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When President George W. Bush took
office in 2001, he sought to address the
nation’s social ills by strengthening and
expanding the role of faith-based and
community organizations. He immediately
created the White House Office of Faith-
Based and Community Initiatives, and
later, through Executive Order, he created
Centers on Faith-Based and Community
Initiatives in eight federal agencies—

the U.S. Departments of Agriculture,
Education, Health and Human Services,
Housing and Urban Development, Justice,
and Labor, the Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (FEMA), and the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID).
Five priority areas were identified to serve
particularly vulnerable populations,
namely at-risk youth and prisoners, elders
in need, the homeless, substance abusers,
and welfare-to-work families.

A host of government offices and cen-
ters quickly emerged at both the federal
and state levels to promote and foster new
partnerships between government and
religious groups. The purpose of the faith-
based initiatives is to allow religious
groups to compete with other community-
based charities for government funds with-
out downplaying or hiding their religious
character, as long as the funds are not
spent on worship or proselytizing. In 2002,
$30 million was dispensed through the
Compassion Capital Fund to build the
capacity of faith-based organizations to
deliver social services.

A heated debate has raged in Congress
over the appropriateness and design of the

faith-based initiatives. While legal, funding,
and accountability issues have dominated
the discussions, little attention has been
paid to whether this new stream of govern-
ment funding is reaching its intended part-
ners, namely congregations in low-income
neighborhoods that on a daily basis assist
some of the nation’s most vulnerable and
needy people. Using a small sample of con-
gregations in three low-income wards of
the District of Columbia, this brief explores
how congregations are responding to the
faith-based initiatives and their experiences
in working with government.

Who Participated in the Study

In selecting a study site, we looked for an
area in which need was great and the reli-
gious community was visible and active.
Political wards 6, 7, and 8 in the District of
Columbia met these criteria. According to
the 2000 Census, over half (52%) of families
in these wards had incomes below the
poverty level. Sixty-two percent of children
in families receiving welfare lived in these
wards; 52 percent received Medicaid and
63 percent were on food stamps. Poverty is
deeply rooted in these localities (see map).
To identify religious congregations, we
used information collected in previous
research of D.C. congregations conducted
by the Center on Nonprofits and Philan-
thropy at the Urban Institute and also con-
sulted with the Mayor’s Office of Grants
and Partnerships. Through these sources,
we identified 103 religious congregations in
wards 6, 7, and 8. Among these, 83 pro-
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Religious Congregations in Low-Income Areas of Wards 6, 7, and 8
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vided complex social ministries or outreach

programs such as after-school programs for

youth, employment and training, substance

abuse counseling, and assistance to families

transitioning from welfare to work. Many of
these congregations are located in the high-

est poverty areas of the city.

Eighteen congregations were randomly
selected to participate in the study and five
agreed to be interviewed. We also held a
focus group with eight pastors and clergy
from the three wards who had participated
in a workshop on faith-based grants con-
ducted by the Mayor’s Office of Grants and
Partnerships.

This diverse group of 13 congregations
ranged in size from small groups with
about 100 members to very large churches
with several thousand members. They rep-
resented many faiths—Baptist, Catholic,
Methodist, and Muslim. All of these congre-
gations, at some point in time, had sought
government funding and were familiar
with the grantmaking process, but only
three had actually received government
support for their social service programs.

Reflections from the Community

To better understand the effects of faith-
based initiatives in low-income communi-
ties, all participants were asked a series of
open-ended questions regarding their
opinions and impressions of the faith-based
initiatives, their experiences working

with government, their capacity to deliver
needed services, and their ideas and rec-
ommendations to facilitate collaboration
between religious congregations and gov-
ernment. Respondents expressed a wide
variety of views on these subjects and gave
their opinions in frank and open dialogue.
Their responses are summarized below.

B Reactions to the proposed faith-based

initiatives were mixed. There was no
consensus among the clergy in this study
regarding the faith-based initiatives,
although more were skeptical of the idea
than embracing of it. One pastor called
the initiatives “very exciting, long over-
due, and wonderful.” Another said, “I'll
believe it when I see it. My history with
government makes me cautious and skep-
tical.” The responses tended to be tem-
pered by the size of the congregation, its
denomination or affiliation, theological
views, and past experiences with govern-
ment, but because of the small size of the
sample, we cannot reliably analyze the
responses along these dimensions. A
national study by Chaves (1999), how-
ever, found that larger congregations and
“mainline” denominations are more likely
than other groups to seek partnerships
with government—a pattern that seems
to be apparent in the comments of D.C.
clergy.

