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by Judge Jennifer Brunner

The focus of Bridges Across Every Divide is on solving generational poverty by 
bridging the current and historic American political divide with shared concepts 
that do not require a political outlook. While the book’s emphasis is on generational 
poverty and how Americans can and will need to come together to change it, the 
“Bridges” concepts apply to myriad contemporary and future problems that seem 
for now to be stuck in the mud of partisan rancor and intractability.

Phil DeVol and Gene Krebs, both experienced public servants and social 
entrepreneurs from opposite ends of the experiential and political spectrums, 
have collaborated to describe how we can reach agreement and undertake real 
solutions regarding poverty. They bring an understanding of how poverty harms 
not just those who bear its brunt, but also the many (perhaps like you or me) 
who see it but don’t know what to do about it—or maybe say, “Never me,” or 
proclaim it’s “their” fault, or who evince pity or just prefer to ignore it. 

Poverty can be eliminated. Yes, I actually said eliminated. And this book 
sounds the bell for why it should be, especially in the foreboding shadow of the 
technological extinction of what many now know as “work.” Bridges Across 
Every Divide offers ways to develop collaborative community- and citizen-based 
leadership to work at this task. 

Overcoming the political divide and coalescing the cacophony involves settling 
on and promoting tested ways to use limited public funding for individual 
empowerment, so that individuals can reach goals they want, and our democracy 
can thrive in raising each life for individual betterment. This book proposes ways 
to do that. Its authors firmly and directly challenge the “elite” to reverse the ever-
growing class divides between the extreme haves and the extreme have-nots—
and in the process throw a life preserver to a thinning middle class that tends to 
be sliding more toward the “have-nots” than the “haves.”

Foreword
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viii

I first encountered the Bridges Out of Poverty curriculum in 2001 when a 
Republican Chief Justice of the Ohio Supreme Court, Thomas Moyer, offered to 
the judges of the State of Ohio a chance to take a three-hour class taught by Phil 
DeVol. Being a new trial judge, elected as a nominee of the Democratic Party, 
I found myself faced with a seemingly endless stream of criminal defendants 
accused of committing felonies. Many of “my defendants” were not in court for 
the first time.

The dynamics of how so many of them came to be standing in front of me in 
short-sleeved orange jail suits, in handcuffs, and in the shadow of sheriff’s 
deputies with guns packed neatly in holsters at their waists were many:

 � At least half of “these people” were black.

 � At least half of them had not finished high school.

 � At least 80% of them were involved in some way with drugs or alcohol or 
were affected by mental illness or both.

 � Most of them had no one sitting in the court gallery for them.

 � The vast majority of them were jobless and poor—and still are.

Phil DeVol’s curriculum gave me strategies and was a key factor in building a 
verifiable relapse-prevention component into the felony drug court program I 
started working on the next year.

Later, I got to know Gene Krebs when I was elected Ohio’s first woman Secretary 
of State. My job was to supervise elections in this perennial swing state. But as 
the state’s record keeper, my team and I developed—with Phil’s help and later 
with Gene’s support (they had not yet met)—a social-health index, rich in data 
about the quality of people’s lives in Ohio, called “Better Lives, Better Ohio.”

After I finished my term, having lost a primary for the U.S. Senate in lieu of 
re-election, Gene and I continued our new-found friendship across our political 
divide (Gene is a Republican). At Gene’s suggestion, we purposely scheduled 
meetings in public places so that the political class in Ohio’s “Capital Square” 
could see well-known members of opposite political parties breaking bread 
together and actually having cordial conversations.

One afternoon at a lunch table at the Statehouse café, surrounded by legislators 
and lobbyists, Gene asked me about poverty. I said, “Do I have the guy for you!” 
Of course, I meant Phil DeVol.

The Bridges curriculum and its progeny had given me answers and made me a 
better judge and Secretary of State. I had witnessed how it helped people at every 
level.
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My successor in state office, a former Speaker of the Ohio House of 
Representatives, declined to continue with Better Lives, Better Ohio. With his 
blessing, however, I tried several times to work with other institutions to keep 
it going. It’s ironic that it wasn’t a government program that mainly moved 
the concept forward in state government in Ohio. It was people from different 
backgrounds and political approaches coming together, Gene and Phil, who 
helped turn the Bridges concepts into a viable political-empowerment tool in a 
Republican legislature.  

