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“Worship and living are not two separate realms.  Unless living is a form of worship, our worship has no life…The highest peak of spiritual living is not necessarily reached in rare moments of ecstasy; the highest peak lies wherever we are and may be ascended in a common deed.”

These are the words of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, one of the great rabbis and American religious leaders of the 20th century.

For the last nine months, I have been asked one question more than any other: Why would a rabbi work in economic development?  Why spend all those years in school studying things seemingly unrelated to the tax credits, brownfields and Comprehensive Economic Development Strategies that are the bread and butter of my work day?

The answer lies in Heschel’s words:

“The highest peak of spiritual living is not necessarily reached in rare moments of ecstasy; the highest peak lies wherever we are and may be ascended in a common deed.”

I went into the rabbinate because the question of how we develop our communities is, at heart, a religious question.  The most common, mundane choices we make about where and how to build our homes and what kind of economy we perpetuate are moral choices that reflect how we want to relate to other people, which ultimately indicates how we want to relate to God.  Usually, these choices, when thought about at all, are considered in economic terms or political terms or occasionally aesthetic terms, but rarely religious terms, rarely with any thought that God might care whether we build cities or suburbs, or that God might care how we use energy or how we use land or whether we shop at local stores or national chains.

But each of these decisions has enormous implications for the development of society.  Each of these decisions will affect the well-being of other people in ways almost too numerous to count, affecting them sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse.  And if there is one thing God cares about, it is how we treat other people.  And so these routine, mundane decisions are actually the great and pressing religious issues of our day.

I imagine I need not point out the connection to New Haven’s non-profit community.  These issues are the life-blood of the work you do, whether it’s housing or economic development or education reform.  What I would like to do this morning is suggest a framework for thinking about these fundamentally religious choices and then suggest that, to date, we have done a very poor job of making these decisions.

Over the last few years, I have come to understand that the laws, teachings and exhortations of the Bible can be summed up in one central idea:  What the Bible is trying to teach us is how to build a sustainable society.  Specifically, how to build a society that is economically, ecologically, socially and spiritually sustainable.  How to build a society that is economically, ecologically, socially and spiritually sustainable.  These four criteria are the lens through which we must view everything we do.  They are the measure by which we must evaluate every choice we make, whether it is a personal decision, such as where to raise our families or how we eat; a decision at work, such as what type of development to pursue or what kind of product to market; or a political decision such as land use, taxation or trade policy.  Everything is subject to the test of sustainability.

When evaluating a decision by these measures, we must ask many hard questions.  This morning, I will suggest just a few in each area.

When considering if a choice is economically sustainable, we must ask basic questions about propriety and scale and responsibility, the most basic of which is ‘Can I afford this?’ or ‘Can our society afford this?’  We must ask: ‘Will this decision create greater equality or greater inequality?’  ‘Does this choice strengthen the essential connections between ownership, profit and responsibility or does it further abstract these notions, severing these essential connections?’  And most importantly we must ask: ‘How much is enough?’

When considering if a choice is ecologically sustainable, we must first remember the intimate and essential connections between all parts of God’s Creation.  Then we must ask: ‘Will this decision lead to greater health for human communities and the natural surroundings on which they depend or will it destroy their health?’  ‘Can this decision be repeated on an on-going basis without degrading the soil, plants, animals, air and water?’  ‘Will this decision deplete the abundance God has blessed us with or enhance it?’

Social sustainability addresses some of the most emotionally and politically charged issues we know, most of which our society is not prepared to deal with.  We must ask: ‘Will this decision increase segregation by race and class, or will it reduce it?’  ‘Will it create communities in which people of different racial, ethnic and economic backgrounds live together in close proximity and relate as neighbors and equals?’   ‘Will this choice create opportunities for reconciliation and sharing and trust, or will it promote division, fear and distrust?’

Finally, we must inquire if our choices are spiritually sustainable.  This is the most difficult of the four to conceptualize, but I think it can be explained in two ways.  On the one hand, it is the sum-total of the other three.  If our decisions are not economically, ecologically and socially sustainable, they will not be spiritually sustainable.  If we make decisions that create economic injustice, degrade God’s Creation and provoke social strife, there is no way that will we be on good terms with God or ourselves.

But spiritual sustainability is more than just the sum of the other three.  It has its own meaning and its own set of questions.  When considering if a choice is spiritually sustainable, we would ask such questions as: ‘Is it beautiful?’ – for the soul needs beauty to survive and flourish.  ‘Will this increase my material needs and dependencies or reduce them? – for a spirit lusting after ever more material goods will never be satisfied.  ‘Is it meaningful?’ – for if we spend our time doing things that are void and worthless, we will not feel good about ourselves.  And finally: ‘Is it humble?’ – for while we were meant to create and aspire and achieve, if we do so without bounds of humility and propriety, we will suffer despair when we finally discover that we are not all-knowing or invincible.

