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Introduction


In the U.S., the average Joe on the street expects people of faith to do something about poverty. Few Americans are surprised that Mother Teresa, that consummate lover of the poorest of the poor, was a person of faith. Moreover, plenty of citizens scorn the Church when they think she is indifferent to human suffering such as the AIDS pandemic or homelessness. 


Most religious faiths do in fact enjoin their adherents to care for the poor. Alms giving is a common practice among Muslims, Jews, and Christians. The sacred texts of these three dominant faiths value charity and consider benevolence a component of personal righteousness. They also command their followers to seek justice.


In short, insiders and outsiders alike assume that religious people should have something to say about poverty, and more importantly, that they will be active in doing something to alleviate it. 


Adherents to my own tradition, evangelical Christianity, have said and done much about poverty since the earliest times when people started calling themselves Christians. What’s been the result of all those words and deeds? That’s a question for a whole book—probably several volumes—but in this paper, I’ll try to tackle just one narrow slice of it: What have contemporary Christians in America been saying and doing about poverty in the U.S., and what difference has it made?


The short answer is that there is good news and bad news. 

FAITH AND BENEVOLENCE

A good starting point in examining the role of “faith and benevolence” in the U.S. is the query: What is the faith community’s contribution to our nation’s social safety net? Quite a few scholars have tackled this question and on first glance, the answer is that the faith community’s contribution appears very impressive. Upon deeper reflection, though, it is clear that faith-based organizations could be doing even more.

FBOs’ Contributions to America’s Social Safety Net

The best current data we have concerning the community outreach activities of religious congregations comes from the Hartford Seminary Faith Communities Today survey (http://www.fact.hartsem.edu). A massive undertaking, the survey examined 14,000 congregations of diverse faith groups (Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, and others). The survey revealed that 85 percent of these congregations provide at least one community service. Most common are relief/benevolence activities: providing food, money, clothing, or emergency shelter. But some congregations are involved in much more extensive social service efforts. For example, over half of the congregations are engaged in providing health care services and one-third are involved in tutoring children, ministering in prisons, offering substance-abuse programs, or providing housing for the elderly. 

The Hartford study’s findings more or less accord with those of University of Pennsylvania professor Ram Cnaan’s ambitious and in-depth survey work.
 Cnaan’s data suggests even more congregations are active in community outreach. His study estimates that 92 percent offer at least one social service. He also estimates that one-third of all day-care programs in America are housed in religious buildings and that congregations spend some $36 billion annually on social services. 

Andrew Billingsley’s investigation of the social impact of African-American congregations shows them vigorously engaged in community serving programs. In various regional samples of hundreds of such churches, Billingsley regularly found that nearly 70 percent of black congregations are involved in outreach.
 My own recent investigations of the outreach conducted by Hispanic congregations came to similar conclusions: 69.5 percent of the 427 congregations surveyed offered social services for community residents.

According to the eminent Princeton sociologist Robert Wuthnow, if you put the findings from all the studies examining the scope of the faith community’s contribution to the nation’s social safety net, you end up with a general agreement that about 70 percent of all congregations offer social services in their communities. These social services include relief-oriented activities such as offering emergency financial aid or food and clothing, as well some longer-term services such as job training or mentoring or tutoring. 

While we know much about religious congregations’ efforts in investing in community social services, there have been fewer studies on the contributions made by faith-based nonprofit organizations. In 1985, the Council on Foundations published a study indicating that faith-based nonprofits spent between $7.5 and $8 billion annually on social services–not including religious hospitals, orphanages, or adoption agencies.
 A 1998 study by researchers at the Aspen Institute sheds a little more light, though the data combines both congregations and nonprofits. This one estimated that “religious congregations, national networks, and freestanding organizations spend between $15 billion and $20 billion of privately contributed funds a year on social services.”
 These scholars noted that in 1994, “private contributions to six major religion-sponsored social service providers alone totaled $1.7 billion.” (The six organizations were: Salvation Army, Catholic Charities USA, Jewish Federations, YMCA, International Union of Gospel Missions, and Christian Social Services Agencies.) 
 In the most recent and most comprehensive examination, Wuthnow has estimated that approximately 18 percent of U.S. nonprofits are faith-based service organizations. He suggests that these groups invest some $8.4 billion (after administrative expenses) in programs for those in need. 