There was universal and emphatic
agreement that working with govern-
ment is complicated. Although opinions
were mixed regarding the desirability of
the proposed faith-based initiatives,
there was unanimous agreement that it
is difficult to work with government.
Participants described their experiences
as “bewildering,” “too much paper-
work,” and “too much technical and
bureaucratic jargon.” Larger congrega-
tions said that they worked with lawyers
to write their grant applications and had
legal counsel to negotiate their contracts.
Smaller congregations with modest
resources described how they collabo-
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“We need to invest in
our people [both staff
and residents] by
giving them education
and training.”
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rated with one another and hired grant
writers to assist them with their applica-
tions. Those who were unsuccessful
expressed disappointment and some-
times anger at the time and resources
consumed in these “wasted efforts.”
Many of these local clergy viewed the
faith-based initiatives as just another
government program that comes with a
top-down style of management rather
than one that works with community
and religious leaders to identify needs
and develop appropriate approaches for
addressing these needs.

Staffing constraints and infrastructure
limitations make it difficult for smaller
congregations in low-income areas to
partner with government. Repeatedly,
the stories that were told suggested that
a congregation’s size is a good proxy for
capacity and resources, but that these
characteristics alone do not tell the whole
story. Take for example food programs.
One church with 300 members operates
a food pantry run by three volunteers
who distribute bags of groceries to 35 to
50 families once each month. Another
church with only 100 members operates
a meal program in its fellowship hall
providing lunch five days a week for

90 to 125 people daily. The personal
commitment of the congregation mem-
bers can make a critical difference (see
sidebar). Nonetheless, clergy said that it
was relatively easy to recruit and retain
volunteers for simple tasks such as food
programs, but that it often takes paid
professional staff to run complex pro-
grams like the ones targeted by the White
House faith-based initiatives. Larger con-
gregations or congregations affiliated
with service structures such as Catholic
Charities or Lutheran Social Services tend
to have a built-in advantage in providing
these services because they have struc-
tures to guide them, to help secure re-
sources, and to expand local capacity.
Small and unaffiliated congregations can
be at a disadvantage when it comes to
mustering the wherewithal to partner
with government.

Current levels of technical assistance
need to be expanded. Efforts to provide
technical assistance to local congrega-
tions were seen as necessary but not
sufficient by these local clergy. Many
congregations need help not only in

identifying funding opportunities and
writing proposals, but also during
program implementation. Nearly all of
the clergy in the study had attended one
or more of the workshops that federal
agencies or the Mayor’s office sponsored
to inform and advise faith-based groups
on funding opportunities. However,
many clergy viewed the grantmaking
process as highly political and sometimes
questioned the fairness of the funding
decisions. One respondent said, “After a
few meetings, I stopped going. I heard the
same old stuff. It’s not about helping the
people. People were jockeying for posi-
tions.” Another said, “If my card is not in
your rolodex, how do you know that I'm
doing good work?” And a third added,
“It takes the heart out of good people who
are trying to do the right thing.” On the
other hand, some pastors were less skep-
tical of the selection process and more
concerned with the need for technical
assistance during implementation. They
felt that technical assistance would be
necessary to help them meet contract
requirements, set up reporting systems,
and handle financial accounting. These
clergy recognized that winning the con-
tract was only half the battle.

What is needed most: money. Repeat-
edly, clergy from low-income neighbor-
hoods stated that what they needed most
for their programs was money. So little
money has been appropriated to date for
faith-based initiatives that it has fueled
skepticism and disenchantment. Typical
comments were “There’s no real money
[behind this issue].” “There’s no new
money.” “$30 million for the entire
United States is not a commitment. . . .
It’s a joke.” While money can help fund
the actual program operations, many
clergy recognized that sustaining a well
run, complex program requires more
than good-hearted volunteers. Several
clergy explained that money was essen-
tial to operate a quality program. “Money
makes it possible to have dedicated staff
and make people feel valued.” Another
replied, “We need to invest in our people
[both staff and residents] by giving them
education and training” to do these jobs.
Many clergy in the study said that they
saw few tangible benefits reaching low-
income communities and needy resi-
dents. They feared that funding would



CHARTING CIVIL SOCIETY

A series by the Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy

Contracts versus Collaborations

here are many ways in which
I local congregations can

partner with government and
address important needs in their
communities—some of these are for-
mal grants and contracts, collabora-
tions, and voucher programs. Each of
these mechanisms has its own
strengths and weaknesses, but they
are the principal structures by which
government and the faith community
are likely to interact. Vouchers are
being used more frequently in the
social service delivery system, but the
traditional arrangement has been
through formal contracts and informal
collaborations with government.
Several congregations in this study
discussed their experiences with
these arrangements.