Bridges demonstrates what I think most of us instinctively know: when there are 
no easy solutions, the best ones are holistic, using tested theories and integrating 
people helping people. 

A new and constructive dialogue begins with this book. It’s a springboard melded 
of the collaborative and cooperative efforts of two vastly different people whom 
I had the privilege to introduce to one another. Phil DeVol developed Bridges. 
Gene Krebs has embraced it, and together they have worked to make it a reality 
for the people of Ohio. Since the presidential election of 2016, Gene has identified 
emerging types of Democrats and Republicans within each party and their roles 
in our political future. Phil and Gene, working together, describe to their leaders 
and everyday citizens how to chart the course in a changing landscape, beginning 
with reducing, then eliminating, poverty.

I’m grateful I was in the right place at the right time to connect Phil and Gene. I 
think you will enjoy this book and appreciate their approach. As you settle in, I 
suggest you relax your long-held beliefs, allow your mind to stretch, and most of 
all let your imagination out of its confines to see what really can be.

For in the end, democracy always has been about and for people, so that they 
can continue to do as Alexis de Tocqueville observed, “imagine that their whole 
destiny is in their hands.”
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In the opening chapter we investigate why our system of government is struggling 
to meet the needs and aspirations of so many Americans. We outline the dangers 
of self-separation into polarized camps, and we present a historical case in which 
similar separation led to war.

The history of the world affords no instance of 
a great nation retaining the form of republican 

government for a long series of years.   

–Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America

Chapter 1

The Song That Is America: 
Rhythms of History

Gene Krebs

In the United States, many people are losing the ability to understand how other 
Americans think and why they think that way. We’re also losing our ability 
to reconcile our differences and move public policies to address our common 
problems, especially in the social services. This has happened before, and it’s 
part of the history of a free people. What do we do?

Here’s a possible answer—or at least a good start: Bridges Out of Poverty and 
Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World. These two books, which we will 
describe further, have spawned significant strategies for addressing the question 
raised above, as well as others, particularly around the problem of poverty in 
the United States. Added now is this book, Bridges Across Every Divide, which 
focuses on policy implications of the Bridges and Getting Ahead philosophy and 
practice.

Questions range from How do we begin to understand what subtle influences 
have driven us apart? to Why do reforms often fail? and, using an adaptation of 
the Bridges/Getting Ahead methodology, How do we restore interconnectedness 
in our country, state, and community again?
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2 Bridges Across Every Divide

Walt Whitman wrote, “I hear America singing, the varied carols I hear” in his 
Leaves of Grass back in 1867.2  The tune is still being sung by a chorus; this country 
is like a song that for more than 240 years has inspired successive generations 
around the world. 

But now there are lyrics in our song that are harshly critical of others with 
unfamiliar visages and thoughts. We are better than this, and we can rise above 
our differences as we have in the past. We can achieve a better understanding of 
how those who are not like us think and act. We can motivate our leaders and 
citizens to tune in to their better natures, and we can work together on breaking 
down divisions in order for America to live up to its ideals. 

Our country has problems, but we have a self-correcting system, and we can 
influence the system to a faster pace if we know how. This book will help you 
elevate your capacity for effecting change in both the political and policy spheres 
based on an understanding of how others come to their decisions.

The increasing virulence of the epithets tossed around in the public arena is 
approaching that of previous eras of civil distress and unrest. Our country could 
unravel like a knitted scarf. As Tocqueville notes: “I know of no countries in which 
revolutions are more dangerous than in democratic countries.”3 

A practical effort to move public policies
Against this fragmented national backdrop, Phil and I hope to show how, in 
practical, distinct steps, it’s possible to move public policies in the human-service 
arena that can break the artificial class divisions and multigenerational poverty 
cycle by bringing the Bridges model into the political and community discussion. 
We also hope to help people in those communities understand those who are not 
like themselves, and thereby create a better country. This is not without certain 
risks. If you like life to be safe, return this book to the shelf or to Amazon.

From jailing people for being poor to throwing money at their poverty, as a society 
we seem to have tried everything—and anything in between. Yet chronic poverty 
has an enduring presence in communities spanning the nation. The Bridges strategy 
is different from these largely failed methods because it takes a holistic approach 
to working with individuals, institutions (or organizations), and communities in 
developing new policies.