Also available is anecdotal evidence that the sheer number of faith-based nonprofits committed to serving broken families and broken places has been increasing over the last decade. The National Congress of Community Economic Development Corporations (NCCED), for example, has seen steady growth in membership of faith-based community development corporations. Eighteen years ago, the Christian Community Development Association began with 35 member organizations. Today, it boasts nearly 600. In 2004, Rick Rusaw and Eric Swanson published The Externally Focused Church, calling mega-churches to greater community involvement and documenting stories of congregations showing the way. Given the encouraging response they experienced, they planned a 2007 conference for leaders at these sorts of congregations. They expected 200 attendees and got over 600. They have now launched a new “Externally Focused Network” to serve as a hub of information, inspiration, equipping and networking for these church and FBO leaders who have caught a vision for doing more to serve their cities.

Faith-Based Responses to Katrina

For many Americans, the topic of “faith and benevolence” could be summed up in one word: Katrina.

We will not soon forget the images of shock and devastation broadcasted in the wake of this historic storm.  Riveted, Americans watched as FEMA, the American Red Cross, and other secular organizations moved in to help the victims. Soon, the public also began hearing about the response of the faith community.  In some instances, the veteran aid agencies arrived on the scene only to find congregations and faith-based organizations—many of them storm victims themselves--already on the frontlines offering relief. In others, these big organizations encountered faith-based groups that had not only immediately helpful supplies to offer, but also experience in longer-range community rebuilding efforts based on their work in previous emergencies.  And as some Americans were transported “virtually” by CNN to deep pockets of poverty such as New Orleans’ Ninth Ward, they discovered that faith-based charities had long been there, too, attending to those too often neglected by the rest of society.

In Hattiesburg, MS and Lake Charles, LA, Florida Baptists had mobile kitchens up and running mere hours after Katrina and Rita struck. Countless small churches in the storm areas, many damaged themselves, spontaneously opened makeshift shelters and soup kitchens within the first few days. Before a short two months had passed, Southern Baptist Disaster Relief had prepared 10.5 million meals for Katrina victims. Large, well-established FBOs with experience in international disasters also mobilized resources and aid with remarkable speed and agility. For example, the Michigan-based agency, International Aid, poured $40 million in relief aid to the Gulf Coast within the first fourteen weeks after Katrina’s landfall. The Salvation Army deployed its largest disaster response contingent ever in the wake of the storm and assisted nearly 1.6 million victims.

As Aspen Institute researcher Tony Pipa put it:

As the human dimensions of Hurricane Katrina (and, later, its sister Hurricane Rita) unfolded, it became apparent that its scale and scope was overwhelming those normally tasked with responding to a disaster—FEMA, the state offices of emergency preparedness, the American Red Cross, and other nonprofit first-responders. Countless local churches and faith-based groups, nonprofit agencies, and foundations in Louisiana and Mississippi jumped into the fray. They did so spontaneously, and at considerable risk to their budgets and normal operations, because they knew that their resources and expertise could spell the difference for victims whose lives and health hung in the balance.

Pipa also reported that “Local religious congregations, nonprofits, and other private and public entities were sometimes sheltering as many evacuees as the American Red Cross.”
 

Impressively, FBOs didn’t just offer a large quantity of aid. They also did high quality work. As Pipa comments, “Their adaptability and responsiveness demonstrated the strength of their local expertise, relationships, and capability to reach and serve vulnerable populations and communities.”
 

The Center on Faith in Communities at the Sagamore Institute (which I direct) has learned much about the quality of emergency disaster response by FBOs from data we gathered as part of our 10-state competition to reward stellar FBOs. Fifty-two organizations from the eligible states
 applied. The faith-based collaborations with the most impressive outcomes in short-term disaster relief were characterized by several common elements, including rapid response; ability to serve hard-to-reach, vulnerable populations; highly personalized, flexible aid; ability to serve those ineligible for government assistance; and frequent communication with partner organizations.

This high quantity and high quality response by the faith community led to lavish praise from disaster victims and the general public. Indeed, one of the many striking things about Katrina was the remarkable discrepancy between this fervent thanksgiving and commendation for the churches and the furious criticism directed against FEMA and other government agencies for their lack of adequate response. A Washington Post poll in September 2005 noted that more than six in 10 Americans were critical of the federal government response to the storm.
 Meanwhile, even the often-cynical media carried stories lauding private religious charities and church volunteers for their irreplaceable role.
  