Two churches in our study had
received grants from government and
spoke at length about their experi-
ences. One very large church with
several thousand members received a
$100,000 grant to run an after-school
program for youth. Despite consider-
able and valued technical assistance
from the funding agency, the project
was underfunded and the congrega-
tion ended up paying $50,000 from its
own money to complete the project. A
small congregation with a few hundred
members received a $15,000 grant for
a job-training program. It, too, received
technical assistance, but the congrega-
tion had to hire additional staff and
consultants to meet the contract re-
quirements and paid a $7,000 cost
overrun from church coffers. Both con-
gregations said that they were thrilled
to get the awards and eager to provide
a needed social service in their neigh-

borhoods, but both also said that they
were not fully prepared to work with
government. The large congregation
said that it would continue to offer its
youth program and to work with gov-
ernment, but it would raise additional
private money to supplement govern-
ment funds and ensure a quality pro-
gram for youth in the neighborhood.
The small congregation described its
effort as “a mistake,” and plans to dis-
continue its employment and training
program, return to its traditional food
ministries, and not seek government
funds in the future. Although both con-
gregations had similar experiences, the
larger body has more built-in capacity
and financial reserve to sort through
contractual difficulties, supplement
inadequate amounts of government
funding, and continue working with
government.

Other D.C. congregations have
formed collaborative partnerships
with government that draw on the
congregations’ strength—volunteer
labor. Rather than monetary ex-
changes, several local churches
supply volunteer labor for government-
funded programs. One pastor
described how his congregation
joined with other churches in the
area to work with a Meals-on-Wheels
program, supplying the volunteer
labor to deliver hot meals to needy
residents. Each church supplies vol-
unteers one day per week, thereby
sharing the tasks without burdening
any one congregation. These types of
arrangements enable smaller congre-
gations with limited capacity to work
with government and address impor-
tant community needs.

be siphoned off by intermediary organi-
zations or congregations located outside
poor neighborhoods.

Recommendations
from Clergy

When asked what could be done to make
the new faith-based initiatives work

more effectively, local clergy had three
recommendations:

B Earmark new money to small congre-
gations in low-income areas. If the
faith-based initiatives are to reach their
intended audiences, then these clergy felt
that money should be specifically directed
to areas where the need was the greatest.
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B Improve coordination of technical
assistance workshops so that
every government agency is not
saying and doing the same thing.
The proliferation of workshops
was viewed as a wasteful dup-
lication of effort and a time-
consuming drain for local clergy.
One respondent suggested that
the workshops might be designed
to confer a “pre-approval” status
on attendees—that is, if clergy
attended the meetings, they
would be entitled to follow a sim-
plified application process.

B Create incentives to stimulate vol-
unteering. Because many of these
programs use volunteers to deliver
services, respondents suggested
that a tax credit or tax deduction
be given for time spent in volun-
teer activities. This might encour-
age more people to volunteer and
reward individuals who give their
time.

Policy Implications

Stepping back from the intensity

of these local perspectives, what
broader policy implications can be
gleaned from these findings? At least
three areas are apparent.

First, the political fanfare that
preceded the unveiling of the faith-
based initiatives has not been
matched with a monetary commit-
ment to this effort. The small pool
of money that has been issued to date
has fueled skepticism and disen-
chantment among many clergy who
are only too aware that a serious gov-
ernment commitment to support and
enhance their work requires much
more money. Enlarging the eligibility
pool of applicants without increasing
available funds breeds more competi-
tion but will not necessarily increase
results. Small houses of worship and
those in economically poor areas are
likely to be at a disadvantage in this
more competitive arena despite
attempts by government agencies to
level the playing field.

Second, implementation issues
are barely being addressed by gov-
ernment agencies. Streamlining the
application process, perhaps through
better use of the new federal govern-
ment unified e-grant system, is one
step, but much more will be re-
quired. Faith-based providers, par-
ticularly congregations, will need to
be guided through the entire grant
process—identifying funding oppor-
tunities, writing proposals, negotiat-
ing contracts, setting up client
tracking and monitoring systems,
developing reporting standards,
measuring outcomes, and maintain-
ing financial accounts. Rather than a
one-size-fits-all, top-down system of
grant administration, government
agencies will need to create mecha-
nisms for technical assistance, feed-
back, and monitoring that can be
adapted to varying levels of organi-
zational capacity and sophistication.
To do this will take time, money, and
a reorientation of government agency
staff.

Finally, policymakers need to bet-
ter define the appropriate boundaries
between sacred and secular. When
does program content cross the line
between inspiring and proselytizing?
Can hiring practices in some faith
communities be reconciled with civil
rights and anti-discrimination laws?
As one clergy noted, “The interests of
the two sides [secular and sacred]
differ. The secular should be nondis-
criminatory and interfaith. The sacred
side is God’s work. We don’t want to
change our ways.” Without some
guidelines, policymakers are inviting
a rash of lawsuits that will clog the
courts and deflect energy from help-
ing the needy.

The gap between political
rhetoric and community reality is
great, but the faith-based initiatives
provide a new opportunity for gov-
ernment to work with local commu-
nities, identify and address their
needs, strengthen community capac-
ity, and empower local residents.

Local clergy in low-income neighbor-
hoods can be a vital force in this
process if given a chance to be heard.
There are clearly many barriers to
overcome, but greater attention to
implementation issues, including the
capacity of local congregations to
provide services, is needed to create
church-state partnerships that might
benefit local communities and people
in need.
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