coalitions?

A focus on advocacy networks nurtured by black churches is a commen-
tary, in part, on the state of the institutional infrastructure in Boston’s black
communities. In a research report issued by the Trotter Institute on the state
of black community affairs in 1985, educator Hubie Jones wrote,

The status of institutions in Boston’s Black community cannot be understood or
assessed outside the context of this community’s relationship to the larger white
community. This fact is illustrated by the elements that shape the existing social
dynamic: numerical minority status, limited political clout, embryonic black
business development, outward drainage of financial resources, the poverty of
most of its residents, and blocked channels to opportunities and resources in the
external community.”
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Except for reference to numerical minority status, this assessment remains
applicable today. So a key question is, can black religious-based networks
make a difference in the city of Boston?

CONTINUING CIVICAND POLITICAL INVOLVEMENT

The civic involvement of black churches is not new in Boston.® Unfortu-
nately, a few articles published about this topic suggest that black churches
had little or insignificant involvement in community and political affairs be-
fore the late 1990s.? A review of Boston’s civic life in the decades of the
1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s would show an active involvement of black
churches that included significant political breakthroughs, the provision of
social and human services, the establishment of independent black schools,
and collaborative efforts with other sectors in Boston’s civic life. Throughout
the 1950s and 1960s black faith-based organizations in the city worked ex-
tensively in the areas of youth services, public safety, housing, education,
and economic development. As Jones described in his essay, “Black
churches provide social services, employment assistance and educational
programs. Today, the only educational alternatives to the public schools in
the black community are church-operated: St. Joseph’s School, Berea Acad-
emy (Seventh Day Adventist), Owens-Roberts Educational Center (People’s
Baptist Church), and Clara Muhammad School (American Muslim Mis-
sion).”!® Jones comments that while some efforts have a mixed history of
success and failure, “collaborative religious services have been inspirational,
vibrant events, reflecting the potential power of collective action.”!! This au-
thor gives several examples of such collaborative activities: the establish-
ment of an international famine relief effort under the “African American
Churches for African Support” in 1985; the Baptist Minister’s Conference of
Greater Boston, an organization that met to discuss religious and social con-
cerns; and the establishment of the Black Ecumenical Commission in the
later 1960s, whose mission was “to work with Black churches to assist them
in responding to the problems of poverty and disenfranchisement experi-
enced by Blacks and other minorities in Massachusetts.”!? There are numer-
ous examples of this earlier work throughout the 1970s and 1980s.13

Black ministers and churches have also entered the political thicket of
Boston. Issues that have motivated involvement on the part of black minis-
ters include education, youth, and public safety. Activist ministers have
sought electoral office and have been active in mayoral races, as well as con-
tests for the Boston City Council and School Committee. Black ministers
played a key role, for instance, in the debate during the early and mid-1990s
about whether or not the Boston School Committee should be appointed or
elected. The Interfaith Ministerial Alliance, a precursor to the Black Ministe-
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rial Alliance of Greater Boston, endorsed and worked on behalf of an ap-
pointed school committee in cooperation with Mayor Raymond Flynn’s ad-
ministration.'® Black ministers have been involved in political and policy de-
bates in the area of economic development. They have also served in many
government and policy-making positions in the city. For example, Reverend
Joseph E. Washington of the Wesley United Methodist Church in Dorchester
served as senior advisor on equal rights under the mayoral administration of
Ray Flynn. In the mid- and late 1980s, Minister Don Muhammad of the Na-
tion of Islam developed a relationship with the mayor and then police
deputy superintendent, William Celester. This relationship was widely per-
ceived as helpful in responding to high crime rates in the Grove Hall section
of Roxbury.!> Reverend Ray Hammond of the Bethel A.M.E. Church was ap-
pointed to head the Boston Education Reform Committee to lobby for re-
tention of the appointed school committee.'®

Black ministers have created ad-hoc alliances for purposes of endorsing or
running candidates for office and for supporting ballot initiatives. They have
also planned cooperative political strategies and actions on various civic
matters. In 1983 more than thirty black ministers collectively endorsed Mel
King for mayor and helped to propel him into the final runoff election. This
was the first and only instance in Boston’s history in which a black person
obtained enough votes to earn a spot in the runoff election for mayor.'’ In
1991 Reverend Ellis Hagler of the First Church of Roxbury ran for the office
of mayor and was able to garner several thousand votes, albeit in a losing ef-
fort. Activist black ministers were instrumental in assisting the administration
of Mayor Flynn to change the Boston School Committee from an elected to
an appointed body in 1992. This was a racially and politically divisive issue
in the city, especially in the black community. While an overwhelming num-
ber of black voters rejected the call for an appointed school committee, a
group of black ministers supporting Mayor Flynn on this issue were key in
the success of the campaign.

