
GA service 2012 

I went to GA to try to understand why it is that social justice issues 

seem relatively easy to rally people around but environmental issues 

which in my opinion are the root cause of many social justice issues 

seem to be much more difficult. I was also looking to unlock any secrets 

I could about what makes the Standing on the Side of Love campaign so 

successful. 

 I listened to Linda Herrea from El Salvador talking about being part of 

the last generation to know family cohesiveness, self reliance, and 

clean water. She related how families took care of each other and most 

people either grew their own food or caught plentiful fish and shrimp 

that inhabited the river. All that changed when American multi-national 

companies came in and turned the land into mass farmland, diverted 

the river, polluted the water, ruined livelihoods and killed the fish and 

shrimp so that plentiful food was no longer available. I realized that I 

could identify with her story as I grew up as a farmer and we grew a lot 

of our own food or traded with others who produced what we didn’t. 

We also rotated crops or left the fields fallow to build up the quality of 

the soil. Now everyone just grows corn and the rivers are highly 

polluted with chemical runoff. People had to emigrate primarily to US 

for opportunity. This underscored my feeling that environmental justice 

issues can cause serious social justice issues. I also realized that not 

enough people were able to hear this story because a plenary session 

had been scheduled at the same time as this session. Like I’ve said 

environmental justice seems to always play second fiddle. 

 I viewed the Sierra club documentary about the wall- It costs$18m per 

mile and slows average immigrant down for about 5 minutes. There are 



1933 miles of border to the South. This would cost at least $35 trillion. 

There’s talk about a wall to the north as well which would be an 

additional3,987 miles. In an age where financial resources are at a 

premium one can only be dismayed at the waste and the ignorance that 

drives it. Imagine if some of this money were used to help solve the 

problem. Additionally due to a little known paragraph in the Real ID act, 

Homeland security has power to suspend 30 environmental laws 

including endangered species, wildlife reserve act, clean air act, clean 

water act. The richest wildlife preserve known as the Sky Island 

preserve is along the US Mexico border.  The fence is wreaking havoc 

with native species habitats by separating herds and keeping some 

animals from their natural supply of food and water. And this is just one 

of many. 

At the workshop for the new environmental justice workshop we used 

a visual method to express our environmental concerns and then had a 

lot of fun finding other relationships at play that were not immediately 

obvious. My great Lakes water story mushroomed into issues of 

pollution of groundwater by refineries in Texas and problem with over-

pumping an aquifer in Arizona that directly affects the flow of a major 

river. We even tossed in a lobbyist or two for good measure. This 

method really facilitates good storytelling as it is very useful for 

untangling very complicated relationships 

Susan Frederic Gray, Minister of the Phoenix church talked about her 

journey in the immigration rights movement and the struggle to 

maintain a balance between promoting justice and keeping peace with 

congregants who didn’t share the position. There is a deep emotional 

struggle to keep going with each new story of despair and each push 

back from a congregant who doesn’t see the problem.  



At the Standing on the Side of Love session about storytelling, 

mobilization and social media session my eyes were opened not only 

about the power of social media (and the astounding number of kinds) 

but also about the importance of timely storytelling. On the flip side it 

also drew out the pitfalls of that very media. That is that timeliness 

does not necessarily breed accuracy had people tweeting and blogging 

and some other things I never hear of all around me.  I was ready to call 

some 8 year olds for assistance. 

 The Ware lecture by Maria Hinojosa of NPR and PBS drove home for 

me the difficulties of telling “our” stories and “our stories” in the 

proper context while battling assumptions of bias in our stories or of 

“having an agenda” as she put it. 

I have often sat here on Sunday and heard about telling our stories but I 

had always interpreted this as a means for relationship and community 

building. It goes way beyond that. Storytelling is how we affect change 

in society.  There are “our” stories and “our stories” one being our 

individual stories and the other being our collective stories. These 

individual stories are woven together into the collective of our stories. 

However like any tapestry the fabric is only as strong as the threads 

“our” stories that hold it together. We must expose attempts to alter 

‘our” stories which then have the effect of altering “our stories”. We 

must make sure that ‘our’ stories are told honestly and passionately 

and often so that our stories remain strong and our road to change 

remains solid. 

We need to help each other to tell and reinforce ‘our’ stories as well as 

“our stories” We need to tell our stories often so that even people who 



believe a story purely because they have heard it often will be tricked 

into believing a story that is actually true. 

 

This is my story 


