CNU Metaphysical Planning Salon (Sunday, June 27):

(Philip Bess)

I want to tell a couple of stories that involve neighborhoods, ethnicity, religion, and community inclusiveness.  Taken together, they also cut across economic, political, and even religious distinctions, and describe conditions of social diversity that in spite of our aspirations are a long way from being achieved by even the best New Urbanist developments to date.

The first is from personal experience, and involves a neighborhood here in Chicago and a student of mine from Notre Dame.  The student is a Muslim woman originally from Somalia, currently residing in the United Arab Emirates.  She was supposed to spend last semester with her classmates in Rome; but owing to today’s more restrictive security measures, had she gone to Rome in the spring of this year she would not have been permitted to return to the U.S. in time to begin classes in the fall of this year.  So instead of going to Rome and taking longer to graduate, she opted to stay in the U.S., and wound up taking an independent study design studio with me this past spring.

We selected a site on the far north side of Chicago, in a South Asian neighborhood at the center of which is about a mile-long stretch of Devon Avenue.  This stretch of street is justly famous in Chicago (and I’m sorry it was not included among the tours of Chicago offered to New Urbanists at this congress).  The South Asian residents of this neighborhood come primarily from India and Pakistan; which means, among other things, that it is a neighborhood occupied primarily by Hindus and Muslims.  The storefronts along Devon Ave are typical of their Chicago formal type, built during the early part of the 20th century, most likely by German and Polish immigrant masons; as were the ubiquitous 2-, 3-, 6- and 12-flat corner buildings that constitute the immediately adjacent neighborhood housing stock and provide a variety of housing options that accommodate both well-established / well-off South Asians and those who are newly arrived and poor.  Devon Avenue itself, on both sides of the street for about a mile, is a continuous bazaar of stores selling goods from South Asia, both Indian and Pakistani, until it gradually transitions on the western end into a couple blocks of retail businesses catering primarily to Orthodox Jews.  There is no Starbucks on Devon Avenue, nor is it likely there will be one anytime soon.

There is a history of South Asian cross-cultural influence in the United Arab Emirates; and my student said that she liked Indian food.  So when we visited the site, I offered to take her to lunch at one of the many Indian restaurants that line Devon Avenue.  The restaurant we entered had a lunch buffet; and as we approached the buffet line I asked her what if any dietary restrictions she might be observing.  When she replied that she would not be eating meat, I asked if this was a permanent or a merely temporary practice.  She said that she in fact regularly ate meat in her home country, but that as an observant Muslim she would only eat meat that was halal:  i.e., meat that had been killed, prepared and blessed in a certain way that makes it acceptable to Muslims (a kind of Muslim equivalent of kosher).  One of the restaurant employees, overhearing our conversation, approached and politely informed us that all of the meat served in the restaurant was in fact halal.  He walked us over to one of the walls of the restaurant where there was a little notice of where they purchased their meat, and that it was prepared in accordance with Islamic dietary requirements.  He said that he wanted her to be confident of this, because he too is a Muslim.  And it struck me that this instance of an Indian restaurant in America---probably owned by Hindus---serving food that also met the dietary requirements of its many Muslim neighbors was on the one hand simply good business; but also on the other hand a mark both of that kind of sophistication about people different than oneself that we call “urbanity,” as well as that sensitivity to people different than oneself that we call “politeness”---urbanity and politeness being words that of course betray their traditional city origins.  There’s a little bit more to this story however.  My student had come to Chicago several days earlier; and I had picked her up that day on the northwest side of Chicago, in an apartment complex not far from O’Hare airport.  I assumed she had been staying with friends; and when I asked her who she was staying with and how she knew them, she explained to me that she really didn’t know them well, inasmuch as they had just recently met.  I pressed forward in my own politely aggressive Chicago way and asked her to tell me more.  It turns out that the family she was staying with in Chicago are members of her Somali tribe.  They had never met each other; but Somalis owe each other the duty of hospitality.  So my student had called them up a few days earlier and explained that she needed to come to Chicago.  A family member then drove to South Bend to get her, and brought her back to Chicago to stay with them for several days; and then subsequently drove her back to South Bend.  Now I had heard of such middle-eastern and African more-strict and less-strict duties of hospitality; but I must say that I found her story both instructive and amazing.  Amazing, because I’m an American, and would have been inclined to tell her something like “Take the train, here’s how; I’ll pick you up at the station;” and instructive because this duty of hospitality represented a tangible form of communal obligation that in spite of my most communitarian sympathies I had failed to imagine.  And while I certainly am not suggesting that either trains or a wide degree of individual freedom are bad things, I am suggesting that commitments to and the genuine goods of real “community” are almost certainly more complex and more demanding than either Americans or New Urbanists typically articulate, not only to the world but even more significantly to ourselves.    

