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“How can there be places like this, with this kind of poverty, in the U.S.? We are in the richest country in the world—doesn’t the government have any responsibility to its people?”  This was a question raised by David Thon in his freshman year during a trip to the coalfields of West Virginia, where three major floods in a row have compounded the stark poverty caused by the abandonment of the coal industry. David’s question is a perfect example of the knowledge base we start with in the LifeWorks Civic Engagement Certificate program. At this introductory level, our knowledge base focuses on appreciative inquiry, with the belief that good questions are the foundation for acquiring meaningful and valuable knowledge. 


David’s question was honest and sincere. He is one of the Sudanese refugees known as the “Lost Boys” who left their villages at 7 or 8 years old and walked hundreds of miles, avoiding the dangers posed by nature and by guerrilla warfare, to reach a refugee camp. After 10 years in a camp in Kenya, David saw the U.S. as a real promised land. He came to Mars Hill to prepare for medical school, with the dream of one day going back to Sudan and helping solve the health care crisis there. He was not prepared to see the complexity of life in the U.S., where widespread and extreme poverty does exist in a place like McDowell County, West Virginia, a county rich with natural resources.  


Along with seeing this poverty, though, David was able to meet some of the most resourceful people in the world at Big Creek People in Action, a community organization based in Caretta, West Virginia. Frankie Patten Rutherford is the kind of community-based educator who can respond to a question like David’s with clear analysis of wealth and power in the region and powerful stories of life in the coalfields. David also met Marsha Timpson, who entertains students with great humor, so they don’t even know they’ve received an education from her on issues of social justice. 


One of the key learning goals at stage one of the LifeWorks program is to demonstrate the disposition of imagination, and we read an excerpt from the 9-11 Commission’s Report where the authors say that the primary problem with our government prior to the event was a “failure of imagination.” We talk about how imaginative people like Frankie and Marsha are as they work to re-build their community. We talk about Marsha’s letter to President Bush, when he was first talking about sending troops to Iraq to bring democracy to the Middle East. In light of some of the challenges the people of Caretta have faced, and how their voice has been discounted in the decision making process around critical issues that affect them, she wrote asking President Bush to send troops to West Virginia to bring democracy there! 


David Thon went through all six stages of the LifeWorks program, and indeed demonstrated great imagination and continued asking good questions throughout his tenure at Mars Hill as he faced increasingly complex experiences in the community and took on leadership roles. He had a passion for working with people in poverty, and some of his time was spent working at Habitat for Humanity. In the third stage of the program, the knowledge focus is on the role of interest groups in civic engagement. Students at this stage take a Commons course in our core general education curriculum, called Civic Life. They read political theory texts from Hobbes and Locke, as well as some of the founding documents of our nation, which discuss issues of equality and freedom. Along with this reading, we use Habitat and affordable housing as a co-curricular case study for civic engagement, and we ask the question, “engagement for what?”  We analyze the affordable housing situation in our neighboring city of Asheville, and realize that during the past ten years Habitat has been incredibly successful, building entire neighborhoods and providing many families with an opportunity for home ownership. And yet, during this same ten-year period, the actual stock of affordable housing in Asheville has declined (this analysis that is used in our case study was done several years ago by Kat Marrota, a Bonner scholar who did community-based research around affordable housing as part of her senior level Bonner work). 

When we look closer at why this phenomenon occurred, when most people would have assumed that due to Habitat’s great success the affordable housing stock should have increased, the complexity of civic engagement emerges. We find that zoning laws were passed that made it more difficult to site affordable housing. And we look specifically at a case where neighborhood advocates successfully prevented the building of an affordable housing project in their community. These activists were very engaged, community-minded, highly skilled, and knowledgeable. And yet they used their skill and knowledge and organization to block something that would have been of great benefit to the poor. So, David was able to reflect deeply as he worked with Habitat on how good people, some of who actually volunteer with Habitat can effectively mobilize on the political level to protect their private interests against the interests of the larger public. 


In the fourth stage of the program, we focus on issues of civil discourse in the midst of conflict. David Thon had an incredible experience to draw from in our reflections on this theme. For his summer Bonner Scholars work, he went to Jubilee Partners in Comer, Georgia. Jubilee is a refugee re-settlement ministry, and when David went there he did not know where the refugees would be from. As it turned out, they were from Moslem women and children from Somalia, and in the context of Sudanese history, these were David’s “enemies.” In fact, when the children first saw him, before they were ever introduced they went running into their mother’s arms, screaming “Sudanese! Sudanese!” Slowly, he was able to convince these children that his name was not “Sudanese”, that he was simply “David.” He was able to overcome his own prejudice from his history, and crossed significant boundaries to develop meaningful relationships with these families. He changed the diapers of the babies there at Jubilee, but as he describes it, more than diapers were changed—lives were transformed. It is hard to describe the richness of David’s stories in our weekly seminar, where we were focusing on the skills of civil discourse and the disposition of respect across lines of diversity. 


In his senior year, David helped lead a group of students on an alternative break trip to the Gulf Coast. We worked together on a crew putting up ceiling tiles in a home that had been devastated by Katrina. In the latter stages of the LifeWorks program, we examine the creative process and what makes for good work. We were able to reflect on this in Mississippi, as we discussed what it was about this work we were doing that made it flow, that made it enjoyable even when it was tedious and physically difficult. David and his fellow Sudanese student Joseph Deng were on our crew, and were teaching us phrases in their native language of Dinka. Another senior student came running through the house one afternoon, yelling with enthusiasm, “Yin ci luoi loi" (pronounced “eetchi loy loy”).   He had learned his favorite American phrase, “Get ‘er done” in Dinka. 


In addition to “get ‘er done” David says this phrase also means “good job.” The ultimate goal of the LifeWorks program is to build the capacity of our students to make a good life and a good living, to do a good job that contributes to the common good in whatever field they pursue. That good work could be in a medical clinic in Sudan, in a neighborhood organization in Asheville, in the coalfields of West Virginia, or any other place that needs good work to be done. It could happen in a school, a non-profit agency, or a for-profit business. The goal of the final stage of the LifeWorks program, which is a stage that happens post-college and throughout one’s life, is alignment.  We hope that our graduates will work to align all the engaged experiences of their lives, including career, volunteer work, faith commitments, political activities, and economic investments, so that all these will contribute toward the seven ultimate desired outcomes we see as the common good: greater respect across lines of diversity, diminishing discrimination, economic well-being of the disadvantaged, diminishing poverty, a more sustainable environment, diminishing abuse of natural resources, the education of children and youth,  diminishing underachievement, creativity and cultural enrichment,  diminishing cultural impoverishment, a safer, more secure world, diminishing violence and destructive behavior, and health/wellness, diminishing dis-ease in mind, body, and/or spirit. 

We in higher education have become fairly skilled at measuring intermediate outcomes—the acquisition of knowledge and skills. But the great undone work that is our next task is to develop indicators and instruments to measure contributions toward these ultimate outcomes. Until these longitudinal assessment and evaluation procedures are in place, we live and work by faith. And I have great faith that by whatever indicator or instrument we do develop, the lifework students like David Thon build over the course of their lives will prove to be of great value to our world: Yin ci luoi loi.
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