The good news about faith and benevolence, then, is at least two-fold. First, in absolute numbers, the faith community makes an enormous contribution to the public good in terms of social services provided. Second, the calamities of fall 2005 revealed powerfully that the faith community is capable of substantial and high-quality response at the site of emergencies and in the places often neglected.

The Scandal of the Opportunity Cost: Christians Could Be Doing So Much More

The bad news is that the Church could be doing so much more. 

Consider, for instance, just the issue of charitable giving. Lots of congregations preach tithing, the practice of committing one-tenth of one’s income to the church. According to The State of Christian Giving by John and Sylvia Ronsvalle, though, the average church member gives only about 2.66 percent of their income.
 Evangelicals do a little better—about 6 percent of annual income—but that’s not exactly a figure to be proud of. Indeed, a closer reading of the Bible would indicate that the tithe is just a starting point: the real issue is being content with a very modest lifestyle and practicing joyful, spontaneous, and sacrificial giving. The Ronsvalles note that if American Christians just tithed, about $143 billion would be added to the charitable pot–way more than enough money (according the U.N.) to provide basic health care and education to every poor person on earth.

Now, money isn’t everything, and just giving more to charity won’t end poverty. But it is scandalous that wealthy Christians (which is just about all American Christians by the world’s standards) give so little when we follow a God who invites us to radical generosity and wonders whether we really love Him if we have material possessions and “see our brother in need but have no pity on him” (I John 3:17). 

Commodity Based Benevolence

An additional shortcoming of contemporary faith-based benevolence in America is that it is sometimes too stingy with what the poor need most.  The sad truth is that many congregations have pursued a commodity-based benevolence that gives poor people things and money instead of friendship, opportunities, counsel, and support. We’ve handed out Band-Aids—cash and commodities to meet immediate material needs—instead of offering developmental assistance that provides a hand-up to self-sufficiency. Churches have ubiquitous food pantries and used clothing drives. But the Good Samaritan didn’t toss canned goods and a religious tract at the wounded traveler along the Jericho Road. He got up close and personal, dirtying his own hands tending the man, interrupting his own schedule to show mercy, and handing over his own money—without much limit—to address the victim’s needs. Contemporary churches in America have been far too good at helping people manage their poverty instead of becoming effective in helping them to escape from it. More churches and FBOs need to move to a more relational, holistic, and long-term approach that will be expensive when measured in Daytimers and not just dollars.

FAITH AND THE STATE: BAD NEWS ON WORDS, GOOD NEWS ON DEEDS

Many Christians in the U.S. rightly acknowledge the importance of speaking out on social issues. Christianity should not be reduced to a privatized faith; followers of Christ need to think well and hard about economic, political, and social issues. The Bible itself enjoins believers to “Speak out, judge righteously, [and] defend the rights of the poor and needy” (Proverbs 31:9).

Scripture has a great deal to say about economics; about wealth, poverty, stewardship, justice, and benevolence. Some interpretations of these texts, though, have led to unhelpful comments in the public square about economic life by Christians. The problems seem to arise for several reasons: sloppy application; an undue focus on relative, versus absolute poverty; an imbalanced attention to distributional issues rather than matters of production; and a too-simplistic analysis of key contemporary socio-economic issues. Encouragingly, though, despite sometimes misguided advocacy, much of the actual grassroots activity by churches and FBOs when it comes to engaging with the state in solving community problems is strategic, innovative, and promising. In sum, sometimes what the contemporary Christian community is saying about poverty isn’t very productive, but much of what it is actually doing is.

Sloppy Biblical Interpretation and Application

Problems crop up, first, when Christian groups take individual Biblical texts intended as injunctions for individuals or for the Church at large and apply them to the government. In its “Covenant for a New America,” for example, Sojourners/Call to Renewal refers to the beautiful passage of Isaiah 58:10-12 (“If you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness…”) and then advocates an increased minimum wage and supports for transportation, health care, nutrition, child care, education and housing.

Some in the Evangelical left cite the model of the early church’s common purse in Acts 4 and 5 as “a warrant for the equalization of capital today,” in scholar Craig Gay’s words.
 Gay comes to this conclusion after careful study of a variety of evangelical writers, including Peter Davids, Donald Hays, Jim Wallis, John Howard Yoder, Stephen Mott, Bill Faw, John Alexander, and Andrew Kirk.

