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Taming Prophetic Religion?
Faith-Based Activism and Welfare Provision

Richard L. Wood
University of New Mexico, USA

Abstract

This article examines the current debate in the United States (primarily) and Britain
regarding government-funded social service provision via faith-based institutions. By
highlighring the tension between the ‘priestly’ and ‘prophetic’ roles of public religion,
it argues for the critical importance of protecting religion's praphetic role even as soci-
ety moves toward more extensive public financing of priestly social service provision.
The article first outlines contemporary prophetic religion in the United States, espe-
cially faith-based community organizing (also known as broad-based community
organizing) efforts, emphasizing three facets of the field: its scale, its role in building
social capital, the issues it has addressed. Secondly, the article argues that, despite the
narrow partisan tenor of recent faith-based social service provision in the US, it may
have redeeming features that new leaders will want to preserve. However, H. R.
Niebuhr's (1951) analysis of the relationship between religion and culture is invoked
to characterize four key tensions between priestly and prophetic religion thar may be
exacerbated by governmental funding. The conclusion outlines several approaches
through which practitioners, policymakers, the press, and scholars can help society
maximize the benefits and minimize the risks of such funding.

Keywords
prophetic religion, priestly religion, faith-based community organizing, broad-based
community organizing, faith-based initiative, religious social welfare provision

Among the key decisions facing governments in the United States and Britain
is whether to continue recent national policies that promote religiously-based
social service provision using government funds. Though this decision will
garner less public attention than high-profile fights over international rela-
tions, economic recovery, and energy or health policy, this article argues that
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it represents a key area of strategic decision-making with important long-term
implications for the strength of democratic dynamics. Britain and the United
States will both benefit from careful thinking abour the risks and benefits of
their policies on this terrain, in order to minimize the risks and maximize the
rewards.

I do not approach this topic by analysing directly the American version of
religiously-based social service provision, termed ‘charitable choice’ under the
Clinton administration and dramatically expanded as the Bush administra-
tion’s ‘faith-based initiative’; others have provided such analyses.' Rather, this
article strives to illuminate the tensions that exist berween such policies and
the historic role of religion as a source of governmental criticism and social
reform. This dimension of the debate has been under-examined and should
undergird governmental policy on channelling social services through reli-
gious institutions.

Prophetic Religion and Priestly Religion

Alongside the movement toward increased federal support in the United Srates
for faith-based social service provision, the last twenty years have seen the
dramaric expansion of faith-based political activism; or at least greater atten-
tion to such activism. Though at present often identified with the recently
visible ‘religious right’, faith-based political activism has a much longer and
broader presence in American history, including advocacy of temperance, the
abolition of slavery, urban reform, the rights of labour, civil rights, public
policy regarding abortion (both pro-choice and pro-life), the American com-
mitment to Israel and more recently against intervention in Central America
and Iraq and in favour of tax reform, school vouchers and ‘living wage’ laws.
Roman Catholics, evangelical and mainline Protestants, Jews, Mormons,
Unitarians, Muslims, Quakers and the whole variety of religious movements
have at various points emphasized the public voice of their faith traditions

" For bibliographic sources on religiously-based social service provision utilizing government
funds, sce Ram A. Cnaan and Stephanie C. Boddie, ‘Charitable Choice and Faith-Based Wel-
fare: A Call for Social Worlk', Social Wark, 47:3 (2002), 224--35; Francis Davis, Elizabeth Paulhus
and Andrew Bradstock, Meral, But No Compass: Government, Church and the Future of Welfare
(Cambridge: Von Hiigel Institute, 2008) and the various analyses available at the website of the
Rockefeller Roundtable on Religion and Social Welfare, <hup://www.religionandsacialpolicy.
org/resources/effectiveness_resource.cfm>.
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regarding political issues facing American society. Often, these religious voices
have spoken critically of extant societal arrangements, raising what they have
termed ‘prophetic’ objections to unjust or unethical arrangements. In so
doing, they assert a role parallel to that of the social prophets of the Hebrew
Scriptures, held sacred by Jews, Christians, and Muslims: prophets who stood
outside regnant power structures and judged them in the name of God’s ethi-
cal m‘andatcs. This prophetic voice of religion represents a key source of dem-
ocratic dynamism in American life; indeed to equate political activism with
any one religious group or point on the political spectrum is to caricature
American religious and political experience.?