The Bridges model is organic and adaptive where most federal and state social 
policies are universal and linear. As James Gleick notes in Chaos: Making a New 
Science, slight differences at the beginning of each situation lead to radically 
different outcomes. And where can you find more differences than among people? 
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3The Song That Is America

Yet massive governmental programs try to approach poverty in a linear fashion 
where solutions, like spikes in a railroad bed, are driven home with steam-powered 
sledgehammers. 

In fact, public policy is more like quantum mechanics: It’s more difficult to 
understand, and each particle (or person) has its own unique spin. Rabbi Dov Baer 
puts it this way: “Each person consists of a certain song of existence, the one by 
which our innermost being was created and is defined.”4  

Equally important, the Bridges model appeals to both conservatives and 
progressives and gives some of us hope that the usual partisan, public-policy gulf 
might itself be bridged. 

This creeping division has bled into our social lives as we view with suspicion 
if not disdain a family member marrying outside our partisan affiliation. One-
third of conservatives say they would be unhappy if an immediate family member 
married a Democrat, and about a quarter of progressives feel that way about a 
Republican blending into their gene pool.5 

How you are aligned politically tends to influence strongly how you marry. 
Nowadays we seldom have “mixed marriages” of couples with differing political 
perspectives, raising children who hear all sides at the dinner table. Now our 
dinner discussions tend to be dichromatic, either red or blue, with no purple.6 

Research also indicates that in Congress (a group that is supposed to represent the 
people), the Republicans and Democrats no longer even speak the same language. 
They often use completely different words to describe public-policy problems and 
solutions.7  

In The Big Sort, Bill Bishop (a progressive) outlines how this economic 
demographic segregation has affected the U.S. in a practical manner. In our 
churches and politics, we rarely rub elbows with those not like ourselves.

In the 1976 presidential election, just one-quarter of America’s counties 
were “landslide counties” where Carter or Ford won by a large margin. In the 
presidential elections of 2004, and again in 2012, that gap rose to half of U.S. 
counties; landslide counties are becoming the new normal. In 2016, three-fifths of 
the counties were landslide counties.8 

We are now more than twice as likely as we were just a few years ago to live near 
people who share our views, who parrot the same political groupthink, and who 
drink the same Kool-Aid we do.
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4 Bridges Across Every Divide

This theme also is repeated on the libertarian right in Charles Murray’s book, 
Coming Apart. He lays out how the America of olden times, where the bank 
president and bank janitor lived in the same town and worshiped at the same 
church, has now largely disappeared, with educational attainment being a major 
sorting mechanism.

Both Bishop’s and Murray’s cases are to a degree being driven by how we now 
build our houses: in developments where the houses usually fall into a narrow 
price range. The price you can afford is determined by your annual income. Your 
income is largely driven by your educational level. You end up living next to 
people who have very similar backgrounds, and most of your social activities, 
school events, and worship experiences take place in a narrow milieu. In fact, just 
living next to people of a given political persuasion can influence how you view 
public policy. Gradually you become more like your neighbors; groupthink tends 
to bend you toward the neighborhood norms.9 

Compare this with the small towns from our idealized golden age where the school 
superintendent lived three blocks away from the school cook. The ruling elite 
now know no poor, except their domestic staff, and tend to stand aloof, offering 
aloof solutions. They “helicopter” into low-income communities, spout bromides 
urging hard work, then “helicopter” back to their gated communities. 

Let’s take a moment to define what we mean by “ruling elite” (this term also will 
be explored in Chapter 18 in particular):

The “ruling elite” is a very flexible term that encompasses the people locally 
who have the most leverage, and the more leverage you have, the broader your 
definition of “local” becomes. Bill Gates and Warren Buffett have worldwide 
leverage. The head of the chamber of commerce in a small town has leverage 
in that town. The ruling elite often have more education, more money, and the 
ability to self-segregate themselves from problems, as well as perceived problem-
makers, and coexist only with those who share certain common roots and values. 
If they almost totally separate themselves from the rest of societal structure, as 
Tocqueville observed, they become disturbingly detached from society, with dire 
consequences for everyone.

In the U.S. today people don’t learn how to talk to those who aren’t like them. If 
you’re from the educated bourgeoisie, you’re comfortable with the word milieu. 
If you’re poor, no matter what race, you might use the phrase “The Man” with 
capital letters implied. It’s a gilded trap for our political system, with cul-de-sacs  
and center-city lofts on one side and trailer parks and and inner-city slums on the 
other.
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