
Consistent with this mission, the Arcus Foundation focuses its grantmaking in two 
areas: GLBT (gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender) rights and the conservation of 
great apes and their natural habitat. Within each area, the Foundation supports  
organizations that advance its mission on a local, national and global scope.

This issue of Ascent, the Arcus Foundation’s newsletter, highlights two distinct yet 
interconnected elements of our work. An interview with the Foundation’s newest board 
member, Darren Walker, reveals the intersections and passion driving Arcus’ programs. 
An overview of the Michigan Racial & Economic Justice Initiative and a profile of one 
of its first grantee organizations illustrate the Foundation’s commitment to supporting 
grassroots organizations in their efforts to address racial and economic disparities and 
promote a network of effective and diverse civic leaders.

LEARN MORE
For information on Arcus 
Foundation programs, 2008 
grant guidelines and a com-
plete list of grants awarded, 
please visit our website at 
www.arcusfoundation.org

To subscribe or unsubscribe 
to Arcus Foundation publica-
tions, please send an email to:  
contact@arcusfoundation.org

Justice&passion
the mission of the arcus foundation is to  
achieve social justice that is inclusive of sexual  
orientation, gender identity and race, and to 
ensure conservation and respect of the great apes. 

2008
Springascent



W
DarrenWalker    
 Man with a Mission

When Darren Walker says that “Mission 
animates everything I do professionally 
now,” he aptly describes the trajectory 
of his career. After graduating from the 
University of Texas School of Law, Walker 
spent a decade in the business world, 
working first in international law, then 
at the Union Bank of Switzerland. But 
he didn’t find his true path until he left 
midtown Manhattan for Harlem. After 
volunteering for a year at the Children’s 
Studio School, Walker became the 
chief operating officer at the Abyssinian 
Development Corporation. By then he 
knew he’d found his life’s work: helping 
disadvantaged people and communi-
ties—especially the poor and people of 
color—to achieve full participation in a 
society that too often seems determined 
to marginalize them.

Today that mission continues to 
animate Walker’s career: Since 2002, he 
has worked at the Rockefeller Foundation, 
most recently as vice president for Foun-
dation initiatives, overseeing the execution 
of all the Foundation’s program initiatives. 
The congruence between his own mission 
and the mission of the Arcus Foundation 
was a determining factor in his eagerness  
to join the Arcus Board of Directors when 
he was invited to become its newest 
member. From New Orleans, where he 
was attending a conference on program-
related investment, Walker spoke with us 
about mission, social justice, urban issues 
and the challenges of trying to bridge the 
African-American and gay communities.

What inspired you to join the  
Arcus Foundation board?
There are three reasons. One is that 
the issues Arcus works on—particularly 
the issues related to gay and lesbian 
empowerment and full participation in 
society—are issues that, as a gay man, 
I’m committed to. I also appreciate 
Arcus’ approach to people of color and 
the challenges for gay people of color 
in this society. Arcus does not have a 

unidimensional perspective on being 
gay. It understands that a combination 
of orientation and race sometimes adds 
another layer of complication. 

The second reason is Jon and Urvashi. 
[Arcus President] Jon Stryker is someone 
of immense integrity whom I’ve admired 
from a distance for a long time, watching 
him very quietly and humbly put together 
his foundation. He truly is selfless and 
passionate and, in his own quiet and 
determined way, he is making a differ-
ence. When you meet someone like that 
and you see their work over time, you are 
energized and compelled. Urvashi [Vaid, 
Arcus’ executive director] is an inspiring  
leader, motivated by passion and a 
commitment to justice and focused on 
execution and results. Those are the quali-
ties you want in a great executive director. 

Third, joining the board gives me a 
chance to make a small contribution of 
my own knowledge to Arcus, having been 
part of a foundation structure and being 
in philanthropy professionally. Hopefully, 
having someone with my skills and my 
professional background will help the 
Foundation as it continues to grow and 
become an institution.

You’ve worked in the for-profit, 
nonprofit and philanthropic  
sectors. Why have you chosen  
to locate yourself in the  
philanthropic sector?
For me, mission matters. Mission animates 
everything for me. Working in the private 
sector helping rich institutions and wealthy 
individuals was not fulfilling for me. It was 
financially rewarding on a personal level, 
but it’s not what I would like to be my 
life’s work. I would like my life’s work to 
be helping to make a small and modest 
contribution in reducing the inequity and 
marginalization of people who should have 
every right and every freedom in a civil 
society. And I’m very fortunate to have 
found the opportunity where my avocation 
and my vocation converge. 