Within the community of the Church itself (as opposed to society in general), New Testament examples like the Acts 4-5 narrative suggest that fellow Christians pursue a commonness of heart and possessions that evidences itself in radical generosity, loosely held property, and equity.
 In II Corinthians 8, the Apostle Paul commends the Macedonian believers for their radical generosity in supplying the needs of Jerusalem Christians affected by the famine, noting that each community needed to serve the other as their individual conditions of plenty or want fluctuated (verse 14: “At the present time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what you need”). 

Undoubtedly, the typical church in the U.S. has a long, long way to go toward realizing this sort of radically generous and interdependent lifestyle. It is perfectly appropriate for Christians to spur one another toward this kind of ideal. (Shane Claiborne’s lovely recent book, The Irresistible Revolution: Living as Ordinary Radicals, does a good job of this.)
 It is inappropriate, however, to use such texts as justifications for state-sponsored, mandatory redistribution. The redistribution envisioned in the New Testament passages was voluntary and within the fellowship of the Church.
 


Texts are also sometimes misinterpreted when Christians focus unduly on relative inequality. Sojourners’ “Covenant for a New America” proclaims bluntly: “The Bible condemns extremes of wealth and poverty.”
 But that’s not quite right. Certainly the scriptures are clear on God’s deep concern for the poor—hundreds of texts express this. At the same time, wealth in and of itself is not condemned
 and the Bible is littered with examples of wealthy individuals God calls righteous (think of Job or David, for example). What the Bible condemns is rich people who callously disregard the poor. God hates to see conspicuous consumption and indolence juxtaposed with poverty and hopelessness. The prophet Amos expresses the Divine rage well:

Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mount Samaria, you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say to your husbands, ‘Bring us some more drinks!’ The Sovereign Lord has sworn by His holiness: ‘The time will come when you will be taken away with hooks, the last of you with fishhooks.’

God hates wealth gained through fraud or oppression (Amos 8:4-6, Jer. 22:13) and condemns those who fail to use their wealth and power on behalf of the vulnerable and fatherless (Jer.5:28). But the mere existence of differences in incomes (or assets) is not assumed in the scriptures to be unjust. From God’s standpoint, the issues for society as a whole are (a) how was the wealth gained (was injustice, theft, oppression, and fraud involved?) and (b) are society’s better off members regarding or disregarding their more vulnerable fellows—the poor, the orphan, the widow, and the alien?


The problem with focusing on relative poverty is that we run the risk of making unsound judgments about the economy. As long as we concentrate on how the economy allows some people to do so much better than others, we’ll never be satisfied with our national economic progress.  If, on the other hand, we judge economic policies by their ability to lift the poorest people out of poverty, we’ll be able to discern more precisely how well or how poorly our policies are faring. Our primary moral consideration cannot be how well we’re doing in “closing the gap” between the rich and the poor, but rather how well we’re doing in reducing the number of people living in destitution. We must ask whether a proposed policy is likely to produce a situation in which everyone does equally poorly, or one in which everyone does better but some do phenomenally well–thus increasing the gap between the richest an the poorest. There’s something awry when we condemn an economy in which most people are doing better simply because in that economy the very rich happen to be doing so much better than everyone else.

Imprecise Analysis


A further problem with some Christian advocacy regarding social issues arises when problems are overstated due to a lack of precise analysis. Two important examples are discussions about the scope of poverty in the U.S. and the problem of the medically uninsured. 


According to the 2004 Census, 37 million people live in poverty in the U.S and, as the “Covenant for a New America” put it, “the average poor family eked by on an income of $10,007.”
 But there are big problems with this estimate. These federal poverty calculations do not count as income any government subsidies such as food stamps, welfare, or housing assistance—three important sources of help for the poor. Nor do they take into account earnings from informal work or bartering or “under the table” payments for services. The people “eking by” on $10 grand, in short, typically have more than $10 grand. 

Moreover, since the poverty figures are based solely in data about income from work, they inflate the number of poor people in our country. Those in poverty include elderly people who live in their own, paid-off homes and draw dividends from their investments. On income data alone, for example, my mom and stepfather are poor. But no one reading this could visit them and observe their middle-class home (no mortgage), their middle-class car (2005 Toyota Camry), their excellent health plan (from my stepfather’s days as a blue-collar worker at the Federal Reserve Bank), and their middle-class vacations and feel too sorry for them. Most of my friends and I were “poor” by the Federal income standards during our graduate student days. During those years I wrote a snappy little ditty about surviving our “poverty” that I’d sing accompanied by my (beat-up) guitar. Verse 3 counseled:


Your academic stipend you must ration,

Get used to beans and franks three times a week.