These are the questions we must ask.

And we must be very clear about their implications: if we do not choose what is sustainable, then we have chosen what is unsustainable, and what is unsustainable, by definition, will not last.  It may be hard for us to conceive that the life we are used to, the comforts and material standards to which we have grown accustomed, could possibly come to an end.  But that is the definition of unsustainable.  We may not like the answers we get from asking these questions.  But they are the right and necessary questions.

So if we take sustainability as our measure, what, then, are the moral implications of community development?

I would suggest that the moral implication of community development is that we have failed in making these choices.  The existence of so many organizations dedicated to filling the most basic and critical needs of our society is a sign that we – as individuals and collectively – have failed to make choices that are sustainable.

Please do not misunderstand me – this is in no way a criticism of the work or the value of organizations that do community development.  On the contrary – they are doing work that is absolutely essential to the well-being of our society.  What I am saying is that if we were making the choices we should be making, we would not need many of these organizations in the first place.

For example, let’s consider our host, the Greater New Haven Community Loan Fund.  Why is it that we need a special organization to fund affordable housing?  Why is it that we need organizations such as Neighborhood Housing Services and the Mutual Housing Association to build affordable housing?  How is it that we have come to a place where even many middle class families cannot afford decent housing, to say nothing of those who are poor?  Is it that we have no place to put people?  Are all 350 square miles of our region packed cheek by jowl?


Rather, the affordable housing problem in our region is a human creation, the horrible but foreseeable outcome of deliberate human choices.  For the last 60 years, we have promulgated zoning laws that exclude all but the most exclusive and unsustainable form of housing: the single family house on a large plot of land.  This pattern of development has been the national obsession since the end of World War II.  But what if our zoning laws had not been so restrictive for all those years?  What if developers in all of our towns had been allowed to develop multi-family homes or apartments or less expensive houses on smaller plots of land?  What if each of our towns had options that were accessible to a wide variety of people with a range of incomes?  Had our region developed for the last 60 years with all of these options, we might not have the crisis we have today.

The affordable housing crisis represents the failure to make sustainable choices.  It represents a failure by our towns and our state legislature.  But it mostly represents a failure by us as individuals.  Our political decisions are an expression of our collective will.  If our towns refuse to write more inclusive zoning laws, it is because the people in those towns don’t want them.  It is the individual choices, the individual moral commitments that must ultimately change in order to solve this crisis.  It is individuals who must begin to make decisions that are more sustainable.

Fortunately, these choices are being made anew every day.  While we cannot change what happened 60 years ago, we do have the power to change such laws today and so shape what our towns will look like 60 years from now.  We have the opportunity and the hindsight to ask the necessary questions.  We can ask: ‘Is it economically sustainable to maintain land use policies that make it impossible for ordinary families to afford housing?’  We can ask: ‘How will we attract businesses to our state if their employees can’t afford to live here?’  We can ask: ‘Is it ecologically sustainable to develop our last remaining forests and open spaces?’  ‘Is it ecologically sustainable to promote low-density housing that makes us utterly dependent on our cars?’  We can ask: ‘Is it socially sustainable to continue building communities where people do not have sidewalks on which to casually interact?’  ‘Is it socially sustainable to continue segregating the poor from the rich, or black from white?’

And finally, we can ask if this is spiritually sustainable.  For guidance, we might look to the 58th chapter of the Book of Isaiah and hear the prophet speaking God’s Word saying: ‘Break your bread with the hungry and bring the moaning poor into your home.’
  Let’s look at that again.  It doesn’t say build gates around your communities.  It doesn’t say make one-acre zoning or two-acre zoning.  It says: ‘Bring the moaning poor into your home.’  So we must ask: Is it spiritually sustainable to stand before God and say: ‘Sorry, we don’t have room’?
While I have chosen the example of affordable housing this morning, these four criteria of sustainability can and must be applied to all areas of life.  We must test not just the choices we make in business or in politics, but even the most mundane details of our personal lives, even the most ordinary decisions about how we run and keep our homes.  These are the decisions that ultimately reveal our character and our commitments.  These are those common deeds Rabbi Heschel wrote of by which we may ascend to high spiritual peaks.
So what are the moral implications of community development?

Community development is a call to confront our failures.  When we see the work of people like Carla Weil and Jackie Downing, we must consider the needs they are trying to fill and ask: ‘Why do these needs exist in the first place?’  ‘What choices have we made - what choices have I made - that have made their work necessary?’

Community development is a call to ask hard questions.  It is a call to re-evaluate the comforts, conveniences and modes of living we have become accustomed to and ask if they are sustainable.

Community development is a challenge to make better choices.  It is a challenge to build communities that are economically, ecologically, socially and spiritually sustainable.  It is a challenge not to settle for what is unsustainable simply because it is easier.

Community development is a call to do hard work.  And it is a call we dare not ignore.
Thank you.
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