At Rockefeller, you work with 
large-scale community and urban 
development initiatives in major 
metropolitan areas like New York 
and New Orleans. How does  
this work inform your thoughts  
about smaller communities like  
Kalamazoo, where Arcus is piloting  
the Michigan Racial & Economic  
Justice Initiative?
It’s a mistake to believe that smaller  
American cities like Kalamazoo are signifi-
cantly different from larger metropolitan 
areas in terms of the challenges around 
participation, equity and opportunity, 
because they’re not. Whether we’re talk-
ing about education systems that make 
it difficult for gay and lesbian youth to be 
educated in secure schools, or the freedom 
of people to express themselves, when 
you look at the conditions of the poor and 
of marginalized people, you see patterns 
that may play out on a very large scale in 
a place like New York City playing out on a 
micro scale in a place like Kalamazoo. 

The Arcus Foundation’s work in  
Kalamazoo is part of its larger  
mission “to achieve social justice 
that is inclusive of sexual orientation, 
gender identity and race.” How do 
you see the relationship between  
the elements of this mission?
The gay community is complex, like the 
larger society. On the one hand we have 
a challenge in the broader community 
about understanding what it is to be gay, 
what it is to be African American, what 
it is to be questioning. But even in the 
gay community, there are sometimes 
schisms that manifest in behaviors that 
are antithetical to our broader issues. 
If you speak to African-American gays 
and lesbians, they will tell you about the 
racism they have experienced in the gay 
community. This is sometimes played 
down in service of the broader struggle. 

Arcus approaches it by saying we 
can’t push these things under the rug.  
In fact, they have to be dealt with within 
our community, just as they have to be 
dealt with in the broader straight com-
munity. This is a very bold and ambitious 
approach and shows a willingness to 
engage, which is not easy to do. It’s very 

By Rebecca Steinitz
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people don’t want to engage in. It makes 
it much more likely that there will be a 
broader discourse about these problems 
and that we can work toward solutions. 

Rebecca Steinitz is a writer, editor and nonprofit  
consultant in Arlington, Massachusetts.

difficult to be committed and loyal to the 
broader struggle and, at the same time, 
to be committed to eradicating exclusion 
within our own community.

How do you see Arcus  
intervening in these issues?
I see Arcus innovating. I see Arcus as 
very well positioned to be a platform 

that surfaces and frames these issues 
and solutions. Sometimes these difficult, 
tough, thorny issues aren’t validated, 
and therefore they become illegitimate 
or not as important. It’s important when 
foundations like Arcus actually acknowl-
edge and even embrace these challenges, 
legitimating really tough discourse that 
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Michigan Racial & Economic 
Justice Initiative By Michelle Johnson

leadership in Kalamazoo, persistent issues 
of inequality, and challenges to the capacity 
of the community organizations that sought 
to address racial and economic inequities. 

In the fall of 2007, the Foundation’s 
board gave official approval to establish 
a social justice network, beginning in 
Kalamazoo, called the Michigan Racial & 
Economic Justice Initiative. In December, 
ten organizations received grant funding 
to build the capacity needed to partici-
pate fully in this effort. The organizations 
are ISAAC (Interfaith Strategy for Advo-
cacy & Action in the Community), New 
Latino Visions, Northside Economic 
Potential Group, ERAC/CE (Eliminat-
ing Racism and Claiming/Celebrating 
Equality), Hispanic American Council, 
Michigan Organizing Project, Kalamazoo 
Homeless Action Network, Boys and Girls  
Club of Kalamazoo, Northside Association 
for Community Development and the 
Douglass Community Association.

Johnny Jenkins, an Arcus program 
officer who is implementing the initiative 
with two other staff members in Michigan, 
explains that, “Together, these ten groups 
will be able to define and assess the cur-
rent environment of racial and economic 
justice and develop tactics and programs 
as a network to address it.”

Conversations with grant recipients 
resonate with Brown’s original findings: 
They repeatedly cite the need to transform 
the debilitating history of racism and indi-
vidualism and embrace collaboration and 
collective action. Michael Evans of the  
Kalamazoo Homeless Action Network 
posits that one of the greatest challenges 
to social change work lies in organizational 
individualism—organizations struggling for 
their own cause without acknowledging 
the need to work together. Art Hoekstra of 
ERAC/CE recognizes the difficult yet imper-
ative task of undoing the “institutional 
and systemic patterns of racism.” John 
Musick, of the Michigan Organizing Project, 
concurs, saying: “White people think that 
racism is a thing of the past. They don’t 

Ten local organizations based in communi-
ties of color have committed to engage 
together to advance racial and economic 
equity in Kalamazoo, Michigan. Rang-
ing from recently formed to long-standing 
community service organizations, these 
grassroots groups represent, serve and 
organize homeless people, poor people, 
members of growing Latino as well as 
established African-American communities, 
youth and immigrants. Through the Arcus 
Foundation’s newly launched Michigan 
Racial & Economic Justice Initiative, these 
ten organizations will develop creative 
strategies to address racial and economic 
disparities in a collaborative manner.

