
1

COMMUNITIES OF SHALOM :
LOS ANGELES, USA

John R. Schol

Background

In response to the uprising in April of 1992 that made the nation
shamefully aware of the destruction caused by years of poverty and
injustice in the inner city of Los Angeles, the United Methodist General
Conference moved to create a "Community of Shalom". Out of a long
history of cooperative parish ministry experience, the Shalom project
quickly developed stragegies that focused on identifying community assets
and resources, and counselled those who sought peace and struggled to
piece their lives and communities back together. The new Shalom initiative
stated that "in solidarity and consultation with the indigenous persons and
local churches in a selected neighbourhood, The United Methodist Church
commits itself to the creation in Los Angeles of a Shalom Zone . . . with the
hope that the Shalom Zone concept shall become a prototype for proactive
ministry in other places".

The Concept of the Shalom initiative challenges cooperating churches and
community organisations to use a mission-evangelism strategy that works
toward systemic change to:

develop congregations
increase economic prosperity,
eliminate racism and classism
coordinate community resources,
empower community residents and leaders to plan for the future
proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

As Communities of Shalom developed in Los Angeles, other
congregations realised that this was an effective strategy for their own
communities. The concept now is spreading across the country and around
the world as it enables churches to address the internal and external
pressures of poverty. Many churches in numerous annual conferences
within the United States are preparing to carry out the Shalom Zone
strategy. At the request of the Zimbabwe Annual Conference in August of
1994, A Shalom team visited the community and churches of Zakubva to
explore the development of Shalom Zones there. The Visit was a success,
and in conjunction with the Zimbabwe Annual Conference and the Africa
University, the first Community of Shalom outside the United States will
be established.

1. Shalom Communities: A Biblical Concept and a Challenge to
the Faithful
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Biblically shalom, the Hebrew word for peace, means more than absence
of conflict. It means everything that makes for the highest good. Shalom is
a state of completeness and wholeness in which people individually and
collectively experience health, prosperity, security, oneness with nature,
and spiritual renewal. Today it challenges faithful Christians to work
through the Church to help people obtain jobs, receive adequate health
care, heal racial divisions and injustices, and share the Good News of
Jesus Christ. It is the "pieces and peace" people need for daily living.

2. What is A Shalom Zone?

At the heart of the Communities of Shalom initiative is the definition of a
zone. A Shalom Zone is a defined geographic area where the church and
community channel their resources to change the negative forces within a
community into positive actions for shalom. In a rural community a zone
may be part of a county or a small town. In an urban community, it may be
a one to four square block area. It is necessary to target resources to
achieve impact and to make visible the practice of shalom. Thus, the zone
approach is intended to motivate others to seek the type of change in their
neighbourhood that they see in the Shalom Community.

In Los Angeles, the Pico/Union Shalom Community has identified
its zone in a city block that contains a large three story abandoned
building. A building has been purchased and preparation is
underway to begin a new United Methodist congregation, a job
training center, social service programs and five new businesses.

In Miami, Grace Haitian Church is developing its congregation and
has begun a land-scaping training program that helps individuals start
their own businesses. At another site, three churches - United
Methodist, United Church of Christ, and Baptist - are working with a
community development corporation to build houses and start new
businesses.

In Northeastern Alabama, the Upper Sand Mountain Parish, a rural
cooperative ministry of twelve small membership churches, is
building new solar homes, operates a cannery and meets the needs of
youth through a community center.

In Charleston, South Carolina, a church has developed plans for
community development and organised 14 local businesses to
improve the community's businesses and employment opportunities.

In a Philadelphia neighborhood, the Frankford Group Ministry, a
cooperative of four United Methodist Churches, has begun working
with youth who have criminal records.

In rural South Carolina, churches of the Bennettsville-Cheraw
Cooperative Parish are working to address youth concerns and
develop new community-based economic opportunities.
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In Boston, a youth Shalom site has been developed in cooperation
with a mission institution. Seven youth and four adult leaders have
attended Shalom training to address youth concerns.

