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My name is Jos Linn and I am the Domestic Outreach Organizer and Coordinator of the Faith in Action Project for RESULTS. RESULTS is a nonprofit grassroots advocacy organization, committed to creating the political will to end hunger and the worst aspects of poverty. We also are committed to helping individuals exercise their personal and political power by lobbying the United States Congress for effective solutions and key policies that affect hunger and poverty. In other words, we find, train and empower citizens in advocacy.

When I was asked to speak here today, I was told the topic would be “Why Advocacy?” Why indeed? How do I explain to you my belief in the importance of advocacy? I am confident that many of you already know how important that work is. Yet despite that, many of us are reluctant to take it up. We are too busy, too tired or too afraid. We think that we cannot make a difference. We think our efforts are better spent elsewhere. And in many ways, that’s true. Our voices do feel stifled or silenced; we do feel frustrated and want to give up. Why waste our time arguing a position when it would be just as easy to put money into the offering plate and let someone else do it?

I’ve felt that way and I am sure many people in this room have as well. It is not that we are not compassionate, it is that we are resigned to the way the world works. We try our best and it seems that very little gets better. So why bang your head against the wall when it’s not going to do any good?

But then something happens. . . .


Something stirs inside and tells you to try again. And to try harder . . . and better . . . and smarter. I know this from personal experience. My journey to this work has been long, circuitous, confusing and illuminating. I come from a very politically literate family. My grandfather was a union organizer, my uncle a campaign manager, my mother is a schoolteacher and my father an outspoken minister in the Disciples church. My childhood is full of family memories of holiday meals becoming passionate and sometimes heated discussions of social issues and politics. If it’s true that you should never discuss politics and religion in polite company, my family was quite content to be impolite.


These experiences must have had their impact on me. I have always found myself drawn to issues of policy and politics over other subjects. I majored in political science in college and practiced law as a public servant rather than as a private attorney. I later worked in education and volunteered in political campaigns. I thought I was doing my best at being an active participant and good citizen. I was wrong.


While working as a school administrator, I found myself getting more and more frustrated and angry at what I was seeing from our elected leaders. I would read the paper, watch TV, surf the net to feed my need for answers and hopes for improving the current political climate. But I was an observer. I was on the outside looking in. And I hated it.


Sure, I would write letters to the editor and get some of the published, but that was only a temporary reprieve. One glance at a headline, political ad or Internet feature sent me right back to that feeling of anger and frustration. Like a lead weight growing larger and larger in my gut with each passing day.


I found myself spending almost all of my free time saturating myself in politics and policy. Trying to find that one magical idea that would bring government ineffectiveness, cutthroat partisanship and all of society’s problems to an end. Obviously, I did not succeed. But it did prompt me to change. Despite having no prospects and a baby on the way, my wife and I decided that I would leave education and look for a position in politics and/or policy. It was a scary prospect but I felt like God was trying to tell me something and I had better listen. All of us have jobs but fewer of us have vocations — a calling to specific work. I felt fortunate that mine was (and is) being revealed to me.


I won’t go through the uneventful details of my job search but needless to say, I learned of a new position with this organization called RESULTS, an organization I had never heard of, and applied. The rest, as they say, is history.


But the story does not end there. Within one week of coming on board with RESULTS, a miraculous thing happened. That frustration and anger — the lead weight in my stomach — disappeared. Gone . . . just like that. I couldn’t understand. The policies and political climate were unchanged, in fact, some of them were worse. Yet my negative feelings were gone.


I soon realized that my anger and frustration were not rooted in the policies that offended me. My feelings of despair had been created by something else — hopelessness. I was scared and angry because I felt like I had no power to change it. I was afraid that the world I saw was the only world I would ever see.


But the moment I stopped being an observer of that world — that political world that excited and offended me — and started being a participant, the world changed for me. I regained my voice (which I now realize I never lost) and started using it.


Now has the world lined up behind me and eliminated all of society’s problems? Not by a long shot. Do I still get frustrated and angry at the things I see? Absolutely. The difference is that I now know what to do about it. By becoming an advocate, I know the value of my voice, and where, when and how to effectively use it.


But that’s a story of my personal transformation from this work. I’ll bet some of you are thinking, “What does this sweaty guy from Des Moines who worried his pregnant wife to death by leaving his job have to do with me?” You’re right. This is about you. Why should you get involved?

First of all, you’re already are. Regardless of whether you have met with an elected official or written a letter to Congress, your presence here today is evidence enough of your involvement in this work — the work of ending poverty. For every child you teach in a Head Start Program, for every can of food you donate to your church food pantry, for every delivery of wood in winter you make for those who have no heat, you are involved. Through your actions, you are living out your faith, your compassion and your dissatisfaction with the status quo. 