Alongside this prophetic role of public religion, with its emphasis on criti-
f:izing taken-for-granted political and social arrangements, lies an equall
important ‘priestly’ role of public religion thar emphasizes meeting the nced)s,
of marginalized social sectors. Priestly religion makes religion public by pro-
viding social services to neglected children, immigrants, former prisonerspthe
unemployed, the drug-addicted and the downtrodden, while making c,om—
r.nunities of support available to all persons during difficult moments in our
lives. Thus, both prophetic and priestly strands represent public religion, but
the former emphasizes social justice and ethics while the latter emph i
charity and social service. e

Use of faith-based social service providers to channel government welfare
funding may well strengthen the priestly dimension of public religion, and in
some seitings it may represent an efficient and effective way of providing gov-
ernment-backed services (the evidence is decidedly mixed in this regard, but
on the whole it is positive). This arricle highlights the creative tcnsiongbct\:vccn
ic priestly and prophetic roles of public religion, and it argues for the critical
importance of protecting the prophetic role even as society moves toward
more extensive public financing of religion’s priestly role.

4 Qn the role of religion in the original rise of national social movements in American life
Michael P Young, Bearing Wimness Against Sin: The Evangelical Birth of the American Social A!, "
ment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). "
*4” Credible studies of the efficacy and efficiency of faith-based social service provision in the US
include Cnaan and Boddie, ‘Charitable Choice and Faith-Based Welfare’; Sheila Suess K ) d "
and Wolfgang Biclefeld, Charitable Choice at Work: Evaluating FuithBa;ed Job Pro am: n'm:tby
States (Washingron: Georgetown University Press, 2006) and Susan E. Grettcné:r er, ‘;oh .
I’: Bartkowski and Steven R. Smith, ‘Evaluating the Effectiveness of Faith-Based Wclfagre ’Ag ;
cies: Methodological Challenges and Possibilities’, Journal of Religion and Spirituality in 50:1?1_/

Wo)k, 25:3-4 (2()06), 223‘40- For a Sl"”lal st dy tn B“(al“ see D VIS [aulhus led BIJdStOLk
A’Iﬂld{, Bu: Ne C()mﬂtlﬂ. ! ‘ "
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Before embarking on that argument, however, I want to make my own

stance regarding the faith-based initiative very clear: I am warily supportive of
more extensive public financing of religiously-based social services. I am sup-
portive because the neglect of disadvantaged social sectors in current public
policy cries out urgently for redress, and because religious institutions bring
particular strengths to bear in that effort; I am wary less due to concerns abourt
religion’s impact on social policy—I think that impact is often (though by no
means always) positive—but rather because the prophetic vitality of religion
may be undermined unless such initiatives are pursued very carefully. 1 also
believe that the ‘faith-based initiative’ was never a serious attempt at substan-
dally redressing social needs, at least in America. Rather, it appears to me to
have been from the beginning the product of a narrowly electoral calculation;
an effort o reward religious conservatives for their electoral support for the
Republican Party, and one dimension of that party’s ambitious strategy
(designed by Karl Rove and others) was to create a ‘permanent majority’ by
fracturing off significant sectors of the African American vote from the Demo-
cratic Party. The calculation appears to have been that large federal funding
flows to African American churches under a conservative government would
erode extraordinarily high levels of African American electoral support for
Democratic candidates in recent decades. That effort has largely failed, a least
in the immediate sense. In any case, despite its narrow partisan origins, there
may be important redeeming features to the faith-based initiative that a new
administration will want to preserve. In the conclusion, I will elaborate on
what practitioners, policymakers, the press and scholars should keep watching
in order to maximize the positive dimensions of this initiative. First, 1 pay
close attention to the priestly and prophetic roles of religion, drawing on the-
ology, social science and political analysis to inform my argument.

