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Can’t Get There from Here 

Now, a story.  A couple weeks ago, Malinda White, college-
educated mother of two, laid off, having difficulty finding a job that 
will pay her a decent wage, went to an interview at a temp agency.  
A North Side resident, she has been without a car for two years now.  
She took the Pemberton 19 bus down West Broad as far as that bus 
line runs, which is just past Pemberton/Springfield roads.  She 
arrived about 10:40 and then walked to the interview, which, she 
estimates, was somewhere between a half mile and a mile away.  
Not too bad considering that some people regularly ride that bus and 
then walk two miles or more into Short Pump for work. 

White’s interview was at 11.  She was finished by 11:15.  She 
headed back to catch the next bus home — at 3:22 p.m.  There is no 
shelter or bench at the Pemberton bus stop.  She went to Martin’s, 
bought something to drink, and sat outside the store until the bus 
came. 

“I get so frustrated,” White says.  “If I was to want to work out on 
Brook Road at Virginia Center Commons, I couldn’t get there 
without a car.  If I was to want to work at Walmart in 
Mechanicsville, as far as I know there is nothing that goes out that 
way.  If I was to want to work at Big Lots out on Mechanicsville 
Turnpike, I couldn’t get there without a car.  If I wanted to work at 
Nabisco or any of those companies that go straight up Laburnum, I 
wouldn’t be able to get there.  If I wanted to work in Innsbrook, and 
they have a lot of companies out there, I couldn’t get out there.  I 
don’t even think there is a stop within walking distance.” 

…. 

The dominant way of thinking in the region has been mass transit 
based on how much demand there is, how many riders would use the 
service, says Charles Merritt, an organizer of RVA Rapid Transit, a 
soon-to-be-nonprofit advocating for regional mass transit, in 
particular, Bus Rapid Transit.  That’s outdated, he says. 
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 “We need to stop thinking about public transit as welfare and start 
thinking about it as infrastructure like plumbing, electricity, 
roadways that is critical to the success and health of major 
metropolitan areas,” he says.  “You build public transit for what 
great transit does, move people up and down major thoroughfares.” 

This is about the future, Merritt says.  But until that future arrives, 
Malinda White will do as she has been doing: Scan the job listings 
for administrative assistant, customer service, and data entry jobs; 
check the address before doing anything else; and call GRTC to 
make sure it’s off a bus line.  
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Below	are	excerpts	from	the	January	
18,	2013	report	to	the	mayor	from	the	
Mayor’s	 Anti-Poverty	 Commission.		
The	full	report	can	be	accessed	at:	

www.rvarapidtransit.org/faith	

“Numerous	 other	 metropolitan	
areas	of	 comparable	 size	do	much	
better	 than	 Richmond.	 	 The	 most	
striking	 example	 is	 Salt	 Lake	 City,	
Utah,	 which	 in	 terms	 of	
metropolitan	 employment	 is	
almost	 exactly	 the	 same	 size	 as	
Richmond	 (665,000	 compared	 to	
671,000	 jobs)	 but	 in	which	 80%	 of	
jobs	are	covered	by	transit,	and	the	
typical	 transit-covered	 job	 can	
reach	 64%	 of	 working-age	
residents.	“	(p.	60)	

“Occasionally	 commentators,	
reflecting	 on	 the	 difficulty	 of	
expanding	 transit,	 forward	
simplistic	proposals	 to	provide	 the	
poor	with	cars	in	order	to	solve	the	
spatial	mismatch	problem.		Recent	
data	 show	 that	 the	 cost	 of	
operating	 a	 car	 is	 nearly	 $9,000	 a	
year	 for	 a	 vehicle	 driven	 15,000	
miles	 a	 year—equivalent	 to	 nearly	
40%	of	 the	 federal	poverty	 line	 for	
a	 family	 of	 four.	 	 Consequently,	
widespread	car	ownership	 is	not	a	
plausible	 general	 solution:	 if	 poor	
households	 could	 afford	 to	
maintain	a	car,	most	would	already	
have	 them….	 	 In	 the	 long	 term,	
however,	expanding	transit	is	a	far	
more	efficient	and	effective	way	to	
meet	 the	 transportation	 needs	 of	
low-income	residents.	 	 It	would	be	
better	 if	 low-income	 residents	
were	simply	able	to	use	affordable	
transit	 rather	 than	go	 through	 the	
process	of	acquiring	a	car	they	may	
have	 difficulty	 maintaining	 just	 to	
get	to	a	 location	a	few	miles	away	
from	their	home.”		(p.	66)	
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Create Your Plan 
Keeping in mind your group members and your group time, choose from among the OPEN, EXPLORE, and CLOSE 
activities to plan the session.  There are more opportunities and activities for discussion than can fit in one hour, so 
please choose from among them as you feel called and be flexible as the conversation unfolds, feeling free to take 
things in a different order than presented in this guide.  As facilitator, you do not need to have answers to every 
question or be an expert in transit!  If questions arise as you prepare or during the session, please feel free and 
encouraged to reach out to info@rvarapidtransit.org.  We will do our best to get the answer. 

Main	Idea:	 Every	 Sunday	 we	 pray	 “thy	 will	 be	 done	 on	 earth	 as	 it	 is	 heaven.”	 	 We	 need	 a	 vision	 for	 God’s	 will	 for	
metropolitan	Richmond,	one	of	justice	for	all,	and	that	vision	includes	transportation.		We	must	both	trust	in	
God’s	power	and	spirit	to	make	it	happen	as	well	as	be	active	ourselves.	

Goal:	 Encourage	participants	to	see	how	transportation	is	a	vital	key	to	linking	other	services	designed	to	promote	
justice.			