3. Shalom Strategy and Goals

Shalom Zone strategy helps church members, community leaders and
community residents develop and carry out a plan that will achieve
shalom. Since every community is different, every Shalom Community
will be different, addressing a variety of issues and developing distinct
strategies to achieve shalom in their locality. In one community it may
mean developing affordable housing, in another community developing
jobs for young people, and in yet another community a health clinic for
children. It is churches and their community developing a Shalom plan for
themselves. What is consistent among different Shalom Communities is
that they are all working toward the same general goals but developing
strategies appropriate to their churches and communities.

4. Resources for Shalom Development

At the present time, the General Board of Global Ministries offers three
types of resources to assist churches and communities with the
development of Shalom Communities.

1. Training.  A five session training series covers biblical
understanding of shalom, mission evangelism, congregational
development, community economic development, community
organizing, fund raising and public relations. Training sessions
are offered to churches through annual conferences that
coordinate and support the development of Shalom
Communities. Eight to twenty persons from each Community
of Shalom receive the training. At the end of the training
series, each Community of Shalom has its own written plan for
development.

2. Technical Assistance. Once a church completes the initial
Shalom training sessions, Shalom staff negotiate to provide
one year of technical assistance via telephone or on site. This
kind of resourcing helps Communities of Shalom carry out
their Shalom Plan.

3. Leveraging Funds and Additional Resources. As a
Community of Shalom implements its plan, assistance also is
provided in leveraging local funds and other resources. The
General Board of Global Ministries offers small seed grants,
mission personnel and volunteers in mission opportunities.

The National Shalom Committee is comprised of fifteen United Methodist
laity and clergy from across the United States. It helps to guide the work of
the initiative and to secure funding needed to resource the Shalom Project.
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5. Learnings

Some of the learnings already gleaned from work with local Communities
of Shalom that will help to guide the Shalom movement in the future are:

Mission-evangelism is the critical strategy for the future of the
Church in both rural and urban communities in crisis. This involves
strategies that share the Gospel of Jesus Christ so that people,
institutions and communities will experience transformation.

Lasting and meaningful change that produces congregational and
community development in rural and urban communities takes time
(5-7 years) along with sustained commitment and energy at the local,
annual conference and general church levels. Intense training,
significant technical assistance, access to capital for long term
development, and opportunities for people to gather and support
each other are critical aspects of such development.

Identifying and mobilizing assets is as important as addressing
needs. A positive approach that encourages churches and
communities to build on their strengths and resources is more
productive than one that is constantly focused on fixing problems.

If the church is to be a force for transformation, it must work
cooperatively and collaboratively at all levels - global, conference,
district and general church. This includes collaborating with other
local congregations, other denominations and community
organisations, schools, municipalities, businesses, etc.

Every Community of Shalom will be unique in the assets available
to it, organisational strategies, obstacles, styles of operation, and in
the look and shape of the shalom it realizes.

The future of the Communities Shalom Movement is hopeful because it is
based on biblical principles and builds on identifiable assets. It prepares the
churches of cooperative parish ministries to link with community
organizations and other churches. It recognizes the needs and affirms the
aspirations of people in identifiable zones, and moves to develop plans
specific to their context. It enables the vision that sustainable congregations
and communities will be created. Seek shalom!

The Uniting Church in Australia, National Assembly Working Groups on Mission and
Evangelism has added this article to the on line Mission Folio in September 2001.

The folio is made up of papers and reports reflecting on mission and evangelism in the
Australian context.  The folio includes a number of papers from the National Theological
Consultation held in Adelaide in 2000 and will progressively include some of the major
statements from the Assembly over the past twenty-five years. We would be pleased to
hear from you and this is an invitation for you to send papers for inclusion in the folio.
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For further information Contact the Rev Dean Eland at deanelnd@melbpc.org.au
Phone at 03 9311 1161 or fax at 03 9311 2665. PO Box 384 SUNSHINE 3020.

This article is one of twenty articles included in “Congregations Learning Together for the
Future; a Workbook to help plan and create cluster ministries”, produced by the
Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria in November 1996. Editors Bruce McKenzie
and Rev Dean Eland.