Accept all lunch and dinner invitations --

Where free food’s involved there’s no time to be meek!

The point is, there are members of “The Poor” we needn’t worry too much about. 

Beyond this, consumption data offers a more accurate picture of the state of the nation’s poorest fifth than does income data alone. According to a researcher at the National Center for Policy Analysis, “economic consumption by households in the lowest 20 percent of the U.S. income distribution is more than double their reported income.”
 Consumption by the poorest people today is greater than consumption by the typical family in 1955. This kind of information should temper shrill calls that “the poor and getting poorer.” Consumption data also give us a better perspective on the differences in standards of living between the rich and poor. While the top 20 percent of households earns 13 times as much as the bottom, they consume only four times as much (and, when adjustments are made for family size, the ratio is only 2:1).

The point of these reflections is not to minimize our moral responsibility to be concerned about the poor. The point is to get a much more accurate handle on who the poor really are, and how many of them there are, so that our efforts to help can be smarter, more targeted, and ultimately more effective.


Just as we need a more accurate picture of poverty than income data affords, so the most helpful prescriptions for addressing the important problem of the medically uninsured in America will be based on an accurate estimation of its scope. Currently, too many Christian analysts use inflated numbers.

Estimates of the number of uninsured Americans range from 21 million to 45 million. Let’s assume the higher figure is correct (if for no other reason than it is the one most frequently bandied about). That sounds like a huge crisis, perhaps so large in scale that there’s no means of addressing it apart from vigorous government action (and spending). But clear thinking on what to do about the uninsured requires some careful excavations into this 45 million figure. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, about 7.4 million of the uninsured live in families with annual incomes of $50,000 or higher and another 7.4 million live in families earning over $75,000. In short, 15 million people are uninsured who could afford private insurance. Christians concerned about the poor need not worry about this  group of 15 million folks too much; there is only finite advocacy and programmatic energy and this group is the least in need of it. 

Then there are the uninsured that could be insured, but have not enrolled in programs available to them. The Census Bureau estimates that about one in four of the uninsured are eligible for Medicaid or SCHIP (State Children’s Health Insurance Program, a government-provided health insurance program for kids in working poor families not eligible for Medicaid but that cannot afford private insurance), but have not enrolled.
 Only 34 percent –or about 15 million people--of the uninsured in America make less than $25,000 annually.
 Roughly 10 million of these 15 million are eligible for free government health care but have not yet enrolled. Educating these families and encouraging them to take advantage of what is available to them would seem to be a clear priority, but I have not once heard or read this in the many statements made by Christians on the problem if the uninsured. 

Assuming such an effort was made, and the above 10 million people did enroll, this would leave five million lower-income people who are uninsured. Five million uninsured is still an unacceptably high number in a society as rich as ours, but it is, obviously, a number far less than 45 million. Christians concerned about the uninsured need to focus on what to do about these five million people. And, knowing the scope of the problem is smaller than we might have originally thought, a public policy conversation about what to do for these people would likely be marked by far more creative energy and innovative ideas than we have yet heard.

Actions (Thankfully) Speak Louder Than Words

 While the faith community’s words have not always been helpful in achieving effective solutions to poverty, many of its actions on the ground have been innovative and promising. As noted earlier, the most obvious contribution the faith community makes to the public welfare is the significant goods, services, and volunteers faith groups mobilize to provide succor in disasters, substantial relief-oriented aid, and a modest amount of longer-term development aid. Less obvious but important are at least three additional contributions FBOs make to the public good. These should inform any discussion of “faith and the state.”

FBOs as Portals

First, FBOs can provide a portal into communities that public agencies may desire to reach, but are often unable to do so effectively. Consider the following illustrations.


In the late 1990s, shortly after the nation’s comprehensive welfare reforms, the public social welfare office in Minneapolis, MN–called the One Stop Center–had a problem. Its problem was that it had a number of resources to offer to people in need, such as daycare and transportation vouchers for women who were making the shift from welfare to work, but not enough people were coming into the One Stop Center to learn about and acquire these good resources. The One Stop staff knew that poor turnout in their office was not an indicator that low-income women in Minneapolis just didn’t need the daycare or transportation. The problem was that many people who could benefit from these services were not walking through the doors of the One Stop.