My second story is not mine, but comes rather from the June 4, 2004 issue of Commonweal Magazine, a politically liberal (or at least more politically liberal than me) journal of culture and the arts published by lay Catholics.  It is a thousand-word essay by a woman name Melissa Nussbaum, who is a parishoner at St. Mary’s Cathedral in Colorado Springs, Colorado.  The diocese of Colorado Springs has been in the news in recent weeks because its bishop has said that he would deny communion to pro-choice politicians, and has raised the question of whether Catholics who support pro-abortion candidates and public policy should present themselves for communion.  Ms. Nussbaum’s essay describes a communal context of primary agreements within which disagreements and differences are not unimportant but are nevertheless subservient; and I want to suggest that what she describes of her church is also applicable to our own commitments to traditional urbanism---especially that urbanism must neither become a partisan political thing nor be a class exclusive thing.  Here is what she writes:

The Catholic Church in Colorado Springs usually flies under the radar.  We are a small diocese, carved out of Denver’s archdiocese in the 1980s, with a tradition of strong lay leadership.  We are a diocese of soldiers and peace activists, and our cathedral’s long association with the Marian House Soup Kitchen next door means that the bishop’s church is also the parish for the Catholic homeless.  It is my parish, too.  We are welcome there, all of us.  We are not one in politics, but politics doesn’t call us together.  We are called by Christ, in whom we are one.

When I gather Sunday mornings with other parishioners of St. Mary’s, it is the least American hour of my week.  Like all the American women I know, I take my purse everywhere.  When I pick up my son at school and bring cash for a sports fee.  When I stop to fill the car with gas and buy a gallon of milk.  But at Mass there’s nothing to buy.  I walk there, hands open and outstretched, like a beggar.  I’m not trading dollars for services; what’s offered on the altar isn’t for sale.

At Mass, I bow.  Americans don’t bow.  We walk tall through our lives, erect, unbending, Gary Cooper at high noon.  But at Mass, I bend and bow, kneeling like a servant, on my knees like a slave.  Not an American moment, but a Catholic moment, one in an unbroken chain of moments, Sunday after Sunday, from first-century Jerusalem to twenty-first-century Colorado Springs.

So it was a surprise to find ourselves in the national news, interviewed by reporters looking for that most American invention, the sound bite, about that most American ritual, voting.  Republican?  Democrat? Angry?  Happy?  The bishop, yes or no?  Communicated or ex?  We are talking about our bishop’s latest statement barring pro-choice politicians and even voters from Communion, but neither exclusively nor primarily.

Most of my life is broken into divisions of property and occupation and memberships.  Who can buy here, work here, belong here?  My vote is an exercise in further division.  No politician runs on the Catholic ticket or holds herself accountable only to Catholics.  One question we’re asking is based on the compromise that is politics: What if both candidates are pro-abortion?  Which vote endangers one’s immortal soul?

We’ve learned at St. Mary’s that Communion gathers up these broken shards and makes us whole.  No one is preferred; all receive from the one loaf, pray the same prayers, sing the same songs, make the same confession of sin.  There is one cup in my parish: one cup for the soldiers shipping out for Iraq, [the same] cup for the activists indicted for trespassing on military property.  The mayor doesn’t live in a shelter; but he kneels in St. Mary’s with those who do.  The man who supports school vouchers shares the sign of peace with the teachers’ union member who opposes him.  The Republican nurse stops after Mass to tell my ailing Democrat mother that she will come by her house to help next week.  And, from what I see on Sundays, we are still walking together, singing together on the way to Communion.