Most of us are used to doing acts of charity to help those in need. And make no mistake, these acts are wonderful and necessary. People are struggling now. They’re starving now. And they’re dying now. And they need our help.

But charity is not enough. It is essential to alleviate the current conditions of poverty but it is not the answer to ending it. The meal we serve for dinner does not satisfy the hunger at breakfast. The money we give today does not satisfy the bill that comes tomorrow. We must address the conditions that cause poverty, not just the symptoms that result from it. You can find numerous studies and analyses that show how poverty can be eliminated. It is not from a lack of resources or ideas that poverty still exists; it is from a lack of will. Political will to effect change. Only through action at the societal level, can long-lasting and sweeping change take place. And in this country, that means government involvement. As the late William Sloane Coffin said:

. . . [H]ow are the poor to be helped — by charity or by justice, by voluntary contribution or by legislation?... Human nature is sinful, and therefore the virtue of the few will never compensate for the inertia of the many... Given human goodness, voluntary contributions are possible, but given human sinfulness, legislation is indispensable. Charity, yes always; but never as a substitute for justice.

Credo, pp. 56–57

Enacting legislation that helps people rise and stay out of poverty is a reflection of our personal priorities at a societal level. Never forget that Congress or the state legislature or the city council are merely the administrators of government, they are not government itself. It is we, the citizens of this country, who are the government. And thus, if we collectively refuse to tolerate poverty in our world, we have every right to use the tools of government to bring it about. The infrastructure we have created over the last 230 years has yielded an amazing potential to make monumental changes in how people live and thrive in this country. Government involvement is not the answer to every problem we face, but in eliminating hunger and poverty, it is essential.

But in order to assert our sovereignty and have government take up the cause in eliminating poverty, we must advocate for that cause. Advocacy does not supplant the need for charity and direct service; it is the vital compliment to them. To seek justice, we must stand up and let our voice be heard. We must be persistent, passionate and unwavering in our efforts. When our representative leaders do not address the issues we consider important, it is our duty, the sovereigns that we are, to steer them back on course. If not us, who? If not now, when?

For the faith community, these ideas are not foreign. The day that Moses stood at Pharaoh’s feet and said “Let my people go!”, advocacy and faith found its genesis (no pun intended). And it has been active in speaking truth to power ever since. Where would the abolitionist movement have been without John Woolman and the Quaker community? Where would the civil rights movement have been without 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama? These are examples of how the faith community has effectively used advocacy to seek societal change.

The faith community can also serve a unique purpose in this work. Like it or not, our leaders are looking to the faith community for support on their agendas. And some in the faith community have exploited this to their own benefit. But try to envision a world where the passion and intensity used to fuel the current “hot button” issues were instead used to combat hunger and poverty? To eliminate disease? We can find reference in the scriptures to justify almost any position we hold. Yet with regard to poverty, there is unanimity of thought. The Bible, Koran, Torah and other scriptures are replete with references to helping the poor. The stories of sacrifice and compassion to the less fortunate described in these texts are evidence enough of the faith community’s authority on the subject.

Furthermore, for those of you here who may not be looking at this from a faith perspective but are involved in direct service as your occupation or as a volunteer, or perhaps those present who may be living in conditions of poverty, who better to speak to the issue of poverty? Who better to advocate on poverty? Your experiences can convey more in a sentence than what a page full of statistics can do. You work and live in these conditions every day so no one has the witness, credibility, and incentive more than you to stand up for change.

The key, regardless from where you’re coming from, is to use your motivation for doing this work as the means to do this work. It’s about finding common ground upon which to sow the seeds of change. The religious advocate has no greater or lesser authority than the secular advocate. They just share different perspectives. By uniting the power of conviction across the lines of community, we begin to, to quote our keynote speaker, “move the mountain.”

Will the change take place overnight? Rarely. Will it be challenging and difficult? Yes. But the great movements of the past faced the same thing. The end of slavery, women’s suffrage, the civil rights movement all occurred not because the right leader came along. They happened because caring, compassionate and concerned people never gave up. Even as advocates saw their dreams unfulfilled year after year after year, their work paved the way for others to continue and build that momentum until it reached critical mass and a new world was born.

 
So RESULTS’ work, as well as other anti-poverty advocacy organizations, is to find current and potential advocates like you, educate and train you on the issues and effective advocacy techniques, and harness your passion and energy into creating the political will for change. By empowering ordinary citizens to take up the cause and then teaching the skills to become effective advocates, we help build the movement for societal change.

