
Rural Organizing Project 
Rolling Think Tanks: March 7-13, 2005 
Facilitated by Suzanne Pharr 
 
Introduction to our Rolling Think Tanks: 
Rural Organizing Project has been a force for democracy and against the right since the 
early 90s.  Democracy remains in the forefront of our analysis and the work that we do 
even as it has become manipulated into our country’s most popular export.  As ROP 
transitions from the intense work we did over the past election year, we have found the 
need for and the wisdom in reflection.  And now as we move towards action and in 
particular the planning of the June 11-18 march, we wanted to gather together for a time 
of reflection and conversation led by wise elder and ROP friend, Suzanne Pharr.  Thanks 
to Suzanne’s generous donation of her time and the gifts of frequent flyer miles and home 
cooked meals, ROP coordinated a week of “rolling think tanks” in living rooms around 
the state that included 73 community leaders from 16 communities and all three ROP 
staff in small 8-10 person conversations.    
 
Framework that Suzanne offered us: 
This is a time of great fragmentation and numbness at the same time great yearning for 
connection and community.  This is a time where there are groups like ours working to 
expand democracy while groups on the right are working to contract democracy.  This is 
a time when the right has become institutionalized in the government in a very overt way 
to a great extent as a result of the supposed “mandate” of the 2004 election, following on 
the heals of September 11th and the culture of fear that we have since been immersed in, 
and building on the first Bush selection in 2000.  But this is also a time when many 
people are thinking more critically about politics than they have in a long time and that 
brings for us great opportunity, but it is a door that will not stay open forever.  We must 
also balance the urgency of the moment and the need to respond to the crises of the day 
with the long-term sustainable creation of beloved community, as Martin Luther King Jr. 
said, or beloved communities as we might now consider them.  After Watts, King’s 
language shifted from the Declaration of Independence and towards the language the 
three pronged threat of militarism, materialism, and racism – threats that are still very 
much alive today in our fragmented communities and called then as now for the creation 
of beloved community.  Beloved communities as inclusive places where radical 
transformations can take place that shift from a view of people as passive objects to a 
view of people as fully human and active agents of change.  
 
Questions we considered: 
1. What is it that we see that has been rising up as common ground?  Where do we 

recognize common yearnings, hopes, and dreams amongst our neighbors?   
2. How do we use this march and this opportune time to both engage our existing groups 

and expand our base? 
 
 
 
 



Notes on themes that emerged: 
 
On community and vision: 
• We want to create beloved communities – places where we can be fully human, 

caring, be in real relationship with one another, connect and reconnect, have a sense 
of belonging and that our participation matters, that draws us in, is authentic and 
genuine 

• We want to present a vision of what we are for – what we are against only gets us half 
way there.  How does our spirit live in our work?   

• Our celebration of our creative resistance and vision of liberation is important to 
nurture our selves, but also to draw folks in. 

• Personal relationships are key to transforming people and communities – we are 
motivated by our love and connections to one another – it is through these 
relationships that we connect with our inner sparks of justice, rightness, goodness, 
humanity. 

• We mourn the loss of community, we feel isolated and alienated from one another.  
This is a very individualistic, competitive, scarcity and fear based time.  This 
election’s results felt like an attack on immigrant and GLBT communities  

• Race is very much at the center of our division and fragmentation – and the need to 
have an anti-racist core in our beloved communities. 

• This past election gave people an easy way to identify which “side” they were on and 
take action – we need to move on that momentum!  We also need to give people the 
courage to continue the conversations that were started – the taboo to talk about 
politics is off! 

• It’s all about building the base – moving from seeing our neighbors as other to 
potential allies. 

• Creating parallel power that transforms our communities in a radically democratic 
way versus replacing one system of power with another. 

 
On common ground issues: 
• Families and children – unhappiness with violence in our lives 
• Jobs and unemployment – and economic threats including anti-bankruptcy bill, 

lowering minimum wage 
• Healthcare and insurance – how we take care of each other 
• Social Security 
• Fear and desire for protection – from one another, from “foreigners,” from 

immigrants, from LGBT community – this sense that we are under attack as white 
folks, as Christians, as US citizens, as heterosexuals.  

