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ed, “we will account for all funds and simply open our books if you
wish”—a response that diffused suspicion. His confidence in their
bookkeeping and willingness to disclose any and all information is com-
mendable and becoming more common among religious groups as they
understand the nature of public partnerships.

The 2001 release of the White House report, “Unlevel Playing
Field,” which documents the wide federal neglect of faith-based organi-
zations as potential service providers, revealed that nonprofit govern-
ment contractors often have not been held to performance standards.
The entrance of faith-based organizations into the picture has sudden-
ly generated an interest in performance standards in human services,
but it would be unfair to hold them to standards that are not being
applied to other organizations. Instead, because of their understanding
of accountability, faith-based organizations are in a good position to
help redefine the issue of successful performance at the community
level.

Ways of Helping

Government can assist faith organizations in a number of ways.
Government and the recipient agency each have choices for how they
frame their partnership. At its simplest level government can stop fund-
ing policies that run counter to the values that it and the rest of
America consider important. Ending Aid to Families with Dependent
Children, the old welfare system, and the financial incentives it provid-
ed to mothers to have children outside of marriage is an example of this.
But there exist other ways that government can improve partnerships
with faith-based organizations without large legislative changes. Three
in particular warrant mention.

Even and Friendly Playing Field

In the words of Isaac Randolph, the Front Porch Alliance set out to
facilitate faith-based interventions simply by convening stakeholders.
He aptly describes our outreach model this way:

By convening people, government can bring together
those who would not or could not come together on
their own. If the mayor calls, people will show up,
whether they like him or not, sometimes they just show
up to see who else will be there. If preacher A calls a
meeting, Preacher B may not come.
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When government acts as a convener, it reaches out to all potential
partners and stakeholders. We worked hard to make sure that we did
not take the conventional approach to solving problems, namely over-
funding existing government delivery systems. By convening the right
players, problems can often be solved more creatively, at less cost, and
with better results.

For example, Jay Height’s faith-based community center wanted to
expand their facilities but could not get past the real estate division of
the local electric company. During a tour, the staff described to me the
promising things they could do if they could secure the relatively deso-
late piece of land, which was an old, nonfunctioning station of the elec-
tric company. Height explains the circumstances this way:

Why I believe the Front Porch Alliance was so critical,
so positive, has absolutely nothing to do with money.
And that’s what I believe has gotten lost in the nation-
al debate. The money that we got was very little; some
people think Goldsmith gave us tons of money, but he
didn’t. For example, Goldsmith called the CEO of
Indianapolis Power and Light, and they had a closed
substation right behind our property. And the mayor
said, “Why don’t you give the property to them.” And
[the CEO] said, “Sure.” Then his attorneys had
seizures and said, “You can’t do that, we’re a public
company,” and so on. And so what they did was give us
a cash donation that was close to the purchase price,
and we were able to buy it. It was that ability to have
someone say, “This is a group who is doing good work,
you should work with them.” The legacy which I
believe the Front Porch Alliance and the Mayor left
with the city, is that he said, “Faith-based groups are
OK.”

In this case, the electric company and the homeless shelter simply
needed to be matched up. They needed someone to convene their inter-
ests. The shelter also needed someone to introduce them to an estab-
lished community entity as a viable solution to a problem—albeit an
unconventional solution.

City leaders can also create an even and friendly playing field by
clearing away obstacles and solving problems that might otherwise
overwhelm a small faith-based organization. Like the peace garden that
I described in Chapter One, which required fifty-three separate
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approvals, land issues often require lots of obstacle removal. Jireh
Sports has had a bit of experience with working through the challenges
of getting a ministry in the right kind of property. Streett explains the
kind of assistance that helps in instances such as these:

The Front Porch Alliance’s job was to remove obstacles. . . .
We are a small group which can do good things, but we
don’t know how to jump through bureaucratic hoops,
necessarily. But more than anything, here is the key, if
it were just up to our program staff at Jireh, we would
never get through those hoops. . . . I don’t know how
some small grassroots groups survive [without help
navigating city bureaucracy]. In our case it wasn’t so
much fiscal things [which FPA assisted with] but things
like someone who helped us walk through the rezoning
process for a warehouse we acquired.

Financial Resources

Another important role that government plays, says Isaac Randolph, is
to leverage funds—which goes beyond simply giving out funds. He says,

Government is good at putting proper resources on the
table. And that sends a couple of messages. One, there
is this feeling government always backs a winner. So we
had the ability to spread out the risks that are associat-
ed with backing very small projects. The Front Porch
Alliance leveraged dollars, so that when we put a dollar
on the table, three other dollars usually quickly fol-
lowed—either by virtue of showing people how to
secure additional contributions or acting as sort of a
stamp of approval for foundations and other donors.

Government can help with money in a variety of ways. The
Indianapolis effort did not involve much local money. Some of the fund-
ing came from tax abatement fees that we charged businesses. The com-
petitive awards of $5,000-$10,000 that we created out of these fees were
designed more to celebrate an important neighborhood effort and to
give it a bit of help than to be a comprehensive source of funding.
Clearly, the money we gave groups constituted a very small amount of
the organizations’ funding.