There are other examples of individual activists influencing the public
sphere in Boston. Reverend Michael E. Haynes of the Twelfth Baptist Church
in Roxbury, with the active support of his congregation, has a long list of
community accomplishments, including his legendary work with youth in
Roxbury.!® Reverend Haynes was elected as a state representative in the
Massachusetts legislature for three terms, between 1965 and 1970. He was
appointed to the State Parole Board and the Board of Pardons for sixteen
years, serving under three governors. He also was appointed to Boston’s Fair
Housing Commission under Mayor Flynn in 1989.19

Another activist minister who enjoys a strong reputation in Boston is Minis-
ter Don Muhammad, who is the spiritual leader of the Nation of Islam’s
mosque in Roxbury. Affectionately known as “Minister Don” by many in the
black community, this activist minister has focused his civic work on minority
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youth. He is recognized for his participation in education and youth issues in
Boston as well as for his interest in the economic development of the Roxbury
neighborhood. One example of his recognition as a civic leader in Boston is
the awarding of the city’s Paul Revere Bowl given for outstanding public ser-
vice on the part of an individual citizen. The work of Mosque #11 and “Minis-
ter Don” in the area of economic development was also touted in a study pub-
lished by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston.?

In summary, and as discussed in other chapters of this volume, the in-
volvement of black ministers and religious organizations in civic life is char-
acterized by participation in an array of political activities.?! Activist black
clergy have utilized a range of roles to influence decisions related to com-
munity and economic development, including (1) advising politicians, (2) di-
recting involvement in human and social services, (3) supporting and partic-
ipating in political campaigns, and (4) participating in coalition-based
advocacy strategies. There are many resources that black ministers can uti-
lize in their political roles. These include community-based legitimacy that
facilitates involvement in political and civic affairs.

TWO FAITH-BASED STRATEGIC COALITIONS:
TEN POINT COALITION AND THE BLACK
MINISTERIAL ALLIANCE OF GREATER BOSTON

The faith-based coalitions discussed in this chapter are not the only ones
based in Boston and the Greater Boston region. The Greater Boston Inter-
faith Organization is a relatively large organization affiliated with the Indus-
trial Areas Foundation. It is composed of approximately eighty-five congre-
gations and community organizations that concentrate on housing issues.
The organization has been effective in organizing many supporters across
racial and ethnic lines in an effort to lobby or campaign on behalf of afford-
able housing. Other organizations that are formed through coalitions of reli-
gious institutions include the City Mission Society, the Massachusetts Coun-
cil of Churches, and Mattapan-Dorchester Churches in Action.

These faith-based coalitions suggest a different institutional framework for
civic involvement on the part of the religious community than past church-
based activism. Although different in terms of organizational structure and
leadership, the Black Ministerial Alliance and Ten Point Coalition have over-
lapping memberships. The evolution of the networks reflects the changing
role of government and attitudes about the involvement of faith-based or-
ganizations in public life as well as a different posture on the part of foun-
dations interested in working in low-income and economically distressed
communities. The organizational missions of the Black Ministerial Alliance
and the Ten Point Coalition include several components: (a) a concern for
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organizing the faith community on behalf of civic issues deemed important
for the social and economic well-being of marginal neighborhoods; (b) an
understanding that there are important resources within the faith community
that could be transferred to the civic arena; (c) a sense of obligation that
faith-based organizations must help to improve living conditions as part of a
spiritual mission; and (d) a history and strong tradition of civic participation
a various levels.

The leadership of the two coalitions believes that the faith-based sector in
Boston’s black communities has key—and perhaps unique—resources that
can be identified and applied strategically to improve living conditions for
residents. A review of the work and official statements of each organization
shows that the ministers involved do not see a contradiction between spiri-
tal salvation and involvement in civic and political affairs of the state. There
is a general sense, furthermore, that differences in faith and denominations
should not serve to obstruct the building of coalitions and collaborative
strategies with other sectors concerned about civic issues. Each network is
led by religious leaders who believe that there is a spiritual mandate for civic
participation and moral obligation to support and advocate on behalf of the

community’s social and economic well-being. What follows is a description
of the aims of the two coalitions.