In a city where the Bijou Community protests the military downtown every Friday as soldiers from Fort Carson pass by, we’ve had to learn the lesson of every family, how to get along despite our differences.

We at St. Mary’s don’t talk much about these differences, the same differences discussed endlessly on television and in the newspapers.  It is not because they don’t matter, but because they simply matter less than who we are and what brings us together, the work we have been given to do: to be the Body of Christ, fed by the Body of Christ, rooted in the heart of Christ and his church, going out in the world to be Christ for the world.

We have to learn to care for one another and to pray with one another, learn together to care for the sick and to clothe the naked, to welcome the stranger, and to feed the hungry.  This is the work of our lives, the work that will take a lifetime to learn…. 

I would like to propose two things for us to think about with respect to how these stories can illuminate for us something about what we do and what we promote as urbanists.  John Massengale has suggested in his little blurb about our session this morning that “New Urbanism is at the service of something greater than materialism.”  Whether John means materialism in the prosaic sense of the pursuit of happiness through the acquisition of more and more things, or whether he means materialism in the philosophical sense of matter being all there is, in either case I think he is correct; and I think that for the most part the foundational documents of the CNU would support these contentions as well, vocal as they are in their implicit if not explicit defense of such notions as “community,” “the public realm,” “environmental stewardship,” “social justice,” and “the common good.” 

One of the things I would like for us to think about is the importance of communal religion in the making and sustaining of good cities.  Religion is of course an enormously complex and emotionally charged topic; and it is no part of my intention this morning to make this a forum about particular religious or political controversies.  My point here is rather to note the historically indispensable role of communal religion in human culture, its function as a particularly important kind of human community, and its continuing significance for traditional city-making both historically and today.

Cities are important because their objective is to be that ecological, economic, moral and formal environment in which the human animal best flourishes.  It follows from this premise that a good city must be an environment in which human beings can flourish over the entire course of our bio-physical lives from conception to death.  Human beings are communal animals; and in the history of human communities it has been the historic role of religion 1) to ritually mark the great transitional points of individual human life (birth, puberty, marriage, parenthood, death); and 2) to ritually sustain---typically through weekly if not daily communal worship and teaching---both the community’s moral sensibilities and its self-understanding of its relationship to the cosmos.  Moreover, the significance of religion in traditional urban life has been manifested physically in the important role religious buildings---typically beautiful religious buildings---play in the formal hierarchy of cities.

Our historic moment of course is different.  One mark of this difference is that we live in a culture that makes sprawl rather than traditional cities; a culture that justifies sprawl (however falsely) in the name of individual freedom; and a culture which makes religious buildings that too often tend to be (in Jim Kunstler’s famous characterization) “indistinguishable from muffler shops.”  And yet, America is widely (and correctly) perceived to be both the most religious modern country in the world and simultaneously the most materialistic country in the world (at least in that more prosaic understanding of materialism to which I referred earlier).  How can this be?  I want to suggest that this condition can exist because America’s vaunted religious sensibility tends to be more individualistic than communal; and that to the extent that this is true, American individualist religious sensibility actually has greater affinities with conventional sprawl development than it does with traditional urbanism, and is in fact a mark of the same cultural sensibilities that create sprawl.  The mark of this individualist religious sensibility can be summed up I think in a single very common phrase:  “I don’t go to church, but I consider myself to be a spiritual person.”  I of course have many friends who say exactly this thing; part of my point is that it’s a common sensibility.  But my purpose here is not to criticize my friends; it is rather simply to observe that this essentially private religious sensibility does very little to contribute anything spiritually noteworthy to either the physical or the communal aspects of the city and its public realm.  

My second point is an extrapolation from Melissa Nussbaum’s essay:  that even though the city (like the Catholic Church) is a finite thing, it exists for the good of everyone, i.e., for the common good.  As such, urbanism must not ever become a politically partisan thing, even if it must necessarily define itself against what it is not.  The city exists for suburbanites too, even if we cannot allow suburban assumptions to dictate the physical and social forms of the city.  

I think I’ll stop here; thank you very much…. 