To begin, I note that we have already raken a first step: to identify explicitly
both a prophetic and a priestly role of religion within society is already to
say a great deal, for it carries us well beyond an overly-narrow and overly-
individualistic restriction of religion to a purely ‘spiritual’ role; a restriction
widespread in contemporary culture in both its secularist and religiously-
liberal varieties. More accurately, this step recognizes the spiritual role of reli-
gion as including priestly and prophetic work, in addidon o it
uncontroversial role in the ‘care of souls’. This recognition is crucial, for it
allows religion in the contemporary world to take on a role in both private and
public life without departing from its traditional home turf as ‘spiritual’; this
is the thrust of the late Pope John Paul IIs regular assertion that the Catholic
church’s ‘expertise in humanity’ gives it an appropriate voice in addressing a



82 R L. Wood ! International Journal of Public Theology 3 (2009) 78-95

wide range of political and ethical issues, as well as being the impetus behind
frequent forays by diverse religious institutions into specific policy domains,

The language of ‘priestly’ and ‘prophetic’ comes down to us in contempo-
rary society from the Jewish Scriptures, in which both roles are centrally con-
stitutive of true worship, but similar understandings can be discerned in other
faih traditions as well. Thus, that diverse faith communities choose to engage
in social service as priestly work, or in political activism as prophetic work, is
fairly uncontroversial; that government might choose to foster these roles is
certainly more controversial, bur well within the self-understanding of the
faith communities themselves. Whether such a role for government lies within
the self-understanding of a pluralist and democratic nation is of course what
the ongoing debate is about.

Prophetic Religion in American Socicty Today

The prophetic role of religion remains crucial in American society, not just
historically, but today in confronting the full variety of domestic and interna-
tional issues, prominently including global warming, the Iraq war, homosexual
rights and the ‘defence of marriage’, the civil rights of immigrants and so on.
Yet it has been perhaps most prominent in confronting one of the perennial
crises of American society; the growing gulf between rich and poor, including
the recent abandonment of the poor by government policy and the slippage of
the middle class toward economic insecurity.

This ethical and religious critique of poverty policy occurs through a variety
of channels: from sermons in local congregations to adult and children’s edu-
cation programs in evangelical churches; from specific legislative proposals
advanced by the bishops’ ‘Catholic conferences based in most state capirtals to
high-profile statements issued by denominational authorities, One of the
more widespread and effective prophetic faces of religion in American life,
albeit a rather unknown one, draws on diverse religious congregations to chal-
lenge political authorities to serve working families. In most major American
metropolitan areas there can be found an organization engaged in what schol-
ars call ‘faith-based’, ‘broad-based’, or ‘congregation-based’ community orga-
nizing. Each metropolitan organization is typically affiliated with one of four
national networks (The PICO National Network, the Industrial Areas Foun-
dation, the Gamaliel Foundation or Direct Action, Research and Training)
or any of several regional networks (including The InterValley Project in New
England and RCNO in southern California). Under the rubric of names like
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the Washington Interfaith Network, ISAIAH in Minnesota, the San Francis?o
Organizing Project, Greater Boston Interfaith Organization or PACT in
Miami, in about 150 cities around the country members of churches, syna-
gogues and mosques are engaged in faith-based community organizing.* Sirr'l-
ilar organizations also operate in Britain and have recently been launched in
such diverse settings as Central America, Rwanda and South Africa.

In the United States, these are among the most effective organizations advo-
cating for poor to middle class communities around such issues as economic
development, funding for public education, police reform, affordable hous-
ing, access to medical care and living wage laws. They do this by drawing on
the social networks and leadership skills embedded in African American,
Latino, white and multiracial congregations to build what they call ‘non-
partisan power organizations’ to negotiate with political and economic elites.
In order to argue for the importance of faith-based organizing within‘ contem-
porary efforts to deepen democracy—and thus the importance of assuring
that faith-based social service provision does not undermine such faich-based
organizing—I next outline three aspects of the field: its sheer scale, its role in
building social capital in urban America and the issues it has already

addressed.

The Scale of Faith-Based Organizing

Faith-based community organizing (FBCO) is a national phenomenon reach-
ing broadly into (mostly urban) American congregations and communities. In
1999, when the only truly national study of the field was done, there were 133
full-fledged FBCO organizations active in thirty-three states across the coun-
try, including most of the crucial electoral battlegrounds nationally.’ A typical

FBCO organization had a budget of $150,000 per year and thirty member

“ Stephen Hart, Cultural Dilemmas of Progressive Politics: Styles of Engagement Among Grassroots
Activists (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Paul Osterman, Gathering Power: The
Future of Progressive Politics in America (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003); Heidi Swarts, Organizing
Urban America: Secular and Faith-Based Progressive Movemenss (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2008); Mark Warren, Dry Bones Rattling (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2001); and Richard L. Wood, Faith in Action: Religion, Race and Democratic Organizing in
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