For us, that means working with Congress. Quite simply, that’s where the money is. Advocating to keep a local child care center open can make a huge difference for the several hundred children it services. But advocating for restored funding to the Child Care and Development Block Grant can make the difference for millions of children around the country.

I do not mean to imply that local advocacy is unimportant. Many states and local communities have their own programs targeted at ending poverty. Plus, while the federal government allocates a lot of money (not enough) to programs that help the poor, in many cases, it is the state or local government that administers those funds. Therefore, advocacy at the local and state levels is just as important and we need people to do it. In fact, there are many wonderful organizations in Iowa that focus their efforts at the state and local level. The Iowa Community Action Association, the Iowa Coalition for Housing and the Homeless, Every Child Matters, AMOS, just to name a few. These and many other organizations do fabulous state and local work on eliminating poverty.

So I have talked so far about why we advocate, but what exactly is advocacy? Advocacy can mean different things to different people. It can mean arguing your point. It can mean lobbying your elected officials. 
It can mean writing a letter. It can mean building a coalition of groups and holding a press conference. All of these, among many others, are ways to advocate.

But the ideal advocate knows that his or her effectiveness is built on one thing — relationship. Creating relationships is what make the difference. The relationship between the advocate and person benefiting; the relationship between the advocate and the media; and the relationship between advocates themselves; and, finally and most crucial, the relationship between the advocate and the elected official. Without this latter relationship, without that connection, between the citizen and the decision-maker, the latter has no incentive to appease the former.

Generally, that role is one of politician and constituent. But that relationship in many ways is built on fear. The fear of the politician losing a vote and the fear of the constituent confronting power. The relationship must move beyond that point. And simply expressing your views through your vote is not enough. Essential, but not enough. If we want our leaders to know our position, respect our knowledge of the issues, feel our commitment to ending poverty — in other words, if we want to cultivate relationships with our leaders — they must hear from us more than just every two years on Election Day. At RESULTS, this is the focal point of our work. It is going beyond only voting and becoming involved at every stage of the process. Voting should never be the end result of civic engagement; it should be the starting point. Every day should be Election Day.

So how do you develop these relationships? It starts with the point I just made — consistency. Instead of being reactionary to the issues, be proactive. For RESULTS volunteers, that means meeting monthly to take action. That could mean writing a hand-written letter to Senator Grassley or an op-ed for the Cedar Rapids Gazette. It could mean setting up a breakfast meeting with Senator Harkin’s legislative director or planning a face-to-face meeting with Congressman Leach. No matter what it is — it is a persistent monthly action on issues of hunger and poverty. Sure we should all be ready to deal with surprises that come up, but by consistently being involved, we also start addressing the issues before they become emergencies. In addition, through these actions, you make yourself known to the people who make the decisions or have influence with them. You build credibility both with your knowledge of the issues and your passion and dedication in advocating for them.

Also, your goal should always be to meet directly with people. Meeting face-to-face is the key to developing relationships. In speaking effectively on the issue, sharing our personal experiences and asking for specific action, we open up the potential for connection with that person. Instead of a lobby meeting, you now have a conversation and an opportunity for you to make a champion out of that leader. Just like we need grassroots leaders to lead outside of Congress, we need our elected leaders to lead within Congress. Empowering their leadership in the halls of government is just as important as empowering our own right here and now. Advocacy and relationship do that.

Another important aspect of this idea of relationship is having others along for the ride. The power of the individual is formidable, but the power of the group is unavoidable. One letter per month on a poverty issue is great, but 4 or 6 or 10 on the same issue gets people’s attention. Did you know that, in some congressional offices, if they get five letters on one issue, they have a meeting? Or that three letters requires a memo to the member of Congress? Bread for the World does a yearly event called the Offering of Letters. They generate hundred of thousands of letters on hunger issues from congregations around the country that they deliver to Congress. You don’t think that gets attention on Capitol Hill?

Never underestimate the power you can create from working as a group. When a group comes together for a common goal, the creativity grows exponentially. Ideas become much richer and tactics become more effective when forged through the fire of group dynamic.

But there is another point to be made here. We are not meant to go through life alone. We want and need help with almost everything we do. That includes advocacy work. I won’t lie to you; working with Congress or government at any level can be heavy, arduous and downright depressing at times. At every non-response or horrible piece of legislation, we feel like packing it in. Giving it up for someone who else to do. In those times, having others around you is vital. Getting encouragement, advice, or just to vent with someone who understands your frustration can make all the difference in the world. We are building leaders from the ground up but even leaders need a boost from time to time. Having others there ready and willing to provide that boost makes things much easier in those inevitable rough spots.