The Ten Point Coalition

The Ten Point Coalition is a group of Christian clergy and lay leaders
working to mobilize the Christian community around issues affecting black
and Latino youth, especially those at risk for violence and drug abuse. The
coalition was established following a gang shooting of a victim at a black
church in the neighborhood of Mattapan in May 1992.2% This incident helped
to mobilize many religious leaders in the black community. Clergy collec-
tively developed a pastoral letter and pledged a street-level crusade to help
youth, especially those involved with gangs and drugs. As explained by one
of the leading spokespersons of the pastoral letter, a major purpose of the
call to action is to help move faith-based organizations to include “the salva-
tion of our communities” as they work toward the “salvation of souls.”??

According to the coalition’s document, “A Ten Point Coalition Plan for a Na-
tional Church Mobilization to Combat Black on Black Violence,” this organi-
zation is based on membership that seeks to “generate serious discussion re-
garding the specific ways in which the Christian community can bring the
peace of God to the violent world of our youth. We therefore call upon
churches, church agencies, and the academic theological community through-
out the nation to consider, discuss, debate and implement, singly or in collab-
oration, any one or more of the ten points.” According to Reverend Ray Ham-
mond, the chairman of the coalition and one of its founders, this organization
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“is an ecumenical group of Christian clergy and lay leaders working to mobi-
lize the greater Boston community, and especially the Christian local church
community, around issues affecting Black and Latino youth—especially those
at-risk for violence, drug abuse, and other destructive behaviors.”

The Reverend Hammond expresses the guiding philosophy of the coali-
tion when he states:

Somehow we must get beyond the blame game and the sterile either/or debate
that makes this crisis either as some conservatives would have it the simple re-
sult of a decline in personal and family values or as some liberals would have it
the simple result of larger social and political forces. We must acknowledge that
there are forces at work both at the personal, family and community level, and
at the political, policy and macroeconomic level; that both personal decision
and public policies play a role in making our communities safer and stronger.
We must move to an emphasis on what I like to call the 3 R’s of community and
spiritual revitalization: renewal, responsibility, and reconnection—renewal of
our faith in the fact that we can make a difference in every aspect of the lives of
our youth, their families, and their communities; a willingness to take full re-
sponsibility for our respective roles in meeting the needs of our youth, and a
commitment to reconnecting and working in collaboration with other individu-
als and institutions.?4

The coalition engages in many community activities, but the primary mission
of this organization is to mobilize churches to reach out to at-risk youth.

This coalition was incorporated as a formal nonprofit organization in the
spring of 1996. There are fifteen board members, eight of whom are clergy.
A sample of the activities sponsored by the group includes a training work-
shop series called “Resurrecting Our Future.” The series provides informa-
tion on domestic violence, community organizing, training for night street
patrols as well as activities such as computer and summer camps for youth,
information seminars on homeownership, and a microenterprise develop-
ment project that provides support and information about capital acquisition
for emerging entrepreneurs. The coalition receives funding from founda-
tions, an annual fundraising dinner, and local, state, and federal grants,
which account for 10 to 15 percent of the organization’s budget. The coali-
tion also receives direct or in-kind support from local churches and has de-
veloped many inter-organizational relationships with public agencies and
community organizations. These relationships involve work with the police
department, schools, the probation department, youth-oriented organiza-
tions, community health agencies, and community development organiza-
tions. The group is attempting to build relationships with other ethnic-based
organizations as well. The leadership recognizes that in addition to the
African American and European American communities, there are other
communities with at-risk youth.
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The Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston

The Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston is an association of clergy
serving black churches and other minority congregations and individuals
representing denominational agencies and ministries. The alliance is the
older of the two networks of faith-based coalitions. It is the largest as well,
representing a broad base of member churches and religious associations.
This coalition has evolved over four decades. Prior to becoming known as
the Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston, the organization was called
the Interfaith Ministerial Alliance, and before that, it was called the Interde-
nominational Ministerial Alliance. By the year 2000 approximately fifty mem-
ber pastors or their representatives were attending monthly breakfast meet-
ings. Reverend Wesley Roberts, the president of the Black Ministerial
Alliance and pastor of People’s Baptist Church, posits that the alliance is one
of the strongest black organizations in Boston as evident in its strong net-
works and its capacity to organize and mobilize many church members. The
mission of this association of faith-based organizations is to provide advo-
cacy for the black community in the areas of political affairs, human services,
education, housing, economic development, youth services, and spiritual
life. Most of the member churches are located in the predominantly black
communities of Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan. The alliance is com-
posed of several advocacy committees reflecting a wide range of leaders in
the black church sector.