% Richard L. Wood and Mark R. Warren, ‘A Different Face of Faith-Based Politics: Social Capi-
tal and Community Organizing in the Public Arena,’ International Journal of Sociology and Social
Policy 22:6-54 (2002).
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insituc . .
smuhuons, twenty-seven of which were religious congregations; although
;o;t;c. ave more than a hundred institutional members, Overall, the FBCO
eid incorporated about four thousand official institutional membe

.87.?% were religious congregations and 12.5% were non-con
institutions like unions,

rs of which
regat
. schools and ocher community organizatiogs. Fetonsl
Leadership participation figures provide a furcher entry point
the scale of faith-based organizing. Over a typical cighteen-m
FBCO as a field draws some 24,000 people into a significant le
defined by survey respondents as ‘core leaders’ acti
organizing efforts. Finally, in 2001

for assessing
onth period,
adership role;
vely involved in day-to-day

niz the field employed some 460 full-ti
professional organizers. Observers of the field uniformly report thar all t[}:::

figures are higher today, with anecdotal accounts suggesting growth of berw
ten and twenty percent since the data were gathered, -
These x.*numbcrs suggest at least some potential for FBCO to play a signifi-
;ant role in th.c public sphere. We need to consider, then, the extent to vghich
V(113(3() organizations aFtually prf)jcct power in their local political arenas,
arren and I assess this by looking at the highest reported attendance at
political action sponsored by respondent organizations, Though raw numb .
such as these do not directly measure these organizations’ full political cap::

ity, che i
¥, they are a rough measure of one key determinant of that capacity; that is
their mobilizing capacity. , ’

Table 1. Projecting Power: Highest Attendance at Political Actions

Sponsored by Local Organizations

Maximum reported ?ttcndancc atalocal  Number of FBCO organizations
political action {n = 100)
1,000 or more
(max = 10,000; mean = 1,807)
400-900
120-350
less than 100

27 organizations

36 organizations
28 organizations
9 organizations

In our report we interpret these data as follows:

In virtually any city in the country,

an organization thar can mobilj
‘ ize more th
1,000 people to a public action w o

ith a focused agenda and reasonably skilled

0 + M "
Wood and Warren, ‘A Ditferent Face of Faith-Based Polirics’ (2002)
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leadership can be expected to have powerful influence upon local political deci-
sion-making at least on some issues; about a quarter of FBCO organizations
report this level of political capacity. Organizations with the political capacity to
mobilize many hundred supporters around a focused policy agenda can likewise
be expected to carry significant influence upon local political decision-making;
more than a third of FBCO organizations report this level of political capaciry.
We would expect the political capacities of groups mobilizing up t a few hun-
dred supporters to depend gready on other factors, In any case, these data
suggest—though they do not prove—that through FBCO organizations, Ameri-
can religious congregations operating in a prophetic mode can and do project
quite significant influence up into the decision-making processes in municipal

governments.”

More recently, Heidi Swarts reached a similar conclusion regarding the politi-
cal impact of faith-based organizing.?

Social Capital and Faith-Based Organizing

A second aspect of faith-based community organizing involves its contribu-
tion to generating social capital in American society, especially ‘bridging’ social
capital; that is, ties that link people and groups with those that are unlike
them. Whether we consider cross-racial ties, ties berween adherents of differ-
ing religious traditions or ties berween recent immigrants and more estab-
lished Americans, such links are scarce in the contemporary United States.
The resulting balkanization of American communities weakens the society’s
democratic foundations.

Religious congregations appear to be effective in building up ‘bonding’
social capital within their communities; indeed, this is part of what makes
them effective bases for faith-based organizing.” Furthermore, federal funding
for religious social service provision may help strengthen this ‘bonding’ role of
religious congregations in fragmented communities. Yet if such bonding social
capital is not complemented by bridging social capital linking dissimilar reli-
gious traditions, religion may exacerbate societal tensions by strengthening
exclusivistic in-group identities. Importantly, though congregations are better
at building social ties across economic classes, they do not do terribly well at
building bridging social capital between religious traditions, despite efforts at

7 Ibid.
® Swarts, Organizing Urban America.
" Wood, Faith in Action; Warren, Dry Bones Ratling.
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strengthening ecumenical and interfaith relations.'® Perhaps there is no par-

ticular shame in this, as neither do most other institutions.