One advantage of small funding amounts is that they encourage
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other sources of funding and prevent government from being too dom-
inant an influence or source of pressure. We found it important to draw
attention to the grants so that other funding sources would step up to
the plate. In this case, we handed out the financial awards on a quar-
terly basis in a public ceremony that recognized a neighborhood garden,
or a new playground or some other tangible accomplishment of a com-
munity group. The celebratory nature of the event invariably attracted
the interest of others in the community. Every community has people
that want to bet on a winner, and thus it is important to showcase the
winners in a regular fashion.

Other forms of government participation also seem broadly accept-
able. Few would quarrel that the government can use its tax policy to
encourage charitable giving. It obviously is more efficient for me to con-
tribute directly to my synagogue and have it help those left behind,
than for government to tax me and then run a process that grants the
dollars back to the synagogue. This is the logic involved in the White
House’s effort in 2001 to encourage charitable giving by granting a
credit to people who give, and especially those who do not itemize their
tax returns.

On a continuum from least to most controversial, the next best way
for a faith-based organization to benefit from government money occurs
when the benefits follow the recipient—that is, in the form of a voucher. A
voucher for child care allows the parent to pick from a variety of providers.
As a total percentage, faith-based organizations deliver a lot of child care.
The advantage to a voucher, other than the choice it gives the parent, is
simply that government is little involved in the operations of the provider.

The issue that generates the most heated debate centers on the
direct provision of public money to the faith provider. No one really
argues that public money should be used for specifically religious pur-
poses, but should it be used by a religious organization to carry out a
public responsibility such as providing shelter to the homeless or job
training to former welfare recipients? I have always taken the position
that religious organizations should also have the right to apply for gov-
ernment money like anyone else. Thus, the Front Porch Alliance helped
groups apply for government grants.

“If there is something city hall can help me with,” one community
leader said of our work, “it is telling me, who I can call—someone who
can say, ‘in HUD this money is available, this is money you can go after,
here’s how you do it, here’s how you apply for it.”” A Catholic-schools
program received abstinence education dollars with the help from the
Front Porch Alliance. The Alliance acted as an advocate, explaining to
state officials why they should not discriminate against a faith-based
provider. Some of the evangelical church leaders who generally sup-
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ported my efforts as mayor preferred not to participate in any program
with government dollars, which was fine. However, this principled posi-
tion should be available to a religious organization as a choice, not
imposed on it by a bureaucrat administering a biased system.

Similarly, some of the advocates for a very high wall between church
and state believe that no money should go to faith organizations. This
position argues essentially that any organization, except those that are
religious, should be able to compete for the money that pays for food
and shelter or a similar public good. I have never been able to see this
view as anything other than discriminatory.

The possibility of government money altering the mission of the
faith group certainly exists, but as Olgen Williams points out, the
church, mosque, or synagogue should be able to decide whether apply-
ing for the funds is worth the risk. The idea that religious groups should
not receive government money for fear of being corrupted essentially
legitimizes the discrimination, suggesting that these organizations do
not know what is in their best interest and do not have the wherewith-
al to say no.

Government money, no doubt, carries risks. On a day-to-day basis,
though, these risks have less to do with secularizing forces than with
the strain they place on the practical operations of small organizations.
The risks that come with government funding are the same for all com-
munity-based organizations, not just faith-based groups. The human
capital and administrative infrastructure required to comply with many
government stipulations is a form of discrimination in itself: govern-
ment favors large organizations for no reason other than its inability, or
unwillingness, to simplify its requirements and do away with unneces-
sary regulations. Pastor Bonds puts a human face on this predicament
for small organizations:

The government is sometimes slow in processing our
paperwork, and we have to wait longer than a month to
get paid. We are still waiting on moneys that we sub-
mitted over six weeks ago, for example. Large nonprof-
it agencies that have the same contracts that we do are
multimillion-dollar agencies. They can borrow from
Peter to pay Paul, where we don’t have that luxury. The
type of staff I have, most of them work here from 9:00
to 3:00, part time, and many of them have to rely on
other income. So if you are here to get rich, you are in
the wrong place. You are going to get your money, but it
isn’t going to be in a timely fashion. That’s why a lot of
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churches don’t want government grants. . . . A lot of
churches are saying, “How am I going to get someone to
work for thirty days before they get paid? I don’t want
no part of that, all the paperwork, and if they don’t like
my paperwork I won’t get paid. Thanks, but no
thanks.”

Of course, we cannot expect government contracting processes to
change overnight, and thus faith-based organizations must have their
eyes wide open when considering public funding. Government funding
can create a great opportunity for a faith-based provider to leverage the
money to attract additional funding, and it can stretch the organiza-
tion’s influence. But faith-based organizations should avoid participa-
tion when their goals and government’s goals do not match.