Shortly after accepting the presidency of this organization in 1994, Rev-
erend Roberts proposed organizational changes that made the coalition more
inclusive and allowed it to better coordinate its activities among member con-
gregations and associations. He changed the name of the organization, which
was originally called the Interfaith Ministerial Alliance. This name was chosen
because the Nation of Islam was a founding member of the organization and
members wanted to ensure that the name allowed for the inclusion of the Na-
tion of Islam. Reverend Roberts proposed the name, Black Ministerial Alliance
of Greater Boston, which was accepted by the membership and reflected the
growing influence of the coalition outside of the predominately black com-
munities of Roxbury, Dorchester and Mattapan. Reverend Roberts also
changed the organizational structure so that activities of the alliance are de-
centralized. The Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston has a president,
vice president, secretary, treasurer, and chairpersons for nine advocacy com-
mittees. This group of people constitutes the executive committee, which
meets on a monthly basis. Committees chaired by individuals are directly re-
sponsible for the committee activities. The nine committees, each chaired by
a member pastor, are education, spiritual life, criminal justice, housing, eco-
nomic affairs, human services, political affairs, youth, and inter-church rela-
tions. Today, the alliance is a dues-paying member organization. Membership
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in the alliance is not limited to churches, nor is it limited to African Americans
exclusively.

The alliance has developed extensive participation and leadership in
many civic issues in Boston. For example, semi-annual meetings with the
Boston Police Commissioner and focusing on the reduction of juvenile crime
in the black community have been sponsored under the auspices of the
Black Ministerial Alliance. The alliance has sponsored workshops on do-
mestic violence awareness for black clergy and has organized workshops
and information sessions on the problem of asthma and heart disease. In the
area of economic development, representatives from the coalition served as
planning committee members for a regional conference on African American
clergy and economic development, which was convened by the Federal Re-
serve Bank. Recognizing the potential influence and work of this organiza-
tion, the mayor of Boston appointed the president of the alliance to the ad-
visory board of the Boston Empowerment Zone in order that the black
religious community would have a voice in policy issues related to the zone
and the communities that would be impacted by targeted development.

In 1998, the alliance’s board, led by Reverend Leroy Attles of St. Paul’s
Church in Cambridge, the late Reverend Ozzie Edwards of Elliot Street
Church, Reverend Jossie E. Owens of the Second Church of Dorchester,
and the Reverend Charlotte Pridgen-Randolph of Wesley United Methodist
Church, decided to undertake a major programmatic initiative in education.
While the organization continues advocacy work with other issues, its lead-
ership believes that the quality of public education is one of the most criti-
cal issues facing the city of Boston. With funding from the Hyams Founda-
tion and the United Way, the alliance developed a proposal to establish the
“Victory Generation” after-school program. A major goal of this program is
to develop forty licensed after-school programs in member churches as a
strategy to increase the academic performance of two thousand middle and
high school students throughout the city. The alliance has also received
significant funding from foundations to support the planning and imple-
mentation of an educational action campaign to empower parents and
community residents.

In addition to developing church-based programs, the alliance encourages
its members to express their opinions at the ballot box and has not hesitated
to adopt public positions on civic issues. As a result, and due to its broad
base and extensive activities, the alliance has emerged as an important po-
litical player in the black community. In 1995 this organization distributed a
controversial memo critical of Mayor Thomas Menino. The memo included
complaints about the privatization of elderly housing developments, the
mayor’s affirmative action stand, and the mayor’s seeming lack of commit-
ment to economic development in black neighborhoods during that period.
The memo stirred intense public discussions about the mayor’s role in re-
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sponding to the needs of the black community. The alliance also organized
and provided testimony against the restoration of the death penalty at the
Massachusetts state legislature hearings. It has cosponsored, with organiza-
tions such as the NAACP, numerous voter registration drives and strategies to
encourage voter participation in elections. And it has lobbied the Boston
Housing Authority regarding racial incidents in the city’s public housing de-
velopments.