However, in this regard faich-based organizing comes into its own; it appears

to be unparalleled in its capacity to build social capital that bridges races and
ethnic communities, religious traditions and the immigrant-native divide.
Racially, around thirty-five percent of participating institutions in 2001 were
predominantly African American, thirty-six percent were white, twenty-one
percent were Hispanic and seven percent were interracial.'’ This tri-racial
structure alone makes the FBCO field quite exceptional within American civil
society, so often divided along racial lines. About eleven percent of the FBCOs
were predominantly made up of immigrants; a number that may well be
higher today, with continuing high levels of immigration into the United
States. FBCO's ability to transcend racial barriers may also be of interest to
European and other societies, which are increasingly experiencing deep racial-
ethnic divides of their own.
A second measure of diversity is critical because FBCO does not operate as
a unified national field. The primary locus of FBCO political action is local,
and so it is important to know whether it bridges sectors within the local
arena, where most participants actually experience the organizing effort, or
only in the national aggregate reported above. Only if the former holds does
FBCO in fact foster significant bridging social capital within participants’
daily lives. Warren and I also examined FBCO local racial composition and
found that FBCO groups do work to forge multiracial ties within cheir local
political arenas.'? Although eleven percent of the eighty-two local organiza-
tions surveyed were monoracial and five percent had one racial group that was
dominant (more than eighty percent of participating institutions from one
racial/ethnic group), forty-three percent were biracial (two groups more than
fifteen percent) and thirteen percent were multiracial (three or four groups
with more than ffteen percent representation). Furthermore, the monoracial
groups wete evenly divided among white-dominant, black-dominant and
Hispanic-dominant organizations. Thus, American FBCO organizations
appear to build cross-racial bridging social capital extensively and systemati-
cally; furthermore, ethnographic accounts note that this social capital is often

"' Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman and Henry E. Brady, Voice and Equality: Civic Volun-
sarism in American Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995).
""" Richard L. Wood and Mark R. Warren, ‘A Different Face of Faith-Based Politics: Social

Capital and Community Organizing in the Public Arena’, Insernational Journal of Sociology and
Social Policy, 22 (2002), 654, table 2.
" Ibid., rable 3.
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built upon social dynamics that foster cross'-rac‘ial lr}clations of frankness and
mutual respect that are rare in American social life. o
These data focus on cross-racial social capital, but a‘nf)thcr kind of bri c%lrt:g
social capital may also be important. Prophetic rellglc?n. as rcprsslentc italy
faith-based organizing also builds signiﬁcant'cro’ss—r‘ellglous socn; caf)n air;
Nationally, the FBCO field bridges religious institutions across ¢ re:: main
categories: Roman Catholics (thirty-three percent of pamcnpam;g co gofd
tions); liberal and moderate Protestants (thirty-three percent, ma ed up m " y
of Lutherans, United Methodists, Episcopalians, Prcsbytcnar.ls and members
of the United Church of Christ); historic African Afnencan Protf:stflr.xts
(twenty percent, including Missionary, American, Natfonald and I:;:Ei)t:l\;c):
Baptists; the African Methodist Episcopal an.d AMI:'Z—'ZIOH enom natons)
hold approximately a sixteen percent share. Wider religious prc?scni:c cludes
Jewish, Unitarian-Universalist and black Pentecostal congregations; eac X
stitutes about a two percent share of the total in 1999, and all appe?r (; 'a:r;
grown significantly since then. More widely, it 'bccomcs a story oh re lgl;o '
absence, however: non-Black evangelicals (especially the large Sout ern Bap
tist Convention), Muslims, Mormons, Buddhists and other religious groups
participate only in very isolated instances or not at ".l“'. ' o
Given the risks of isolation of and potential discrimination against Muslim
communities, one might wish for greater integrati(?n of masjids ’(m(;sqtije;)
into this work, but this has not occurred to any sigmﬁ.can‘t degrc(ltlln the ; ,
perhaps due to the masjids’ focus on intcrr}a‘l community issues, the %c/x:)crrihi
high social status of Muslim American citizens and 1r'nm'1granE;han or the
predominantly Christian cultural tenor of FBCO organizations. el po !
of this model to integrate Muslims, however, is indllcatcd by anccdota:\ a;;:c’n‘lr‘l '
of the experience of Islamic communities within FBC'O v;c;rk m :[:113:
though these accounts still require scholarly documcnt'auon,ks‘ ax;jlu (;10 e
nities do appear to be a significant constituency for this work in London
here. ’
els;:gethcr, the data show how religion in its prog)hctic mOdC;u—Exemitiﬁli
here by faith-based community organizing—contributes pov(;'.cr‘d yhtot bulld
ing bridging social capital in America across races, across the divide tha o
times isolates immigrants from the societal mainstream and across religious

traditions.