• All have a sense that something is not quite right in the world – not as it ought to be. 
• Do we focus on the things that unify us, the big tent issues, versus the things that 

divide and wedge us that we need to address in order to build our base up and deepen 
our analysis? 

 
Goals of the march: 
• Develop leadership and community organizing opportunities with local groups  



• Outreach to broader community and expand our base 
• Increase visibility of the progressive movement, our solidarity, and our vision of our 

beloved communities 
• Develop stronger alliances and working relationships with partner organizations 
 
Internal ROP goals: 
• Leadership development opportunities with local groups 
• Outreach to broader community 
• Visibility of rural progressives and ROP 
• Consolidate alliances  
 
Creativity on the march: 
• Story telling  
• Music – guitars, drum corps, on the back of a flatbed where folks could jump on and 

off, high school bands 
• Food – a banquet/feast table or stone soup metaphor that counters the scarcity model 
• March in someone’s honor or hope for their future – wear buttons with their photo 

and/or carry cards that tell their story and trade with people or carry shoes on the back 
of your pack in their honor 

• Puppets 
• Theatre – plays that demonstrate the growing income gap, ventriloquists, performance 

art, films like “Inside Iraq” 
• Signs – “US Soldier = $100/day Halliburton Contractor = $1000/day” or whatever it 

is. 
• 1500 Boots, Tombstones from UCC in Portland  
• Bringing ashes/water/dirt from local communities into one common receptacle that 

then folks would take from to bring some back to their local community from the 
collective 

• Hotline for the march – if you don’t know what to do post-election, call this number 
• Plant seeds along the route 
• 1-2-3-4!  What the hell are we marching for? Cards for folks to fill out in 

communities and along the route 
• Making flags, quilts, capes – flag could have different stars with people’s view of 

democracy – add on as pass through communities 
• Buddy system to combat apathy and fear 
• Shackles to show how we’ve been sold into debtor’s prison 
• Michael Curry’s dinosaur costumes – revenge on the oil guzzlers 
• Portland Folklore Society Songwriters Group could write new songs for the march 
• Small Airplanes Club with banners 
• Hot Air Balloons 
• Colorful cars and decorated RVs 
 
Programs on the march: 
• Telling the truth on our issues and our lives through testimonials, witnessing, story 

sharing – personal stories not facts and figures 



• Stopping at public places and spaces – schools, health clinics, libraries, elections 
office, prisons, department of agriculture or other office – to reclaim what is ours, to 
highlight the good things that government should provide and that our taxes support 

• Swell Days in Portland, Salem, Woodburn 
• Highlight examples of beloved community – where everyone realizes and acts like 

they are beloved and treats everyone like they are beloved 
• Strengthen individual commitments to our work and to community itself 
• Progressive faith based component  
• Public figures 
• Themes of the Day with education and calls to action – civil rights, history as a 

revolutionary people, successes of new deal, labor movement, agricultural nation 
before agribusiness took over 

• Stops along the way as listening sessions – starting with panel and then opening up 
• Everyone writes out three cards each day – to legislators on the issues of the day 
• Promote work that we have already done in our groups 
 
Media on the march: 
• Internet organizing 
• BLOG reporting 
• Sharing what we are achieving, what we are doing, and why 
• Local embedded reporters/interns from local papers 
• Daily local LTE from local communities  
• www.rop.org with people on it 
• interviews lined up with local papers along the route 
 
Local Work on the march: 
• Communities that we are walking through: 

o Part of planning process, welcome into the town (shared community dinners, 
signs up the week before announcing the march (burma shave style), local 
media contacts ahead of time, outreach to local leaders  

o Pictures and stories to leave behind in communities we pass through – 
witnessing boards 

o Message to communities that we are looking forward to what we will learn 
from you – shared dialogue and story telling places - doorknocking 

o Media along the route - interviews set up with local papers 
o Connect with schools, social studies teachers in particular and HS bands 

• Communities that marchers are coming from 
o Partnerships with organizations in local communities 
o Support network during the march – send cookies and care packages 
o Fundraising to support marchers 
o Write daily Letters to the Editor 
o Local hometown events for folks who can’t attend (but be careful doesn’t 

detract from march participation) 
o Community organizing and leadership development as part of planning and 

event of the march versus traditional march 



o Follow up – march as a vehicle and a building moment for forward movement 
o Email outreach – matching up needs and resources 

