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I would like to start with a quote from the famous Athenian statesman Pericles: “all things good on this
earth flow into the city because of the city’s greatness.”

What a contrast such a view provides with what we so often hear, see and perceive about American
cities today. I believe it is a major sign of our times that such a venerable perspective can sound incongru-
ous or even jarring to so many across our country. Our region, Northeast Ohio, home to nearly two and a
half million people, is no exception to the national mind set so wrapped up in the pattern of development
described as out migration or sprawl. Indeed local and national studies point to our area as a prime ex-
ample of the dramatic demographic and social shifts that have occurred in the United States over the past
decades.

In November of 1993 I issued a statement which tried to analyze and address the challenge of sprawl
in Northeast Ohio from my vantage point as Bishop of the Cleveland Catholic Diocese. What has come to
be called the Church in the City vision challenged the almost one million Catholics who live in the eight
counties of our diocese to recognize the fundamental interdependence in our lives as a church and as a
metropolitan community.

This year we celebrate our 150th year as a diocese. Over that time span I believe we have made re-
markable contributions to the three central cities of our diocese and region. Catholic parishes, schools,
social services and social action have enriched the Akron, Cleveland, Lorain/Elyria urban centers through
the ministries of dedicated women and men. Those contributions must continue. But they are seriously
affected by years of out migration. '

Many factors have fueled the complex phenomenon of out migration. No doubt deep societal issues of
color, class and culture have been and continue to be powerful influences. Surveys note the importance of
fear of crime and concern about educational quality. For much of our national history, moving up the socio-
economic ladder has meant moving out. Nevertheless, careful study indicates that over the past few de-
cades, unbalanced public and private investment decisions have accelerated out migration. Not too long
ago, some 900,000 people lived in Cleveland while approximately 450,000 lived in the suburban parts of the
diocese. Now the numbers are virtually reversed. As population has changed, so too have the tax bases of
our cities. At a time when there are growing concentrations of poverty in our urban cores, fiscal resources
are strained, if not scarce. Recent research points to the spread of this pattern in our inner ring of suburbs.

Support for the maintenance and redevelopment of central cities, and now inner ring suburbs, has sim-
ply not been comparable to the underwriting of sprawl. Unbalanced investment promoted housing and
economic growth in outlying areas to the detriment of older urban neighborhoods. That kind of unbal-
anced investment did not provide people with fair choices if they wanted to remain in older established
neighborhoods. That pattern of unbalanced investment has brought us to an anomalous situation in North-
east Ohio - we basically have flat regional population growth yet we spread out over more and more land.
We have sprawl without growth.

Does this well-established trend represent good stewardship of our valuable agricultural lands? Does
it lead to a cleaner environment? Does it strengthen the social fabric of our communities? Does it make
cohesive, vibrant family life easier? Does it foster greater civic participation? Does it wisely utilize our
fiscal resources? Does it increase our economic competitiveness? Does it further a healthy appreciation of
multicultural diversity? Does it better ground our young people in a rooted, meaningful sense of identity
marked by solid values? Does it help break down the isolation of people by race, income and culture?
Does it help bridge the widening gaps that separate rich, poor and middle class? Does it advance social
justice and the common good? I don’t think so.

Within our Catholic diocese, we have 237 parishes. But whether people belong to an urban, suburban,
exurban or rural parish we are all called to be one body with one mission. In the context of our faith, this
call to unity is not an option. It is who we are as a Catholic church. We are called to be a single faith com-
munity, respecting our diversity but united in solidarity with the whole human family. No matter where we
live or who we are, we have gifts and talents to build upon and share with others. We also all have needs
and challenges to face. We need each other to grow and develop into the fullness of who we can be as indi-
viduals, as families, as communities and as a people. That is all rather easy to say, but much harder to trans-
late into reality, as you can well imagine.
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