Many Kalamazoo elders recount stories 
of a city with a history of struggle for 
economic and racial justice. Racial divi-
sion was a part of Kalamazoo, as it was a 
part of America as a whole. Fortunately, 
community members also recall another 
history—one of effective action for change. 
In 1963, local residents and the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People conducted a boycott and demon-
strations at Van Avery’s Drugstore, which 
were successful in encouraging that busi-
ness to hire black employees. As a result, 
other Kalamazoo enterprises that had 
previously refused to employ black women 
and men changed their hiring practices.

Joyce Brown, a consultant to the Arcus 
Foundation and former Urban League 
executive director and W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation program staff, conducted wide-
ranging interviews with a cross-section of 
community members. She noted social 
and political fragmentation and a strategic 
division among people concerned about 
racial and economic justice, with some 
emphasizing service delivery and others 
focused on organizing and policy change. 

To discuss these findings and gather 
additional input about the needs of 
the community, the Arcus Foundation 
convened a local advisory committee. 
The committee identified clear resource 
limitations for racial justice work, gaps in 

realize the reality of racism faced by  
people of color every day of their lives.  
This leads to assumptions that whites are  
necessarily racist, which creates even 
greater obstacles to cooperation.” 

A comprehensive social justice 
movement, however, cannot ignore the 
individual, according to Mattie Jordan-
Woods of the Northside Association for 
Community Development. She argues 
that youth need individual attention and 
individual companies need to challenge 
barriers to employment for people with 
one-time felony convictions and no 
repeated offenses by “making case-by-
case decisions. Equally important,” she 
adds, “we must work as a society to 
put a face with individual stories.” 

According to community organiz-
ers, mistrust, a culture of competition, 
placing credence in the concept of 
scarcity and accepting the status quo 
are among the many components that 
can weaken collaborative action. These 
limitations, in Brown’s estimation, can 
only be overcome by understanding 
how social justice cuts across numer-
ous lines. When organizers representing 
different races, ethnicities, sexualities 
and economic status come to the table 
to ascertain what they have in common, 
she argues, these dialogues have the 
potential to make a stronger community 
for everyone. 

“I found that people want to be in a 
more open, progressive and accepting 
community,” she asserts. 

Hoekstra applies a mathematical 
perspective to the power of the collective. 
“When ten organizations share strategies 
and collaborate among the people within 
them, those strategies are more than ten 
times strong. There is a geometric factor 
that multiplies the impact.” 

Arcus’ Jenkins concurs and adds, 
“I’m excited to see how various interests 
and perspectives intersect. In a com-
munity of this size, we should see a 
difference very soon.”
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A Spirit of Collaboration and Hope
When I sat down with Tim Terrentine, 
director of the Douglass Community 
Association, our conversation quickly 
turned to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,  
one of his heroes. Terrentine believes 
firmly in King’s admonition that change, 
spearheaded by legislation and right 
action, can transform a person’s heart. 
In fact, this mantra of action and change 
is at the very center of Terrentine’s vision 
for Douglass, the Northside neighborhood 
and the greater Kalamazoo community. 

Terrentine, who began his tenure as 
Douglass’ director almost a year and a 
half ago, was proud of how well Doug-
lass had served the community since its 
beginnings in 1919. It was clear to him 
that the association had been fulfilling 
its goal of being a place for people who 
didn’t have a place. Originally, those 
people were African-American soldiers 
coming home from World War I. Since  
that time, Douglass has offered programs 
and services to people on the Northside 
and greater Kalamazoo communities.  
Terrentine has always been proud of  
Douglass’ ability to get children, adults  
and families in the door. But a little more 
than halfway into his directorship, he real-
ized that the association had the ability to 
do even more to serve the community.

What do you believe are the  
barriers to racial and economic  
justice in Kalamazoo?
The problem is threefold. Trying to deal 
with racial and economic injustice by 
legislation or governmental or societal 
change has historically been unsuc-
cessful in this country because, as King 
said, you can make laws but you can’t 
change a person’s heart. So, the first 
problem is our societal schizophrenia. 
America wants to say that it lives by its 
conscience, but then it implements a 
hierarchical system. This leads to  
problem two: systematic inequality.

When people live by their conscience, 
they like to say that all things are equal. 
So that must mean that all people have 
equal access, are treated equally, etc. But 
when we are founded on a hierarchical 
system, equality is impossible. One need 

only look at statistics to see that there is 
a systematic inequality in people’s ability 
to access resources that ensure racial 
equality and psychological and physical 
health, for example. 