POLITICAL CONTROVERSIES

There has been some political conflict between the two coalitions as well as
tensions within each of the organizations. A few years ago, divisive state-
ments by some ministers about black elected officials led to the issuance of
a public letter on the part of the Ten Point Coalition clarifying who actually
speaks on behalf of the organization. In a letter to the Boston Globe assert-
ing existing divisions and conflict among black clergy, the leadership of the
Ten Point Coalition endorsed a call for unity.? Signed by Reverends Jeffrey
L. Brown, Ray Hammond, and Samuel C. Wood, the letter noted, “While in-
dividual members have differed publicly with other members, the organiza-
tion has never made any critical statements. Indeed, we are thankful for the
support of black elected officials who have worked with us to address com-
mon concerns.” Further, it reminded readers, “The executive committee con-
sists of Reverends Ray Hammond, Jeffrey Brown, Samuel Wood, and Eugene
Rivers. While Reverend Rivers is a respected and committed member, he is
not the spokesperson for or the leader of the coalition.”? There is concern
about the negative fallout from the conflict and some ministers have started
to develop better relationships and alliances as a result of the tensions.

One political controversy in Boston in 1999 involved the public defense
by a few black ministers regarding a local magazine that used a pejorative
term about a black individual on the front cover feature article. In its April
1998 issue the Boston Magazine published a critical story focusing on Pro-
fessor Henry Louis Gates of Harvard University titled, “Head Negro in
Charge.”?” Quite a few black leaders, including religious leaders, were of-
fended at the journal’s use of this term, arguing that it reflected poor judg-
ment, racial arrogance, and disrespect and that it perpetuated racist stereo-
types in Boston. The magazine’s editors argued that it had license to use this
term based on its increasing use in popular culture, as well as the fact that
two black ministers, Reverend Eugene Rivers of the Azusa Community
Church and Reverend Jeffrey Brown of Union Baptist Church in Cambridge
did not object to the term being used in this manner.

Upon hearing that a group of black leaders planned to visit the editor and
protest the use of the phrase, the editors contacted Reverends Rivers and
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Brown who intercepted the protesters in order to defend the Boston Maga-
zine at the same press conference. Reverend Brown asserted in defense of
the magazine, “I've been called a head Negro in charge by people in the
Black community. . . . It's not a derogatory term, not as it’s used now."?
Many people were also upset at the tone of what was perceived as personal
attacks on highly respected leaders who were among the protestors, includ-
ing Reverend Charles Stith of Union United Methodist Church; Dr. Joan
Wallace-Benjamin, the president of the Urban League of Eastern Massachu-
setts; and Mr. Lenny Alkins, president of the NAACP Boston Branch. As a re-
sult of this episode the Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts expelled Rev-
erend Rivers from its board.?

Another divisive episode was the response to the indictment of State Sen-
ator Dianne Wilkerson, the only black woman state senator in the history of
Massachusetts. This controversy occurred just a few months after the “Head
Negro in Charge” incident and also involved the public pronouncements of
Reverends Rivers, Brown, and Hammond regarding the indictment of Sena-
tor Wilkerson. Although making what some considered some tactical mis-
takes early in her legislative career (such as challenging the leadership of
Senate President William Bulger), Senator Wilkerson built a reputation as a
strong advocate of women and family rights. Her impressive legislative
record included strong advocacy for economic development policies bene-
ficial to poor and working-class neighborhoods. Moreover, Senator Wilker-
son was emerging as one of the strongest critics of the powerful insurance
industry in Massachusetts. In fact, she held the position of chair of the Joint
Committee on Insurance (1996-98) when she was indicted on misdemeanor
charges for failing to file federal income tax returns over a period of several
years.

Senator Wilkerson pleaded guilty and agreed to pay the taxes she owed in
addition to the penalties. Nevertheless, she was placed under house arrest
and probation by a state court judge. To many, this action seemed to be an
excessive judicial response. Her legislative colleagues, many of whom she
combated regarding key social and economic issues, called for her ouster
from the Senate. The Republican governor at that time, Paul Cellucci, pro-
claimed that she should resign or be removed for irresponsible behavior as
an elected official. However, the black community and other supporters mo-
bilized on behalf of the senator. Blacks were generally outraged that the me-
dia, in particular the Boston Globe and Boston Herald, were unfair and
racially paternalistic in their coverage. Except for the Bay State Banner, the
Boston Globe and Boston Herald seemed possessed in presenting the sena-
tor’s detractors, in particular Reverends Rivers, Brown, and Hammond, as
spokespersons of the black community.

