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Introduction 

Faith-based organizations [FBO]—despite the term that brings them together under one 

umbrella—are organizations that offer diverse services in diverse manners.  

Additionally, they bring together diverse groups of people.  Heidi Swarts notes that 

FBO’s, at their inception, were not faith-oriented; that is, they arose out of the need for 

communities to organize to effect change in their local governments.  As such, FBO’s 

were groups fighting for social justice (much like labor unions).  Swarts suggests that, 

given their past, FBO’s are inclined to social conservatism and economic liberalism.  

The founder’s of the FBO movement (Saul David Alinsky) successor, Ed Chambers, 

observed that it would have a greater capacity for bringing together people to effect 

political if they did so under the aegis of faith (2010, pg. 819-821).  Thus, recent 

legislation that provides funds to FBO’s has at once acknowledged their efficacy and 

demonstrated that federal, state and local governments have much to gain by making 

such an investment.  However, the issue of the government funding faith-oriented 

programs is sticky for two reasons: 1) there is the obvious issue that said investment 

contravenes the constitutional injunction for a separation between matters of church and 

state; and, 2) government funding brings with it demands on how FBO’s should run their 

operations in order to account for use of said funds.  These two issues come together to 

have an impact on how FBO’s manage their business, decide which policies to pursue 

and organize communities; that is, they affect the entire culture of FBO’s.  This paper 

will explore the most recent legislation regarding FBO’s, provide examples of how some 
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FBO’s have managed it and examine ways in which FBO’s might better position 

themselves to receive and utilize said funds—without straying from their core culture.  

Recent FBO Legislation; How Can It Help FBO’s? 

In 1996 Bill Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 

[PRWORA].  PRWORA is important because it represents one of the government’s 

most successful cases of retrenchment—or, reducing the liabilities of the welfare state.  

However, when the government engages in such retrenchment activities, it must also 

attempt to make up for its reduction in services.  PRWORA did this by providing 

funding—and regulations for its dispersal and usage—via section 104, or “services 

provided by charitable, religious or private organizations” (Austensen, 2001, pg. 4).  

Thus, FBO’s were called on to help the government reduce its welfare obligations.  

George W. Bush continued and grew this program via the Office of Faith-Based and 

Community Initiatives [OFBCI] whose objective was to expand funding initiated in 

PRWORA.  Swarts notes that Bush did not negotiate with Congress—as Clinton did 

before him—but rather issued executive orders that oversaw the expansion of the 

capability of the government to provide federal funds to states wherefrom they would be 

distributed to FBO’s via grants. 

 Austensen notes that the relationship between the government and FBO’s is 

managed according to four principles: 1) that the government does not exclude FBO’s 

because they have religious affiliation; 2) that the government show “respect” to the 

“religious character” of said organizations; 3) that the “religious liberty” of U.S. citizens is 

protected by providing equal funding opportunities to non-religious organizations; and, 

4) that certain religious organizations are not shown preference because of their 
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particular religious affiliation (2001, pg. 5).  Thus, FBO’s, by accepting government 

funds, must divest their mission of any overt claim to religious propagation.  This is the 

greatest obstacle in receiving federal funds: FBO’s must make a clear distinction 

between the physical services they provide and the spiritual services that they provide. 

 To this end, FBO’s and their state sponsors have had to change certain 

practices: states have had to change legislative language that denies religious 

organizations access to funds. States have modified discretionary hiring practices that 

previously would have disallowed funding FBO’s to discriminate on the basis of religion, 

and have provided direction and leadership to fledgling FBO’s.  States further have 

created departments within their bureaucracy to act as liaisons between FBO’s and the 

state (ibid, pp. 8-9). 

How Do FBO’s Accomplish Culture Change to Maximize Funding? 

Canada and Ackerman note five areas that legislators have identified in which FBO’s 

have proved insufficient: “range of services provided, lack of evaluative data on FBO’s, 

qualifications of FBO personnel, inclusion of religious content in federally funded 

programs and the availability of secular alternatives” (2003, pg. 10).  These 

insufficiencies highlighted by state officials can be chalked up to one structural flaw of 

FBO’s: they are not state-run.  To put it in other words, the flaws that state legislators 

find with FBO’s is that they are not staffed by state employees (who are subject to state 

supervised testing, evaluation and standards), they are limited in terms of services 

provided and the ability to evaluate the efficaciousness of said services and they take 

funding from prospective state organizations. 
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 Paradoxically, the manner in which states have gone about rectifying these 

complaints, as mentioned above, is by creating state departments to act as liaisons 

between FBO’s and the government.  This begs the question: if the states want FBO’s 

to be run like state programs, then why doesn’t the state simply create its own 

programs?  The answer is ironical: the government turned to FBO’s because an FBO 

can deliver more services per dollar than government due to the large structure of 

government. Yet both state and federal regulations impose government like controls on 

an FBO as a perquisite for funding. These controls cut to the core of FBO’s culture 

which is founded on faith based controls as opposed to regulation. It is impractical and 

counterproductive for the government to demand these changes and expect the FBO to 

deliver services at the cost the FBO is accustomed to delivering such services.  
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