Open the Session 
Pray Together 
Loving God, too often we have been silent and missed opportunities to share with others the message of love which 
you brought into the world.  You have come that we may have life, and have it to the full.  We ask that you will show 
us a new way to live, so that, with your forgiveness and with an awareness of your presence, we can truly claim to 
follow you in thought and word and deed.  Help us to see and act on the ways public transit for Metro Richmond offers 
avenues for connection, justice, reconciliation, and living faith.  Amen. 

Introduce the Topic 
Ask: How would you define justice for your community?  How could we be part of promoting justice for the 
community, whether as individuals, families, businesses, coworkers, churches, or neighborhoods?  In what ways have 
you ever witnessed injustice?  As means of transition, say: “Public transportation is one of the ways in which we can 
pursue justice together.” 

Explore the Topic 
Have a Bible Study 
Read or review “Core Bible Passages.”  Have a member of the class read out loud the paraphrase of Amos 5:21-24 and 
ask the group to pay attention to how they feel as they hear the prophet’s ideas expressed.  Have the group break into 
teams of 2 or 3 people.  Ask the teams to discuss the following questions: How did Amos’ words make you feel?  Why 
do you think he used analogies with water for justice and righteousness?  What impact do you imagine these words had 
on listeners then?  What do you believe a witness to God’s justice “rolling down like a mighty stream” entails in and 
for Metro Richmond?  Have the teams come back together and share. 

Explore Transportation’s Impact 
Say: “The Mayor’s Anti-Poverty Commission report in 2013 addressed the role public transit, or lack thereof, impacts 
poverty.  It says, ‘Relatively few jobs in metro Richmond are reachable by transit, at all, and those that are can only be 
effectively reached by a small minority of the population.  Suburban jobs in particular are almost totally out of reach 
by transit (not just for city residents, but for all residents of the region.)’”  Ask: How else are our citizens limited by 
lack of public transit?  How is access to transit an issue of justice?  The group might consider the ramifications that 
lack of access to jobs has, but also what else people lack full access to if they don’t have a car.  (e.g. healthcare, 
education, nutritious food)  How does public transit or lack thereof impact quality of life?  How does public transit 
give people opportunities to grow, prosper, and live into their calling as beloved children of God? 
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Consider A Personal Example 
Read or review the excerpt, “Can’t Get There from Here.”  Ask: How do you respond to Malinda’s story?  (surprise, 
resignation, grief, anger, apathy)  Do you personally know people like Malinda and how does such a relationship (or 
lack thereof) shape your response?  Malinda is frustrated in wanting to work but being severely limited in where she 
can look for jobs because of transportation.  How does hearing Malinda’s story challenge your assumptions about the 
unemployed?  What else from Malinda’s story struck you? 

Discuss Richmond’s History 
The Rev. Ben Campbell, former Pastoral Director of Richmond Hill, once wrote, “[A comprehensive public transit 
system] ends our most insidious form of racial discrimination – segregation by transportation.”  Do you agree or 
disagree with this assertion?  Why or why not?  How else do we as a metropolitan city segregate ourselves?   

Discuss Anti-Poverty Initiatives 
Read or review the excerpts in “Transit Coverage.” Ask: How do you react to Richmond only covering 27% of its jobs 
by public transit while the similarly sized Salt Lake City is able to cover 80%?  Besides more buses going to more 
places, what do you think accounts for the difference and what needs to change in Richmond to increase that? 

Say: “One solution to getting people who don’t have a car to places not accessible by transit is to simply ‘give’ them a 
car.”  Ask:  Why does the report consider that to be a ‘simplistic proposal’?  You might ask the group to review the 
cost of operating a car as compared to the poverty threshold (found on the “Facts & Figures” handout).  What other 
consequences (positive or negative) would increased car ownership bring to households as well as to the greater 
Richmond community?   

Consider Transit as Infrastructure 
Say: “Charles Merritt, one of the early organizers of RVA Rapid Transit, believes that ‘We need to stop thinking about 
public transit as welfare and start thinking about it as infrastructure like plumbing, electricity, roadways that is critical 
to the success and health of major metropolitan areas.”  Ask: Before you began this study, how did you think about 
public transit – as welfare or as infrastructure?  How has your thinking changed and why?  How do you see access to 
quality public transit as a justice issue? 

Review Some Facts & Figures 
If you haven’t already, distribute the “Facts & Figures” handout.  Give the group time to review, calling attention to 
any sections that relate to the conversation the group has had.  Ask: Do any of these figures surprise you?  How so?  

Closing the Session 
Reflect on Your Role 
Invite group members to reflect for a few moments in silence on the injustices they perceive in our metropolitan 
region.  How has what “what we have done and what we have left undone” perpetuated those injustices?  After time 
for silent reflection, invite people to share.  Ask: What could our first step be towards creating a society in which all 
people have what they need to live and work?   

Pray Together 
Lord Jesus, we pray that you will prepare us for your will to be done in the world: revive our dreams of justice and 
restore our passion for what is right, good and true.  May your love motivate our care for this neighborhood and for the 
wider community and help us all to play a part in helping to overcome the social ills that drag so many into despair.  
Help us to always and everywhere seek the welfare of our city, to pray to you on its behalf, for in its welfare we will 
find our welfare.  We pray that your love will inspire our citizenship so that it rises above the mediocre, and doesn’t 
despair at the tremendousness of the task set before it.  What we have promised in love and prayer let us never forget 
to do.  Amen. 

Questions?  Ideas?  Feel free to contact us at:  info@rvarapidtransit.org 
Download the latest version of this study and other useful handouts at: 

www.rvarapidtransit.org/faith (You can learn more about the topic there, too!) 