i jzi ban America.
1% Qsterman, Gathering Power; Warren, Dry Bones Rattling, Swarts, Organizing Urban
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Issuc Work in Faith-Based Organizing: Advocacy by Grassroots
Communities

In the 1999 survey, faith-based organizers were asked an open-ended question
regarding ‘what kind of issues’ their organizations had addressed in the last
two years. Their most common responses grouped into five broad categories.
First, education/schools: public school reform, after-school programs, teacher
home visits, site-based management, reading in schools, in-school suspension
policy, tutoring, charter schools, safe schools. Secondly, economics: economic
development, living wages, human development tax, worker rights, workforce
development, immigration rights, first source hiring, sweatshops, minority
hiring. Thirdly, housing: affordable housing, senior housing, colonias (poverty
housing in Border States, mostly working on deed conversion, water access
and waste removal). Fourthly, policing; community policing, gang violence,
drugs and crime, anti-police-abuse, more police presence, restorative justice,
gun control, police relations. Fifthly, healthcare: expanded access to healthcare
for children, working families and immigrants, public health infrastructure.

While these five issue areas are vague enough that they might represent low-
level work requiring only a minor degree of political power, we know from
case studies that the stronger FBCOs engage in significant scructural reform. '
Since until recently scholars have tended to research the more successful and
advanced cases of FBCO, their findings should be interpreted not as represen-
tative samples of the field’s polirical influence, but rather as showing the field’s
general potential. Recent accounts of higher-level organizing by current efforts
within the large FBCO networks show these organizations increasingly pro-
jecting significant power to the regional, state-wide and national levels on
such issues as healthcare, living wage initiatives, housing and restructuring
regional economic flows.'* However, such studies also offer sobering evidence
of the limitations of organizing, at least in the face of current political struc-
tures and economic crises, ¢

¥ Hart, Cultural Dilemmas of Progressive Politics; Osterman, Gathering Power, Swarts, Organiz-
ing Urban America; Warren; Dry Bones Rastling; Wood, Faith in Action,

"™ Robert Kleidman, ‘Community Organizing and Regionalism', City and Community, 3
(2004), 403-421; Richard 1.. Wood, ‘Higher Power: Strategic Capaciry for State and National
Organizing', in Marion Orr, ed., Transforming the City: Community Organizing and the Challenge
of Pelitical Change (Lawrence: Univessity of Kansas Press, 2007), pp. 164-92.

' Richard L. Wood, ‘Raising the Bar: Organizing Capacity in 2008 and Beyond’, report for the
Neighborhood Funders Group, Washington, DC on the experience of PICO-California; War-

ren, Dry Bones Rarrling on the Texas IAF in its heyday, before it was eviscerated by the rightward
shift in Texas politics.
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Taken as a whole, PICO’s experience in California and the IAF’s experience
in Texas; recent work on healthcare reform by FBCO organizations in Mas-
sachusetts and by PICO in Colorado and nationally; and President Barack
Obama’s background in this form of community organizing together demon-
strate the dynamism of prophetic religion. Such efforts thus remain central to
the political dynamism of American society, due to FBCO’s broad role i.n
generating bridging social capital and its issue work in advancing democratic
interests in a polarized society. Yet these same exemplars also demonstrate the
vulnerability of prophetic religion to being undermined by power dynamics in
the broader political arena. Thus, protecting the prophetic role of religion
represents an important public policy interest for religious, political and other
institutional leaders as we broaden federal funding of religious social service
providers.

Prophetic and Priestly Religion: Potential Contradiction within
a Creative Tension

That federal funding for social service provision might undermine the pro-
phetic role of religion is not obvious; after all, religious traditions have sus-
tained both prophetic and priestly roles in diverse societies and times. To
understand the potential contradiction, we must recognize that, in order to
attain the kind of political capacity and public profile outlined above, faith-
based organizations have placed political conflict and building organizational
power at the centre of their organizational cultures. That is, these organiza-
tions have achieved their significant gains by negotiating directly with political
and economic elites; they have arrived at that negotiating table not through
the good will of elites but by building power internally within their organiza-
tions and entering into the conflictive political arena, insisting that their voices
be heard and demanding access to the negotiating table. Though the best com-
munity organizing today has left behind the one-dimensionally conflictive
tactics of the later years of Saul Alinsky, in favour of striving for greater power
and a more constructive role in shaping government policy, conflict remains
an important political tool for all such efforts. To the extent community orga-
nizing continues to represent the interests of marginalized communities and
working class or poor families, the route to an organization’s place at the nego-
tiating table is likely to entail some degree of political conflict.