So within that framework of relationship, what are the tips that will make you a good advocate? Obviously there are many things I could tell you, too many to cover in this setting, but I can tell you of some techniques that we have developed over the years that have proven to be successful.

First, do your homework. Never go into a meeting, write a letter, or make a phone call without doing your homework first. It builds your confidence and it gives you credibility with your audience. The more credibility you have, the more respect you garner and thus your chances increase that they will seriously consider your request. On national issues, RESULTS has a wealth of information on our website on anti-poverty programs and legislation. There is a ton of information on the Internet and through the media that can educate you on the issues. For state and local poverty issues, again, the Internet is a key resource. But if you cannot find the information you want, call or visit the people working in those areas. Talk to the food bank coordinator or visit a Head Start center. These people live these programs each day and are experts on how things really work. I have found that when these people hear of others who want to help, they are more than willing to share their knowledge. Another key is knowing your audience. If you’re talking to an elected official, research them on the Internet or at your library. Find out who they are, their positions, their background, education, religious affiliation. You never what small fact could be the opening for you to connect with that person. All of this helps you better educate yourself on the issues and your audience and thus makes your advocacy efforts all that more effective.

Also, about the homework thing, an amazing thing happens when meet with an elected official, their staff or the media — they ask you questions. So it is imperative that you have at least some background and understanding of your issue. You don’t need to know everything and it is OK to say “I don’t know” but the more you are versed on your issue, the more credibility you have. Remember, this is about developing a relationship. The more knowledge and respect you demonstrate (and reciprocate), the more the chances they will remember you and maybe even look to you on issues in the future.

Second, be direct. If you are meeting with an elected official or member of the media, your time will be short and their attention may be shorter. Just like the rest of us, they are very busy and want you to get to the point. Tell them who you are, why you’re involved, what the issue and solution are, and what you want them to do. Don’t do a monologue or write an essay. In this work, brevity is a virtue. If you have done your homework and prepared well, you can make your point succinctly and the people you are speaking with will appreciate your insight and you not wasting their time.

RESULTS has developed a technique called the EPIC laser talk to help people how to focus and hone their arguments into a quick two minute talk. We call it the “elevator pitch.” If you found yourself in an elevator with your member of Congress or your state legislator or city councilperson, what would you say to them about poverty? This format helps you answer that question. It would take too long to do a training here but I have some handouts on the table to explain the process.

Third, share your story. I have heard from both Senator Grassley and Harkin’s staff that both of them are moved by personal stories more than anything else. Statistics are good and you should know them and use them when you can, but a personal story about how a program or policy has affected you or your family or your co-workers will really hit home. I can talk about the benefits the hawk-i [Healthy and Well Kids in Iowa] program from a policy perspective but I have no personal experience with it. A father or mother whose child is enrolled in hawk-i can speak directly to its value much more effectively than I can. That parent or child experiences the benefits of the program and can therefore convey its value in a way that I cannot.

Finally, be specific about what you ask for. As I stated before, elected officials and members of the media have limited time and limited knowledge of what you want. Therefore, they want to know specifically what you need from them. Don’t disappoint them. And put your request in the form of a yes or no question. It is direct, specific, and it forces them to answer you right then and there. So rather than saying,

“Senator Grassley, please fund Head Start enough so that kids will not be dropped from the program” 

That’s OK, but it’s general and leaves a lot of room for interpretation.

Instead say,

“Senator Grassley, will you vote NO on any Labor HHS appropriation that does not include an additional $234 million for Head Start so that its costs can keep up with inflation and thousands of children can stay in the program?”

Again, it is specific, it is direct and it shows that you know what you are talking about.

So what about his answer? Well, if he says yes, thank him, and follow up to make sure he makes good on his promise. If he says no, politely ask him why and what additional information can you provide that might help him change his mind. If he says he doesn’t know, ask him which person in his office you could follow up with to help educate him further on the issue. At the very least, you are establishing more connections and more opportunities to work with him and his staff.

So I have talked about a few ways on being an effective advocate, but what does this look like in practice. Can any one of us or a group of us really make that kind of a difference? The answer is most definitely yes. And to demonstrate this to you, I am going to share a famous story in RESULTS about how this idea of relationship and advocacy made a huge difference in the lives millions of AIDS victims in Africa. We call this story the Oklahoma Miracle.