Some organizations, especially those that are hard-pressed finan-
cially, may try to alter their mission to match the goals that the gov-
ernment lays out in contract application guidelines. I once gave a talk
in Augusta, Georgia, after which a pastor told a reporter that he would
give up his Bibles if necessary to get more resources into his neighbor-
hood. One has to wonder if the trade-off would help in the long run.
While no pastor should ever have to sacrifice sacred texts for resources
in the first place, this pastor was showing very clearly that a tough
choice may be involved.

While the Charitable Choice clause in several federal programs
helps preserve the integrity of religious organizations, these groups
have to decide for themselves whether or not they are suited to the stat-
ed aims and stipulations of a government program. Once a contract is
signed, government officials forget all the anecdotes and good things
they heard about the contractor: from then on, they expect the organi-
zation to fulfill the terms of the contract.

Authority

Along with convening and leveraging resources, Isaac Randolph likes to
point out that government has the ability to shine a light on successful
programs. This has a way of attracting attention and resources to effec-
tive community builders, and it also helps shape the public debate about
the best ways to solve community problems. Isaac says,

Highlighting the work of successful groups is probably
one of the most underrated things that government can
accomplish. It means getting to know a program and
talking about them to the media, talking about them to
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the community. Typically some of the best programs are
the best because the people running them don’t have
time to blow their own horn. They are too busy making
children into good citizens, feeding the hungry, teaching
the illiterate, all those things, which take a lot of time
and labor.

When it highlights success, government elevates standards and
makes previously marginalized organizations visible to the public. It
grants legitimacy to groups that do not have the ability or desire to mar-
ket themselves. Tim Streett sums up his experience with the Front
Porch Alliance this way:

More than anything, what mattered most was just the
attitude of the Mayor’s office to recognize the legitima-
cy of our mission. And to be able to say to others, here
is someone who is doing something legitimate. I would
have to say that that was the most helpful thing about
the Front Porch Alliance, more than anything tangible.
I know this kind of help is intangible, but it’s very
important. And it takes place at no cost to the city, other
than having someone who knew what was going on who
could introduce us to others.

This form of intangible help does not really remain intangible for
long. Once a community gets to know faith-based organizations and
other grassroots groups as potential partners, they attract the attention
of additional public agencies, foundations, and corporations. People and
organizations that formerly would never consider joining up forces with
them begin to call them up, invite them to meetings, and introduce
them to their networks.

Not long after we helped launch the Indianapolis Ten Point
Coalition, the pastors involved in the coalition began getting calls from
other agencies and organizations. I remember a meeting that we had
organized in my conference room to deal with a security issue that had
arisen at our downtown mall during the weekends. Youth were becom-
ing reckless after mall hours on the streets around the mall and had
even begun damaging property. We invited the Ten Point Coalition’s
chairman, Reverend Charles Harrison, to the meeting to see if perhaps
any of the pastors would be willing to help provide some monitoring on
the streets.

A variety of law enforcement and justice system officials were pres-
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ent, and as they heard Reverend Harrison describe how he thought the
pastors could help, they began bringing up other “opportunities” for the
coalition. Would the pastors be willing to mentor probationers? Would
they be willing to help out with juvenile offender mediations? Could
they help get community policing implemented in x neighborhood? And
so on. One of my assistants smiled at Reverend Harrison and asked,
“Are you still happy you guys have been so successful?” Reverend
Harrison simply sighed. The Ten Point Coalition had quickly become a
partner of choice in Indianapolis, and they began accessing funding
sources traditionally unavailable to grassroots, community-based orga-
nizations.

Government can also use its authority to connect citizens to faith-
based organizations. Judge James Payne began referring young offend-
ers to a faith-based character education organization whose
constituency was generally middle-class and suburban. He did so
because he knew the program was solid, not because it had a tradition
of serving urban juvenile offenders. Most people never would have
thought that the program was well suited to serving Indianapolis youth
who had run into trouble with the law. Judge Payne used his authority
to make the organization a legitimate referral place for youth in need of
help. The youth would never have chosen or known about the program
otherwise.

The judge had presided over tens of thousands of delinquency and
neglect cases, often noting with frustration the failures from traditional
social service placements. In order to find more options for interventions
he reached out to faith-based organizations diverse in both ethnicity and
religion. If the faith option was appropriate and preferred by the par-
ents, limited government funding would flow from the court to pay for
the placement. These were additional options, and of course did not dis-
place more traditional secular placements.

Authority, of course, is a tricky thing. Public officials must take care
never to use their position to direct people to faith-based programs
against their will. They also have to take care not to tip the playing field
in the other direction by favoring only faith-based groups or by giving
preference to just a few of their favorites when a contracting opportunity
presents itself. There are always opportunities for government to abuse
its authority, no matter what the issue is. The best safeguard against
abuse is to have clearly stated objectives for a program and a transparent
process for identifying and working with community partners.

Faith-based solutions certainly will not solve all our problems, but
they need to be considered an option far more frequently and consis-
tently than they are at present. We are at a point in history where we
need to consider their contribution to society honestly and dispassion-
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ately. The recent public debate on this issue, at times, has grown divi-
sive and too ideological. There are practical realities about faith solu-
tions that are not at all divisive—in fact, they are unifying and healing
in their impact. Working through these practical issues is now our first
priority.
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