Government funding of congregationally-based social services might under-
mine the ability or willingness of congregations to engage in necessary polirical
conflict, in any of several ways. First, congregational energy and capacity are
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never infinite, as anyone committed to a faith community surely knows. Lim-
ited energy and capacity might be gradually diverted away from political
engagement and advocacy for long-term public policy change toward the
day-to-day struggles to staff and run social service programs. Secondly, the rela-
tions berween congregation members of differing social status might shift from
that of relative peers—all equal in the sight of God, at least in principal—to the
openly hierarchical patron-client relations typical of social service agencies,
with clients presumed to be ‘in need’ in ways that agency staff are not. Thirdly,
in cities where political patronage dynamics are strong, political incumbents
may explicitly or implicitly tie ongoing social service funding o a pastor’s
political support, and they may cut off funding for congregarions that support
more prophetic challenges to political initiatives or that too vociferously
demand a public voice.

The first two possibilities above would subtly erode the prophetic current of
religion, while the last option would do so more directly. At present, we do not
know how widespread these dynamics are, nor indeed whether they are occur-
ring at all; but politics and congregations being the imperfect vehicles that
they are, caution is surely justified. Whether subtle or not, political strings on
public monies are to be expected, unless funding programs for the faith-based
initiative are administered in ways that create firewalls against them. How
such firewalls are best built is a matter for those with the relevant policy design
expertise, but the need for such firewalls is clear and increasingly urgent.
Closer to my expertise is the question of how congregations can best under-
stand their prophetic and priestly roles, and thus most effectively serve their
members and the wider community. In entering this terrain, I note that deci-
sions on whether a given congregation ought to solicit government funding,
and how to combine such solicitation with its more prophetic ministries, are

best left in the hands of religious leaders. Nevertheless, I would urge the fol-
lowing considerations.

The Role of Congregations: Organizing, Service, and Spiritual
Nurturance

Fifty years ago, the Protestant theologian H. Richard Niebuhr offered some
categories useful for congregations and polirical leaders as they seek to under-
stand the societal role of religion.'” Niebuhr outlined five models for how

'” H. Richard Niebuhs, Christ and Cultre (New York: Harper, 1951),
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religion relates to its surrounding social milieu, using the shorthand of the
relationship between ‘Christ and culture’. I here adopt his categories, bur
translate them to ‘religion and culture’ as appropriate for our pluralist setting,
In Niebuhr's first category, ‘religion against culture’, religion stands in a rela-
tionship of one-dimensional opposition to regnant social arrangements, con-
demning institutional patterns considered morally unacceprable and thus
rejected within a given religious ethic. The grave dangers of such a stance can
be seen in the recent attacks on the World Trade Centers and the London
underground, in that the contemporary rejection of modernity by some fun-
damentalists is a prime example of religion-against-culture. But we should not
neglect the more positive dimension of religion against culture, such as the
more limited case of the Latin American Catholic bishops’ rejection of torture
and military dictatorship as ‘institutionalized sin’, monastic critiques of the
cultural excesses of consumerism and the widespread concern of diverse reli-
gious voices regarding the state of the family in western societies. A familiar
example of contemporary religion-against-culture can be seen in the pro-life
movemenC’s crusade against abortion access in America and in liberal religious
condemnation of societal homophobia. Whether or not one agrees with any
particular such stance, religion against culture represents a particular kind of
religious critique of society, one which sometimes increases our democratic
dynamism,

Secondly, religion can essentially sacralize regnant social arrangements,
becoming the ‘religion of culture’ by uncritically affirming current institu-
tions. For those of us living in the most powertul nation in history (at least in
a narrowly military sense; as of recently, perhaps not in an economic sense),
this is perhaps the most dangerous role for religion to play, for it smacks of
idolatry. It thus risks baptizing every national initiative, even imperial ones, as
God’s will in the world. The religion-of-culture is indeed dangerous, but not
at all unheard of; we see it at work historically in the racist theologies of some
antebellum American churches and in the pro-apartheid South African
churches and currently in simple-minded baptism of national jingoism or of
‘tax cuts’ as a theological virtue. Even so, a positive example of the religion-of-
culture can be seen in how many faith communities have embraced ‘democ-
racy’, ‘human rights’ and, more controversially, ‘environmental stewardship’ as
worldwide societal ideals.