Oklahoma has some of our strongest RESULTS groups and volunteers. In October 2003, one of our volunteers, Scott Swearingen, got a call from Joanne Carter, the RESULTS Global legislative director in Washington. As Scott tells it, she was calling him to ask the impossible. At the last minute, a year of grassroots work to increase funds for the global fight against AIDS was about to go down in flames. At stake was $289 million — enough to save millions of lives. RESULTS felt we had the votes to pass the increase, but a powerful Oklahoma senator, Don Nickles, had decided there would be no more increases in the foreign aid bill. And to make sure, he threatened to filibuster the entire foreign aid bill rather than have the $289 million come to a vote on the Senate floor. 

As chairman of the Budget Committee and as the second most powerful person in the Senate at the time, Nickles had the clout to get his way. Our legislative director had met with leaders of other global AIDS groups and they asked her if there was something the RESULTS grassroots volunteers could do. RESULTS was the group working on AIDS that had the most active nationwide grassroots advocacy in place — especially in Oklahoma.

Scott says that as he listened to Joanne, he didn’t have the heart to tell her that he thought it was hopeless. Scott and the other group members had met with Senator Nickles occasionally over the years but he had done very little of what they had requested. Oklahoma is known for its conservative legislators, who generally go out of their way to oppose foreign aid. Scott didn’t know what to do, but with the legislative director’s encouragement, he felt they had to try. Little did Scott know what the next 72 hours would be like.

On Monday morning, Scott started calling the other 5 RESULTS groups in Oklahoma to ask them to launch a statewide “call to action.” For the next two days, they used all the skills they had learned to generate political will. A RESULTS volunteer in Oklahoma City wrote a stirring one-page action sheet with the headline: “Senator Nickles Wants to Block $289 Million to Fight Global AIDS” and asked that citizens call and e-mail Nickles’ office on Wednesday to urge him to change his mind. He sent out the alert on e-mail to hundreds of activists around the state. The volunteers also agreed to call their local newspapers and ask them to call the senator to see if he really intended to carry through with his threat to kill the vote on the $289 million. They contacted religious leaders, AIDS care groups, health care professionals, friends and family and asked them to join in — and to spread the word.

They were even able to get the widow of the former governor of Oklahoma to call the senator directly. As a college student, Senator Nickles had begun his career in politics by volunteering with her husband’s campaign, and she was used to calling the senator by his first name.

On Wednesday morning, an avalanche of calls blanketed Senator Nickles’ office. We knew something good was happening when a RESULTS volunteer called Nickles’ office Wednesday afternoon and instead of the receptionist answering “Senator Nickles’ office” she asked “Are you calling about the AIDS funding?” Later in the day, a senior aide of the senator’s who usually didn’t return calls to our volunteers called our volunteer in Oklahoma City. The aide said that the senator now had no intention of a organizing a filibuster and he was working on a solution — and would they please stop the calls. The message had gotten through.

On Thursday morning, Senator Nickles met with Senator Ted Stevens of Alaska, who was chairman of Appropriations. Senator Stevens had also heard from the RESULTS groups in Alaska many times about global health issues. Nickles and Stevens came up with a compromise — they located $289 million of unused funds from the Defense budget and agreed that the money could be transferred to the foreign aid budget.

On Thursday afternoon, Nickles allowed a vote on the $289 million increase and the measure passed by an overwhelming 88-to-1 margin.

That’s the difference grassroots activists can make in just 72 hours. Sunday night the increase was dead in the water and by Thursday evening a great victory for millions of AIDS victims had been won.

In December, the Oklahoma RESULTS members met with Senator Nickles to thank him for what he’d done. Before that time, their meetings with him had been rushed and perfunctory and very formal. But this time he thanked them sincerely for their lobbying efforts and for coming to see him. He had been to Africa earlier in the month and for the first time he had seen the AIDS pandemic up close. Their meeting went longer than scheduled and he talked about what he’d seen and how proud he was of what the United States aid was doing.

That’s just one example of the valuable difference your advocacy efforts can make. I have only shown you the tip of the iceberg of what it is possible. By getting involved — with RESULTS or Bread for the World or the ONE campaign or AMOS or some other organization — you literally have the power to change the world. It only requires your willingness to say yes.

If you are interested in knowing more about RESULTS and about getting involved here in this community, please feel free to talk with me afterwards. I would love for Representative Leach to make some new friends.

I will close with quote I like to use from author Kristin Gore, which says “Participation is paramount and change is only an effort away.” You never know when that one effort — that conversation, that letter, that editorial, that meeting — will make the difference. Don’t those we are here today to help deserve that from us? Don’t we deserve it from ourselves? Instead of looking for that difference to take place, let’s be that difference that brings an end to poverty as we know it.
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