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More than 1,100 interfaith residents
unite, pledge to make Anne Arundel
County a better place
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Listen to this article

Calling it a “new moment,” more than 1,100 Anne
Arundel County residents representing two dozen
interfaith congregations kicked off a unified effort
to affect social change in their communities.
https://www.capitalgazette.com/news/ac-cn-new-church-coalitiion-20181006-story.html
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Anne Arundel Connecting Together (ACT), as they
declared themselves, is made up of the
congregations from many faiths and
denominations.
“This is a new moment,” Rev. Ryan Sirmons said
Thursday. “In a time of incredibly partisan politics
dividing us. ... We are united, in search of solutions,
going beyond the politics of division.
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“We don’t have a logo, we don’t have a mission
statement, we have relationships. We are building
power by developing those relationships between
organizations and people.”

[Most read] A culture of nudism developed in
secret at Annapolis area club. Now, Pine Tree
struggles to be more inclusive as the outside
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world changes. »
Traffic was backed up along Crownsville Road
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heading to First Christian Community Church 40
https://www.capitalgazette.com/news/ac-cn-new-church-coalitiion-20181006-story.html
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minutes before the meeting. The parking lot was
full and cars were being funneled to the
Renaissance Festival grounds next door and people
shuttled in.
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Inside, the ACT multi-congregational choir raised

Why Are Thousands of Men
Switching to This Brand of…
Wolf & Shepherd

These Cars Are So Loaded
It's Hard to Believe They'r…
Luxury Cars | Search Ads

the roof as people gathered, some standing by their
seats by aisle signs marking their congregation’s
spot, about two dozen in all. Outside a large tent
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would soon fill up, too.
The night was about recognition of the
organization’s efforts to bring so many “Holy
Troublemakers” together to declare their intention
to make their world a better place. They also
demanded a place at the table when county leaders
seek solutions.

https://www.capitalgazette.com/news/ac-cn-new-church-coalitiion-20181006-story.html
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Attendees signed “I Will ACT” pledge cards
checking off which issues they wanted to get started
on.
Later, before candidates for county council, state’s
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attorney and county executive took the stage, they
witnessed a roll call of the congregations. Each
stepped up to the microphone to declare how many
of their flock had turned out.

[Most read] At Maryland climate bill hearing,
gas companies and others take issue with
requirements for newly constructed buildings »
Many brought more people than they had pledged.
Some came up a few people short. But the real
impact was the total — 1,115 people.
All the candidates were asked the same three
questions amounting to: Would they pledge to work
with and meet regularly with ACT? And they were
held to a yes or no answer.
All said yes, yes, and yes — save one.
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When the two county executive candidates, Steve
Schuh and Steuart Pittman, took the stage Rev.
Stephen Tillett, a core organizer and president of
the county’s branch of the NAACP, took the
opportunity to reiterate ACT’s political stance.
“You notice we don’t mention your party affiliation,

https://www.capitalgazette.com/news/ac-cn-new-church-coalitiion-20181006-story.html
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because we don’t care,” he said. “ACT will never
endorse candidates but we invite you to endorse
our agenda.”

[Most read] Sunday Jumble »
With that Schuh said “Yes,yes, and yes” to
Pittman’s “I do, I do, I do.”
Each was given two minutes to address the crowd.
Pittman reflected on the accomplishment of the
evening pointing to his own experience as a
community organizer. He also noted that Anne
Arundel is the 23rd wealthiest county in the nation
but that one-third of its residents cannot afford
basic necessities.
Schuh listed his administration’s actions to address
the six primary issues identified by the group.
After more than two years of listening to
communities, their congregations and individuals,
including 2,800 “one-on-one” conversations, six
broad issues were identified — affordable housing,
safe and effective schools, efficient and useful
public transportation, freedom from addiction, just
and fair Immigration policies and gun violence in
our streets and communities.
The effort to create ACT came after years of
organizing efforts, marches and actions around
social justice issues. Church and community
leaders decided to explore ways to have greater

https://www.capitalgazette.com/news/ac-cn-new-church-coalitiion-20181006-story.html
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impact.

[Most read] High school varsity sports roundup
(Feb. 16) »
It was soon clear that as long as their institutions
stayed divided, the issues could not be addressed
effectively and many of their neighbors would
continue to suffer. Each of the issues identified has
an assigned team researching the background,
policy and potential solutions for the problems..
“Rather than going to elected folks with demands
or requests we are doing our research,” Tillett said
after the meeting. “By the time we get to them we
know at least as much information as they do about
the problem.”
The organizing period included training hundreds
of people, along the social organizing model
espoused by the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF),
an organization founded in 1940 among religious,
labor and business leaders to address social issues.
The meeting was the culminating event of the
organizing phase and the official unveiling of the
organization’s name — Anne Arundel Connecting
Together. They join three similar groups in
Montgomery and Howard counties and Baltimore
City. There are over 60 IAF affiliate organizations
nationwide.
ACT’s first action was to inform county political

https://www.capitalgazette.com/news/ac-cn-new-church-coalitiion-20181006-story.html
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leaders, many of who attended, that citizens’ voices
must be heard and that ACT will expect to be
included at the table when leaders are creating
solutions to issues.
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After the meeting, Tillett said the strength of ACT is
its diversity.
“We are so broad we are immune from the usual
divide and conquer ploys,” he said. “Doing the
greatest good for the greatest number of people —
that is what government should be about.”
Toni Strong Pratt, a lay leader at First Christian
and member of the organizing committee, said the
meeting provided new hope.
“What inspires me is we all are different but in
many ways we are alike on so many issues of
equality and justice for all — no matter what you
look like or what religion you are,” Strong Pratt
said. “This shows what you can do if you work
together. That is what it is all about to me.”
As the crowd filed out, the primary organizing
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committee members gathered in the choir’s seats to
meet and analyze how their first action went.
“It told them the easy part is done, now comes the
hard part, where the rubber meets the road,” Tillett
said.
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E.B. "Pat" Furgurson III is an award-winning
reporter formerly of The Capital.
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