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The first time children in the rural village of Al Khadbu, Iraq saw water piped into their home, they ran from the house screaming in fear. Since the water purification plant and pipelines were bombed during the Iran-Iraq War, no one younger than 20 had seen indoor running water. The women had walked six miles a day, every day, to draw water from a filthy channel of the Euphrates, carry it home, sift it and boil it. Their efforts weren’t enough to protect their children from cholera and diarrhea. Without spigots, that first rush of water came from a simple pipe in a hole in the wall, straight into a bucket. That seemed to be a miracle, and the women ululated with joy. The men danced and shouted, “We are living again!”

In the year after the US invasion, this was one of many projects completed by citizens of Southern Iraq with the encouragement and financial support of Catholic Relief Services (CRS). Free of government suppression of speech and assembly, residents created local Community Action Groups and worked to restore civil society. Schools, clinics and training centers were built or reopened. Roads were repaired or paved. Communities were cleaned up and playgrounds replaced piles of rubble. Men and women found short-term jobs to sustain their families. Women found their voice through education and training.

These citizen-driven initiatives were the result of a partnership between CRS, Caritas Iraq and Save the Children. Most of the funds came from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).
 Local partner organizations included the Catholic Archdiocese of Basra, The Iraqi Red Crescent Society
 and hundreds of unaffiliated Iraqis in eighty local communities. In tire-melting, 129°F heat, these community development heroes hired, trained and empowered local people of every faith to fully participate in the renewal. When diverse groups come together with one purpose, the multiplying effect of shared intention maximizes effectiveness.

Organized into Community Action Groups, Iraqis identified and prioritized their own needs, developed plans for resolving them, and put the plans into action. In June 2003, action groups involved with CRS developed a goal of completing 120 community projects within a year. According to Anna Schowengerdt, CRS Emergency Coordinator in Iraq, 119 of those projects were finished as of May 2004.
 

What Drives the Inspiring Success of Such Noble Purpose?  

All purposes generate energy. Noble purpose, which seeks to benefit the whole, generates more power than common purpose, which seeks to benefit some and, thus, may be a detriment to others. Yet even noble purpose can be thwarted by incongruities below the level of our awareness. Personal and organization effectiveness depend on internal harmony or congruence--- when what we feel, think, say, and do are in alignment. When we are out of synch on one of these dimensions, we court failure. 

For example, foreign aid workers had been to Southern Iraq before. Typically they would send experts to assess the situation, and then leave with little or no follow-up, often because their own resources were depleted. The locals neither believed in the promises of outsiders nor in the value of their own voice. The former aid organizations, the government and the population had believed that solutions were developed at the top and resources were handed down, as a father hands an allowance to children. Noble purposes to save Iraq faltered from incongruence among purpose, principles, process and partnership. Principles were not explicit and shared, means did not match ends, and powerful energies of collective intelligence were ignored.

In contrast, we can sift out the gold from the fluid processes of Catholic Relief Services’ highly effective community development efforts. For CRS, the power of purpose is maximized when all aspects of the system (principle, process, purpose, and partnership) are congruent with one another.

How Tragedy Increased Congruence Among Principles, Process, Purpose, and Partnership at CRS

Self-examination maintains congruence, but we seldom look within until we feel the painful gap between our good intentions and our ragged outcomes. For CRS, systemic self-awareness expanded in 1996 in the wake of the tragic genocide in Rwanda, during which years of development work were completely erased.
 CRS was in shock. Grief prompts us to look back at what we’ve neglected in our relationship with those who are gone. Did we focus too much on having and doing, and not enough on being? Had CRS paid too much attention to technical progress such as increased crop yields, and not enough attention to relationships? 

CRS looked deeply into the congruence between its underlying principles and its practices. Christian faith guides CRS through the principles of Catholic Social Teaching. These emphasize compassionate relationships with all people -- inclusive, just, loving, respectful and empowering, with a preference for the poorest and most vulnerable.

Catholic Social Teaching
 includes the key principle of Solidarity, (“We are our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers, wherever they live.”), the principle that had become the rallying cry in freeing Eastern Europe from Communism. CRS staff wrote that that its amazing record of good works was not enough if the agency “did not challenge social structures that continued to oppress and impoverish people. Instead, CRS was challenged to deal with the social, economic, cultural, and political structures that either created or perpetrated the very conditions of need we were trying to address.”
 CRS decided to look at the entire “systemic, structural and personal aspects” of its work through this justice lens of Catholic Social Teaching. For an organization, well established since 1943, making a decision to look so deeply at itself took great courage.  Both individuals and organizations avoid self-awareness because we are afraid of what we’ll find, of threatening powerful habits or people, and of what the knowledge will require of us.