Black ministers organized a prayer service at Charles Street A.M.E. Church
in support of Senator Wilkerson and in opposition to the negative editorials
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and press releases. These activist ministers included members of the Black
Ministerial Alliance, specifically Reverend Roberts, Reverend Michael E.
Haynes, and Minister Don Muhammad. More than a thousand individuals at-
tended the rally to offer support to the senator. As described in a Boston
Globe story, “The prayer service at Charles Street AME church was like a pu-
rification ritual: Minister after minister from Boston’s largest Black churches
embraced the transgressor and, as if through a laying on of hands, restored
her power. When the city’s Black clergy last week rallied around embattled
State Sen. Dianne Wilkerson, one prominent minister was missing—the Rev-
erend Eugene Rivers, who now stands accused of trying to kick the city’s
leading Black politician when she was down, after she pleaded guilty to fail-
ing to pay taxes for four years.”3

The Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston supported Senator Wilk-
erson. Reverend Roberts, in his role as president of coalition, announced that
money would be raised on behalf of the senator in order to help her pay the
back taxes. As he stated, “We are aware of the nature of her problem and ac-
knowledge the importance of adherence to law. . . . We are also aware of the
importance of grace and forgiveness in the face of human error. We are not
among those who believe it is right to shoot our wounded.”' As a result of
the actions of this faith-based coalition, the state senator emerged from this
episode as yet a more influential player and progressive leader in the poli-
tics of Boston and Massachusetts. The overwhelming community support
she received during this travail, which was led by activist black ministers,
served as a show of political force that was noted by many. Although stories
in the Boston Globe consistently reported major splits in the black commu-
nity regarding whether or not the senator should resign, the senator had
overwhelming support among her constituents. In fact, in her next electoral
bid in 1998 she easily won reelection with overwhelming voter support, re-
ceiving 74 percent of all votes cast in her state senatorial district. In the pre-
dominantly black wards of her district she garnered a near-unanimous 84
percent. This victory also reflected and represented an endorsement of the
work of the Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston as a major political
player in the black community.

As a result of these episodes of mobilization there have been attempts to
develop greater collaboration and communication within the alliance. Rev-
erend Roberts proposed the idea for a four-point covenant signed by all
members of the alliance. This covenant, which was adopted at the Charles
Street A.M.E. Church in 2000, includes four proposals for guiding the state-
ments and actions of ministers: (1) speaking well of other churches; (2)
agreeing to pray for other churches in a show of solidarity and support; (3)
communicating with each other about potential transfers of church mem-
bers; and (4) consistently meeting to share information and resources that
would strengthen interfaith partnerships. The position of the alliance and its
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leadership is that the message contained in this covenant is key in helping
faith-based organizations in the black community work together and that it
stands as a model for other community-based organizations to follow.

CIVIC ADVANTAGES OF FAITH-BASED COALITIONS

Both coalitions have served to increase the civic capacity of the black faith-
based sector in Boston. There are a number of civic advantages that the
Black Ministerial Alliance and the Ten Point Coalition utilize in the political
arena. One advantage is that these organizations can attract greater amounts
of external funding due to the fact that the institutional infrastructure is not
a church-based one. Many foundations may be hesitant to fund faith-based
organizations directly but not resistant to fund separate organizations estab-
lished by a group of churches. One example of this approach is the Black
Church Capacity Building Program, initially established by the Hyams Foun-
dation. The purpose of this effort is the provision of technical assistance to
churches interested in becoming involved in human service and community
revitalization programs. Under this initiative, technical assistance and train-
ing includes developing strategic planning, financial management, leader-
ship development, business empowerment, and information technology.
But the services are distributed through an institutional conduit rather than
directly to individual churches.??

Another advantage of faith-based coalitions is that their work and impact
ultimately has to be built on some degree of consensus and legitimacy. There
is a degree of “built-in” accountability in the work of the two networks in
representing the interests of the black community because the legitimacy of
the organizations ultimately is dependent on how groups of ministers work
together and how they are received in the entire black community. Ac-
countability can be overlooked if civic involvement is based only on the
work of individual ministers or churches. In the latter case, civic involvement
is based on the work of an individual minister acting upon his or her own
initiative rather than on a community agenda that has to enjoy some support
beyond one church or minister. Furthermore, the framework represented by
faith-based coalitions is less dependent on the charisma of individual minis-
ters or the particular civic orientation of individual churches. Thus, formal
networks that require cooperation for decision making allow for the expres-
sion of a greater variety of opinions in the black community.