 
Messaging on the march: 
• Healthy Communities – Caring Communities – Beloved Communities 
• Real Social Security – for families  
• Safety – to be yourself, to express yourself, to speak up 
• Progressive View of Family – what do you need to take care of your family and 

expand outward into the world – reclaiming “family values” and integrity 
• Public Places/the Commons/Public Good/Greater Good 
• Whole Costs of the war/the deficit/security (loss of freedom to move, assemble, 

speech) 
• Human Rights 
• Truth, Justice, Reconciliation, Connection, and Community 
• We march to speak the truth, to act for justice, and to build community 
• First time to come together since the election 
• Our stories, our communities, our country 
• Leaving our world a better place for our children – as our parents did for us. 
• One step at a time – going up the mountain 
• Water imagery 
• Declaration of Independence and Bill of Rights – our right to the pursuit of happiness 

and human rights and responsibility 
• Everyone coming to the banquet/feast table/stone soup – moves against scarcity 

model 
• “march on” versus “march for” versus “walk for” 
• Policies that reduce people’s lives to dollars – people are dying because of lack of 

money allocated to programs that would keep them alive 
• Most important is the need for genuineness and authenticity in our language and in 

our work – not finding the right bumper sticker; ordinary people need to create the 
message – not “political thinkers” or power brokers 

• Personal ask to “join me in our search for beloved community” 
• Need for inclusive language – it’s just US not US versus THEM 
• We are the American people – We are the American family. 
• “Make no little plans, they have no power to stir people’s blood.” 
• “I’m slow on the gun, but I am pissed off now!” 
• Let’s clearly put out politics on the table – we want to be clear about what we want – 

it’s no longer about getting 51% - let’s shoot for the stars! 
• We need to start with folks where they are at – we have the ability to create a 

common framework that can keep us from being wedged while respecting our 
differences 

• We don’t have a common language and this is key and it is difficult. 
 
Allies on the march: 



• Let’s make sure to involve immigrant communities and communities of color beyond 
our existing allies in the Latino community – including the Asian, African, and 
Native American communities 

• NAACP, MIPRAP, Sisters in Action for Power, BORDC 
• Invite the Immokalee workers to come march with us 
• Invite the Bellingham, WA farm workers to march with us 
• Bring partners together around common causes 
• Cycle Oregon 
• Fishtrap Writers Collective in Wallowa 
• Churches and faith based allies 
• Labor 
• Peace Groups 
• LatNet and IRCO in Portland 
 
Concerns and Questions: 
• What are the goals? 
• What is the significance of the Salem to Portland route? 
• What are the numbers? 
 
Locations/Resources along the route: 
• Champoeg State Park – symbolically rich 
• Western Baptist College (Kristen F.)) 
• Benedictine Sisters in Woodburn (Ruth) 
• Catholic Conference Center (Kristen L.) 
 
Gifts and Commitments: 
Maria: Lane County support 
Greg: organizational outreach – labor in particular 
Emily: help spread the word 
Cris: participate on the march 
Kristen: on the march and staffing through BRO 
Connie: anything – gathering testimonies 
Rennie: 3 days on the march – maybe with his family? 
Lisa: whole march with 2 daughters – site at Atkinson UU 
Anita: march with daughter 
Mike: marching – maybe with youth groups from church – faith based community 
outreach 
Laird: have a lot of time 
Sarah: Clackamas County work 
KC: outreach and route planning 
Jess: 10 people on the march, legislative action center emails, coordination with BRO 
Amalia: LatNet and IRCO connections 
Kathryn: Planning and coordination role with a buddy 
Louise: on the march 
Mike: work on cards that people could send in to legislators with Greg and Paulina 



Barbara: manual labor – building, cooking, moving, making things with prop maker 
brother 
Greg: physical stuff, letter writing 
Kristen: connect with songwriters, tombstones with UCC 
Thelma: doorknocking and outreach 
Nancy: writing LTE 
Betty: food – who’s suffering, who’s benefiting  
Linda: one the march and will bring her car for someone else to drive 
Lee: organize N. Coast and get a bus to come down – get Nick from the Headlight Herald 
to come on the bus 