Fortunately, CRS was introduced to a process called Appreciative Inquiry (AI),
 by a partner organization that had used it successfully in Bangladesh. AI reduces defensiveness since it is a process that does not look at what is wrong and how to fix it, but at what is right and how to build on it.  A paradigm shift from the usual top-down planning approach, AI brings as many of the stakeholders as possible into the room, allowing the generative power of collective intelligence to emerge through dialogue. Like Catholic Social Teaching, AI focuses on just relationships and the principles of generosity and mutual respect.

CRS began with a look at its partnerships, some of which had spanned 30 years or more, by engaging all of their partners in an appreciative dialogue. Core themes were extracted from the dialogue, and clarified CRS Partnership Principles
 emerged. The partnership principles emphasize Solidarity and Subsidiarity (“All of CRS’ partnerships assign responsibility for decision-making and implementation to a level as close as possible to the people whom decisions will affect”).

Using an inclusive and respectful process was key to the formulation and later application of these principles. Meg Kinghorn, a former CRS employee, said, “It has made a big difference in our partnerships to actually focus on ‘What are the life-giving qualities? What is the goodness of the history of our working together?’ rather than the traditional question, ‘What are your complaints about us?’ Our partners say, ‘Finally, you’re talking about what’s good in our lives, instead of what’s wrong with us!’” 
  

  Immediately improved partner relationships and the resulting innovative programming in the field produced the energy needed to keep the dialogue process going. Results from each meeting fed into other local, regional and international meetings in a continuous, spiraling conversation. CRS further refined the purposes and processes to be used in program quality, management quality, emergency services, education, and micro-finance. Finally, at the 2001 World Summit, a vision statement and visionary directions were developed. The strategic process that began with a decision by CRS to look at itself through the principles of Catholic Social Teaching eventually involved over 4,000 staff in 94 countries, all addressing the same question: “What should CRS be doing in the world?” 

This self-examination made CRS more congruent among principle, process, purpose, and partnership. CRS made a commitment to address the “global system of unjust relationships”
 that leads to poverty. In the strategic framework that emerged, CRS re-affirmed their Catholic identity and defined their purpose: “We strive for the realization of human dignity through relationships that alleviate human suffering, promote integral human development, change structures undermining justice and peace, and create solidarity.”
 The Strategic Framework offers a single goal to be achieved: “The people we serve support each other to achieve their full potential, share equitably in the goods of the earth, and live in peace.” 

Elements of Success from One Effective Organization

The following elements greatly contributed to CRS’ success:

·  Principles are consistent with the highest values we can imagine. Principles are both the source of purpose and the yardstick by which we judge the outcome. Increased power of purpose springs from the purity of one’s core principles. CRS relied on the faith based principles of Catholic Social Teaching.

· Principles are explicit, understood and shared.  When principles are unconscious, never discovered or articulated, then direction is unclear and purpose flounders. If commitment to principles is weak, then hypocrisy and scandal result.  CRS engaged in a six-year, agency-wide dialogue to ensure that its daily work conformed to Catholic Social Teaching. When CRS aid workers entered Iraq, they brought with them clearly articulated partnership principles, which they shared through both word and example.

· Processes used to decide on the purpose and to achieve the purpose are congruent with principles. Congruent process is the most effective teacher of principle. CRS uses dialogue-based processes, such as Appreciative Inquiry, that enable people to create their own solutions. Inclusive and appreciative dialogue helped CRS formulate its organizational purpose, and CRS taught about democracy in Iraq by using dialogue to train Community Action Groups.

· Purpose grows organically out of principles and process. Purposes are prioritized based on congruence with principle. As a result of painful experience, CRS learned to highlight core principles of just, inclusive relationships and refer to them as a basis for all planning. 

· Purpose is a clearly communicated and shared intention. CRS involved everyone in planning, including all levels of staff, partners, and community members. Dialogue inspires commitment to shared purpose.

·  Partnership within and beyond the organization itself is woven throughout the process.  No person or organization accomplishes noble purpose alone, and partnership recognizes the reality of our interdependence on one another. CRS always works through local partners, so it can tap into collective intelligence worldwide.
How CRS Applied Principles, Process, and Partnership to Achieve Its Noble Purpose in Iraq.

Anna Schowengerdt first came to Southern Iraq expecting that CRS would help citizens repair the infrastructure, but she soon found that there were no basic services to repair. The Iran-Iraq war had leveled them all, and U.S. sanctions had stopped the importation of all repair materials. CRS had a noble purpose that had emerged both from the desperate need of the people and CRS’ congruence with the justice perspective of Catholic Social Teachings: to alleviate suffering and empower Iraqis to recover by restoring livelihoods, strengthening civil society and bolstering the Iraqis’ capacity for self-help and self-governance. 

Anna and three other CRS workers moved into a group home in Basra and went about their work in an almost clandestine way. After six years of overseas development work, mostly in Africa, Anna described Iraq as, “the most abnormal atmosphere” she’d ever encountered. 