Additionally, the faith-based networks described here can also serve as
buffers that allow individual churches to participate in civic issues consid-
ered controversial by congregants. For example, the Black Ministerial Al-
liance has participated in many efforts to raise awareness about the problem
of HIV/AIDS in Boston’s black community. It was a cosponsor of the “Week
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of HIV/AIDS and the Black Church” with the “Who Touched Me Ministry” in
1998. The coalition has organized numerous educational activities regarding
the problem of HIV/AIDS, which allows many black churches with hesitancy
to participate as a coalition partner. Another important civic advantage pre-
sented by the two coalitions is a mechanism for incorporating new African-
descent groups into African American religious networks. There are increas-
ing numbers of immigrants from Central America, the Caribbean, and African
nations who can be welcomed and served by these coalitions, perhaps in
more effective ways than by individual congregations. This is important be-
cause of the increasing “ethnicization” of the black community in Boston.
The non—African American black population is increasing.

These groups include Haitians, Nigerians, and people from other parts of
Africa and the Caribbean, as well as some Latino groups from Panama and
the Dominican Republic. These newer immigrant groups in Boston’s tradi-
tional black community are establishing their own churches or joining more
established and older black churches. There are some religious institutions,
induding the Nation of Islam’s Mosque #11, that have made efforts to re-
spond to this increasing ethnic diversity. Mosque #11, for example, broad-
casts its weekly program, “Hour of Power,” in Spanish. One of the points in
the Ten Point Coalition, as another example of its outreach, is to develop cur-
riculum for schools that reflects both black and Latino cultures. The kinds of
formal networks and strategic coalitions described here can be an effective
way for incorporating and giving voice to this increasing ethnic diversity in
Boston’s black community.

Finally, a major advantage of these networks is the potential of strength-
ening considerably the political clout of black elected leadership. Although
the possibility of factionalism with established leadership is possible, there is
also the possibility of an enhanced collective leadership. While the black
community has realized political breakthroughs in the 1980s and 1990s,
many feel that the political potential has not been actualized. Boston’s city
hall is composed of a strong mayoral form of government, with thirteen
members on the city council. This council is composed of four at-large mem-
bers and nine district representatives. The school committee is appointed by
the mayor. Although the black, Latino, and Asian population of the city now
represents the majority of the population, there are only two black city coun-
cilors and one Latino member of the city council. Except for the mayoral run
of Melvin King in 1983, the only black candidate to win an at-large city coun-
cil seat during the last two decades was Bruce Bolling. The relative weakness
of black political influence has meant that local government and other sec-
tors have leeway in deciding whom they wish to work with in the black com-
munity. The coalitions do represent resources that if utilized collaboratively

with other sectors and leaders could considerably enhance the political in-
fluence of the black community.
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Along with these challenges, and with the political disagreements be-
tween activist ministers as described above, this study points toward a need
for the two coalitions to (a) generate greater levels of communication and
collaboration between the groups; (b) pursue a greater level of program-
matic and even financial independence; and (c) expand systematic attempts
to work with other sectors, including elected oftficials and community-based
organization representatives. As proposed in the beginning of this chapter,
faith-based coalitions can represent a new political tool for enhancing the
political and economic well-being of Boston’s black community. These net-
works can be arenas for developing and debating policy and political issues.
Such arenas can have the weight of collective decision making based on in-
put from institutions that enjoy legitimacy and command potentially effective
resources for political mobilization.

The faith-based advocacy networks described in Boston have evolved into
another intermediary institution in the black community. Like many
community-based organizations they provide human services, manage pro-
grams, represent newcomers, seek funding and resources, and interact with
political processes and infrastructures. It is critical for the well-being of the
black community but also for Boston that faith-based coalitions seek collab-
oration on a range of political and economic issues and that the coalitions
also reflect accountability in the work they do on behalf of the black com-
munity. Teamwork based on public policy agendas that strengthen the black
community socially and economically is a major responsibility cast upon
these two coalitions.
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