Meanwhile, a group of churches that was operating a faith-based job-training program in Minneapolis called The Jobs Partnership also had a problem. Their problem was not clientele. They had plenty of people coming in their doors–program participation in The Jobs Partnership was booming. Word of mouth had spread a positive reputation of the program as a place where the unemployed or underemployed could come and receive love, respect, training, and networking–and where graduates were actually landing jobs. But, the program participants would sometimes tell the church leaders that they had needs beyond those that The Jobs Partnership could address: specifically, things like scholarships for daycare or money for transportation. 


To make a long story short, what happened in Minneapolis was that two social workers from the One Stop–both of whom happened to be people of faith–were seconded to The Jobs Partnership program as pro-bono staff through a unique partnership between the FBO and the Minnesota Department of Children and Family Services. And these two social workers got new nametags. They were now identified as being part of The Jobs Partnership. As a result, they gained access to the women participating in the program, women who freely admitted their need for transportation and daycare assistance. The new “JP” staff could put their arms around the women and say: “Well, I know where we can go to get you some help, and I’ll take you there.” And they would take them to the One Stop Center! The women would tell the social workers that they either hadn’t known about the One Stop or had not wanted to go there because they were afraid of mistreatment or worried that it would just be a big bureaucratic nightmare and waste of time. But now they were willing to access the services of the One Stop, because they had someone whom they trusted telling them that this was a good idea.


This story indicates the bridging role that FBOs often play in helping public agencies access vulnerable populations that they want to serve and have capacity to serve, but may not serve well because those populations are ignorant or, or untrusting of, those agencies.


There are similar stories from Los Angeles and Boston. Fannie Mae is a private institution under government charter that promotes home ownership. One of its main goals is to increase the number of first-time homebuyers. In Los Angeles and other cities, it offers a variety of financial and educational products to advance that goal. Fannie Mae is certainly aware of the increasing ethnic diversity of America and cognizant that many legal immigrants are hardworking folks with a strong savings ethic and a desire to develop a truly firm financial foothold. But often these immigrants have limited English skills, perhaps some cultural distrust of large financial institutions, and ignorance about the possibilities for actually becoming homeowners. Thus, Fannie Mae has been delighted by its partnership in Los Angeles with Korean Churches for Community Development. By linking with this FBO, Fannie Mae has seen its information translated into Korean and its housing fairs hosted in Korean churches with hundreds of attendees. Most importantly, KCCD’s work with Fannie Mae and local banks has created over 150 new Korean first-time homeowners. 


In Boston, police and clergy cooperate in a project called Operation Homefront. Through Operation Homefront, participating clergy learn from teachers and social workers about particular students who seem headed for the gangs. Clergy then accompany a police officer on a visit to the kids’ house to talk with his parents. Cops report that, alone, the parents might not welcome them. But the clergy member takes the lead and typically does gain entrée. As of 2003, the program had 50 clergy involved and school officials were reporting that they saw a substantial reduction in gang activity among the students whose parents have been visited. 


Particularly in the last decade, a variety of public agencies have awoken to the significant service FBOs can offer them in terms of access to vulnerable populations. The Centers for Disease Prevention, for example, have “recognized that FBOs/CBOs have valuable assets and unique access to populations that may suffer a disproportionate burden of the nation’s preventable diseases.”
 Additionally, the Center on Disability Studies recently noted that they could make inroads in reaching disabled persons within the Asian American and Pacific Islander communities through “collaboration with myriad FBOs.”
 
In Iowa, the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program urged its staff to seek closer ties to the faith-based community in order to work with FBOs in enrolling greater numbers of vulnerable families in the program.
 In Massachusetts, the Institute for Community Inclusion has urged the state’s workforce development agencies to cooperate with FBOs because “these organizations have gained the trust of community members who may be reluctant to access mainstream services.”
 The White House’s “Initiative on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans” emphasizes partnership with FBOs to reach Hispanic families;
 the U.S. Federal Highway Administration has concluded that collaborating with FBOs is an effective way of reaching limited-English-proficiency and migrant worker communities;
 the Department of Health and Human Services office focusing on pandemics argues that collaboration with FBOs is “essential” to protect public health and safety in the event of an influenza pandemic;
 and HHS’s Health Resources and Services Administration lists collaboration with FBOs as one of its key strategies in its official 2005 strategic plan for increasing health care access to the medically underserved.