The third problem is hypocrisy. 
People talk about how much Kalamazoo 
is growing. That growth often happens 
within the railroad tracks and highways 
of downtown Kalamazoo. Growth seldom 
happens on the east, north and south 
sides of the city. That’s why the voice 
of Douglass must always be at the table 
when conversations about the Kalamazoo 
community take place. It is our job to be 
a part of change and offer whatever we 
can to bring about that change. 

What is Douglass’ role on the  
Northside of Kalamazoo and in  
the larger community?
I have been at Douglass as its director 
for 15 months. About halfway into the 
job, I realized that we needed to expand 
our mission. We have a number of youth 
programs in which we use team sports 
to teach life skills. These events bring 
in thousands of kids and spectators. 
So we were doing a great job of getting 
people in the door of Douglass, but we 
also had to ask ourselves: “What are 
they getting once they get here?” And, 
“How much better off are they because 
they are here?” The mission has now 
been expanded to read that Douglass is 
“To be a center of diverse activities and 
world-class services which empower the 
residents of the Northside and Greater 
Kalamazoo communities to enhance  
their quality of life.” People should leave  
Douglass with skills, resources and hope. 

How will the Michigan Racial & 
Economic Justice Initiative help the 
Douglass Community Association? 
We have already begun to use the 
support of the initiative to help build 
Douglass’ capacity. We have hired staff 
so that the association can be more 
efficient in carrying out its work on 
the Northside. The additional staff will 
also give me the time to facilitate more 
partnerships with groups in the greater 

Kalamazoo area, like the extension site 
project of the Boys and Girls Club of 
Greater Kalamazoo, which will be housed 
at Douglass starting March 2008.

What connections do you see 
between the work of Douglass  
and the work of Arcus?
When Douglass was interested in  
becoming a part of the Michigan Racial  
& Economic Justice Initiative, the commu-
nity had a hard time accepting the EEO 
[Equal Employment Opportunity] policy 
requirement because it included sexual 
orientation and gender identity. It was 
difficult at first to get them to understand 
that, as an association founded because 
a group of individuals did not have a 
place, Douglass could not lose its history 
of standing for the equality of everyone. I 
also rooted my stance in the theological 
tenet that we are to love our neighbors as 
we would love ourselves. If we act out of 
that belief, then we must love everyone 
and believe that they deserve the same as 
we do, whether or not we agree with their 
practices or beliefs. If someone holds 
this theological belief and still is against 
someone being treated with love and 
compassion by society, then that person 
is a hypocrite at best. 

If anything were possible for  
Douglass, the Northside and the 
greater Kalamazoo community,  
what would you hope it to be?
I would want Kalamazoo to be a place 
where citizens, from babies to senior 
citizens, see their worth and value. That 
they see themselves as wonderfully and 
passionately made and that they see 
themselves as having a place in society. 
If this were true, then violence and racial 
and economic injustice would disappear. 
When people see themselves differently, 
change happens in their hearts. When 
people’s actions have a genesis in  
change, the revelation is a spirit of  
collaboration and hope.

By Denise Miller  

Denise Miller, professor of English at Kalamazoo 
Community College and Michelle Johnson, associate pro-
fessor of Liberal Studies at Grand Valley State University 
and Michigan Freedom Trail coordinator are partners and 
co-collaborators of Fire, a cultural lounge in Kalamazoo.
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Please welcome the following new staff 
members to the Arcus team:
n Jane Dunne, Chief Operating and Financial Officer, 
brings to Arcus extensive experience in nonprofit 
administration, having served in senior  management 
positions at Palladia, New York Hall of Science,  
American Museum of Natural History and the  
Metropolitan Museum of Art, among many others.
n Simon Guzman, Controller, has 20 years’ experi-
ence in controller, senior financial management and 
information technology positions in the nonprofit sector.
n Johnny Jenkins, Michigan Program Officer, brings 
to Arcus more than a decade of organizing experience 
within communities of color, formerly serving as the 
founding director of the Detroit chapter of the Black 
Pride Society.
n Alvin Starks, Senior Program Officer for Racial 
Justice, Sexual Orientation & Gender Identity, is an 
experienced grantmaker, most recently serving as 
associate director of the Racial Justice Initiative and 
Fellowship Program at the Open Society Institute.

Arcus Great Apes Fund 
$36.1 million

Arcus Gay & Lesbian Fund 
$40.2 million

Total awarded to organizations in the 
State of Michigan $18.3 million

Special Opportunities 
$30.8 million

Grant Award Totals 2000–2007

Grand Total Awarded  $107.2 million

look for our 2007  
annual report, on the 
theme of religion and 
values later this spring.
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