Ego gets in the way of accomplishing noble purpose, which is why CRS chose to be invisible and let its better-known partner, Caritas Iraq, take all the public credit. The CRS workers arrived in the wake of what locals called “the American war” and found themselves in a highly conservative, fractionalized community, a place of  “crushing poverty” that had been “marginalized by Saddam.” The local Iranian influenced Shiite leadership was pushing for a more theocratic society, “almost,” said Anna, “as though one authority was being replaced by another.”  For safety reasons, the CRS workers had minimal freedom of movement, and Anna quickly learned to protect herself with a full burkha when necessary. It took time to adjust to the restrictions and hidden life, but not being able to do more public organizing pushed their key principle of Subsidiarity even more. Access to the population had to come from local citizens, and most decision-making had to emerge through the grass roots. 

CRS’ hiring and community mobilizing processes grew from its principle of solidarity with all people. Fifty-two people were hired from the regions of Basra and Nasiriya to provide support in finance, administration, engineering, and community organizing. Local staff was 25% Christian, 10% Sunni, and 65% Shiite. This was the first time Caritas Iraq had worked with non-Catholic staff and the first time most of the local staff had ever had a respectful relationship with someone from a different religion. Saddam’s secular government had forced ethnic and religious factions to get along on the surface, but the bitterness remained between them. People working for CRS came to know one another, not as stereotypes, but as human beings like themselves. In their first year together, the staff voluntarily shared both Christmas dinner and the Ramadan feast. The healing and reconciliation showed Iraqis the advantages of diversity.

The local staff began, within their own neighborhoods, to identify and partner with religious and tribal leaders. They then asked these leaders to call for a community meeting, urging them to invite all groups, including women, the poor, the disabled, and the elderly. At the meeting, the local staff explained that Caritas Iraq, through USAID, had money to help them. If the community was interested in a partnership with Caritas, they nominated ten to twelve members of a Community Action Group to develop the goals. The Community Action Groups used a fully participatory process to identify their resources, such as a river or many local teachers, and second to identify the resource gaps, such as a lack of pipelines or schools. The third step was to select priorities from among the needs and develop an action plan. A requirement was that the local community had to contribute a minimum of 25% (e.g., money, labor, materials, a wheelbarrow) to each selected goal. 

At first, fear dominated the Community Action Group participants. Anna explained that “The whole concept of participatory development was new to them.” The most difficult obstacle to empowering civil society was getting people to speak openly about what was needed. During Saddam’s cult of personality, it had been illegal to claim that one represented others in the community, and anyone who delivered bad news to Saddam was imprisoned or executed. Years of betrayal had taken its toll, and the people felt helpless and demoralized. Why should they trust? Many weren’t convinced Saddam was really gone.

CRS suggested that each Community Action Group begin with something small, but even that took enormous courage. The most popular group choice was either to clean up the debris-filled streets, or to create a playground or soccer field to normalize life for children. CRS provided dump trucks and the communities provided the labor. 

These first projects were a revelation to the communities. Not only had an international organization invested in their community and made good on its promises, but the investment was also based on what the people said they wanted. The community had set the priorities and they had worked together to accomplish them. As Anna said, “No observers from Baghdad were needed.” 

These first successes were “like unleashing a floodgate,” and the Community Action Groups were suddenly free to discuss the larger needs. “They realized,” said Anna, “that they could do stuff themselves. It was beautiful to see how they became confident in their ability to speak their mind.” 

Although community contributions began at the minimum 25%, by the end of the year many communities were contributing 40% of their project needs. Anna said she would never forget seeing how “they were so proud of themselves and so proud that their contribution meant something.” 

Near Nasiriya, the children had not attended a school in years, although they had teachers. Just before CRS arrived, the community had built a small mud-thatch structure with rooms “about the size of a one car garage”, each crammed with 90 to100 male students. The Community Action Group wanted to build a larger school for the boys, and CRS was working with the new Iraqi Ministry of Health to design it. Suddenly the Community Action Group came back and said they wanted a second school for the girls. That decision might be related to the inclusion of women in the Action Group. Enthused, the community itself raised $20,000 for the second school, and on completion, girls attended school for the first time in anyone’s memory.

After completing six projects successfully, another small town wanted to pave the road to Basra. Everyone pitched in to make it happen. Anna remembered a woman coming to her at a ceremony for the opening of the new road. Through an interpreter, the woman told Anna that she had once gone into labor during the rainy season, when water collected and the sandy road became impassable. She said, “My husband tried to carry me on his back. He slipped in the mud and I gave birth right here. My baby died on this road. Many children died because we could not get to the clinic. This paved road means more to me than easy access to Basra; it means the health of our children. This road will save lives.” 

In Iraq, the power of a noble purpose to alleviate suffering and empower civil society was enhanced because it became a shared burden and a shared opportunity. Even in this emergency, the people of Iraq were not seen as beneficiaries of top-down charity, but as partners in the creation of a better life for themselves. Noble purpose, principles, process and partnerships were congruent. By starting with the principles of their faith, the self-reflection CRS did had led to what Anna called “true development”.
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