Clearly, when FBOs serve as portals into vulnerable populations, as bridges connecting public agencies in positive ways with citizens those agencies often cannot or do not effectively reach, they make a valuable contribution to the public good.

FBOs as Conveners

Second, FBOs can serve as important public conveners, bringing to the table public and private entities to explore strategic solutions to local problems. Consider the story of Second Baptist Church, one of the larger congregations in Springfield, Missouri.

Second Baptist launched an initiative to explore the community’s needs together with other Christian leaders–pastors, lay leaders, and businesspersons.  For nine months, they hosted a once-per-month breakfast meeting at the church for these folks. At each meeting, they invited a key public official to address the group. Invitees included people like the mayor, the sheriff, the police chief, and the school superintendent. The invitees were each asked to make a short presentation in which they would state what they thought was the city’s main problem and then give their suggestions as to how the churches of Springfield could address that problem.


At the end of the nine months, the church hosted a discussion time when they reviewed with the attendees the major themes that had come out in the process. In the end, the group decided that the central action it would take would be to start a multi-church, city-wide, in-school tutoring program for at-risk 3rd graders. This was an initiative that felt both ambitious and yet feasible and was relevant to what they’d heard about. The sheriff had explained during his breakfast presentation that one of the key factors state planners used in forecasting how many new jail cells would need to be built was the percentage of 4th graders who couldn’t read. That stark fact galvanized the group to focus on helping such children. Today, over 725 children are being tutored through this initiative and activity to recruit more tutors is underway.
 

What has happened in Springfield, MO is not just a citywide tutoring program, as important and valuable as that is. What’s happened is that the church was able to be a public convener that brought together hundreds of citizens to learn about their city’s needs and then respond in a positive fashion. Now all sorts of ancillary partnerships are happening as a result of all the relationships that have been built. For example, churches that have mobilized tutors for kids have also engaged with those kids’ schools in ways beyond tutoring, such as cleaning up and repairing school properties or throwing appreciation parties for teachers.

FBOs as Partners 

One thing that has sometimes gone unnoticed about FBOs is the frequency with which they collaborate with entities outside the faith community, for the purposes of addressing social problems. In 2005 and 2006, my office has had the pleasure of sponsoring an awards program for FBOs that are operating effective social service collaborations in partnership with some entity outside the faith community. Though it’s only been a pilot project involving fifteen states, we’ve learned of over 750 examples of these sorts of partnerships. Clearly this is just the tip of iceberg, considering that we’ve only focused on a modest number of states and that our promotional budget for this competition was modest. What we saw as a result of our awards program was an amazingly broad variety of partnerships: FBOs working with police, with FEMA, with Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, with the Department of Labor, local and state government social welfare agencies, and with secular universities, banks, hospitals, and prisons. The following two examples provide just a small glimpse of the creativity and breadth of these kinds of partnerships.

In Oxnard, CA, an FBO called City Impact has been reaching out to troubled teens in the local public schools since 1992. City Impact founder Betty Alvarez Ham had heard about gang violence in the Ventura High School. So one day, she walked into the principal’s office and asked him if he would let her meet weekly for a rap session in the school with all the “pain in the ass kids.” Shocked but intrigued, the principal agreed. He gave her a six-week trial period to meet with several female gang kids and by the end of the period, those girls had so dramatically improved their behavior, school attendance, and grades, that he begged Betty to stay.

Today some 60 City Impact groups operate on 38 public school campuses, with over 450 students receiving the same life skills training and mentoring weekly that turned those initial girls’ lives around.  Cheryl Meyers, a school counselor at Ventura High for 18 years, recalls that she “just couldn’t believe that somebody was coming on campus asking if they could help, because usually that doesn’t happen from the community.” Meyers’ comment is one that I’ve heard often. It’s not that FBOs are the only groups willing to serve low-income public school kids. But these school officials explain that it’s often only the FBOs who make regular, sustained, long-term commitments.

In Arkansas, Second Genesis has partnered with the Arkansas Department of Corrections to reduce recidivism among female inmates. Fourteen years ago, prison chaplain Jeanne Coyne was getting discouraged. Year after year she would hear inmates relate how horrible the prison experience was—and how she should never expect to see them back. But time and again, the women couldn’t keep that promise. With trouble finding housing, jobs, counseling, and transportation; frustrations in trying to reunite with their children; and renewed exposure to abusive or drug-infested environments, these women could not make a fresh start. As a result, many ended up back behind bars.

Coyne realized that the women needed a safe place to go upon release, where they could gain skills for and access to a new way of life. She knew they would need many services—a high majority of the approximately 1,000 women incarcerated in Arkansas prisons at any given time have drug or alcohol addictions, have been victims of abuse, and have been diagnosed with mental health issues. With determined effort, Coyne pulled together a number of people and resources and launched Second Genesis, a residential program for female ex-offenders that offers them a home for up to two years as they rehabilitate their lives. Staff and volunteers first get to know the women through voluntary Bible study and support meetings held while they are still in prison. Upon release, the ex-offenders find a new home at Second Genesis. The ministry offers education in critical life and job skills, help with transportation, mental health counseling, and huge doses of encouragement and moral support. The women keep busy with classes six evenings per week, full-time jobs, and individual and group counseling sessions. Each woman is also matched with a trained mentor who meets with her weekly. Second Genesis works closely with the women’s parole officers and helps the women to secure and maintain employment and address any medical concerns. After three months, the women (and in some cases, their minor children) move into their own transitional apartments, located in the same building as the ministry’s central office. They continue to meet with their mentors and to attend a weekly support group session. In this group, participants learn about parenting, boundaries, recovery issues, budgeting, and networking for resources. 

The program has achieved an impressive 9 percent recidivism rate among their graduates (versus a 42 percent recidivism rate statewide for female offenders). Moreover, 90 percent of graduates obtain stable permanent housing through Second Genesis’ partnership with the Joseph   Project (a community nonprofit providing affordable housing). In Joseph Project housing, they continue to receive case management, their rent is subsidized, and their full-time employment must continue. With the significant support these ex-offenders have through their mentors, Second Genesis and Joseph project staff, and on-going support group meetings, graduates have attained an impressive 96 percent job retention rate.

CONCLUSION: Invigorated Action, Better Advocacy


In communities across the U.S., exciting faith-based, multi-sector collaborations like the ones just noted are making genuine inroads in bringing hope. Recent publications from my office tell the stories of collaborations resulting in new permanent homes for youth in the foster care system;
 jobs for the hardest-to-employ;
 medical care with dignity for the poor;
 affordable housing for single-parent families;
 educational success for homeless teens;
 and remarkable decreases in crime and recidivism,
 among other small miracles.


What’s encouraging is that more of these small miracles seem to be on the way. The continued growth of the Christian Community Development Association, the launch of the new Externally Focused Network, and the establishment of the Communities First Association (a new network of Christian churches and FBOs adopting the Asset-Based Community Development model of partnering with neighborhoods and local public officials to transform distressed communities) are encouraging signals that congregations and FBOs are expanding and deepening their work to transform families and communities.


These networks of faith-based community ministers are offering their members ever-improving equipping and training for their daily work. In 2003, the Pew Charitable Trusts invested over a million dollars for the development of the Faith and Service Technical Education Network (FASTEN) to offer research-based best practices and how-to guidance, and now thousands of ministry workers visit the site regularly. In 2007, leaders in the Christian community development movement launched a new National Coaching Network that will provide hands-on, long-term guidance to teams of ministry practitioners in selected cities as those teams work together to tackle their community’s most pressing issues. A number of private charitable foundations, including the Parker Foundation in Richmond, the Maclellan Foundation in Chattanooga, and the Skillman Foundation in Detroit offer FBOs not only money but training and technical assistance to help improve their effectiveness. Meanwhile, as a result of President Bush’s faith-based initiative, hundreds of small FBOs have received capacity building aid through the Compassion Capital Fund. In short, through multiple means, grassroots faith leaders are enhancing their skills to serve more effectively.


Now what is needed is for this “quality improvement process” to influence more strongly FBOs’ words as well as their deeds, so that their advocacy will be as productive in the public square as their actions.

[Dr. Amy L. Sherman is a Senior Fellow at the Sagamore Institute for Policy Research, where she directs the Center on Faith in Communities.]
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