The other three patterns for the relationship of religion and culture are
all attempts to synthesize them. Niebuhr notes the vast historical importance
of ‘religion over culture’ in the medieval Catholic Church and its great syn-
thetic theologian Thomas Aquinas, but argues such a synthesis was no longer
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possible by the 1950s; yet something like this religion-over-culture stance
underlies some elements of the restorationist project of the contemporary
papacy under John Paul Il and Benedict X1V, The key to the religion over
culture stance lies in a religious tradition seeing itself in an overarching role as
guide and overseer for cultural development. Conservative evangelicals, resto-
rationist Catholics and, in an ironic parallel, sometimes secular cultural elices
in the United States and Europe, orthodox Jews in Isracl, and the mullahs
(Islamic clergy) in Iran all sporadically appear to aspire to such a role.
Fourthly, religion sometimes stands in a dualistic relationship with its cul-
tural milieu, which Niebuhr called ‘religion and culture in paradox’, in refer-
ence to one of its taproots in the classical theology of Martin Luther. For
Luther, the ‘two kingdoms’ of earthly life and a heavenly realm stood in para-
doxical relationship to one another, with believers emphasizing the vast dis-
juncture between God's perfection and the corruption of all humanity.
Although Luther’s stance has provided rich resources for human communities
struggling with the tensions between religious ethics and human pragmatics,
it is ultimately unable to fathom the actual relationship between them or to
connect them systematically; such a position has strong theological roots in a
variety of religious traditions, bur typically proves unsatisfying to believers
whose spiritual experience calls them to ethical or political acrivism to reform
the world.
Finally, religion sometimes seeks self-consciously to transform its cultural
milieu by simultaneously embracing some aspects of current institutional
arrangements and criticizing or rejecting others. The stance of ‘religion trans-
forming culture’ requires a complex set of interpretive skills from religious
leaders, and is often misinterpreted by outsiders more inclined to one-
dimensional condemnation or affirmation of prevailing cultural norms. As the
public voice of a given faith tradition shifts from a tone of affirmation regard-
ing one issue to a tone of criticism or condemnation regarding another, hard-
liners in the camps advocating religion-of-culture or religion-against-culture
will see waffling or opportunism. Thus, the Catholic Church’s simultaneous
public advocacy against abortion and against the deach penalty, or in favour of
democratic capitalism and of workers rights and a living wage, confuses many.
Likewise, moderate voices within the Islamic tradition get little public hearing
as they seek to articulate a Muslim vision of democracy, while also questioning
modern consumerism and American foreign policy. Throughour history, mod-
erates have often been impaled by hardliners.
Let me note frankly that, like Niebuhr, I hold a bias in favour of the reli-
gion-transforming-culture stance, but in fact all five patterns are legitimate
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public stances for religion to take at certain moments, under crit?ria that the
religiously-committed must ultimarely assess for themselves (albeit they do so
best when they listen to critical outsiders). Most importantly for our purposes
here, religious communities must be free of constraints on when they can
operate in each mode. Therein lies an important danger of the current faith-
based initiative; it may weaken congregations’ ability or willingness to operate
in all of these modes, especially those more critical of current societal arrange-
ments. To receive large amounts of government money is to risk doxjncsucat—
ing the voice of religion, tying it too closely to prevailing insticucions and
cultural norms. As congregations and denominations navigate thcnr‘ way
toward government funding for their social service, religious !cadcrs will do
well to keep this danger on their radar if we are to sail clear of its shoals. '
We can thus discern four kinds of potential tensions between prophetic
organizing and priestly social service provision that might be exacerbated by
government funding for the later. First, receipt of government money may
make religious leaders less willing to risk alienating politica.l patrons. Scc'ondly,
any deep investment of the human resources of congregations into soc1'al ser-
vice provision may undercut potential investment of those rcsourc.es ln.the
prophetic ministries that congregations have long seen as part of their f:al'llng.
Thirdly, the relations of (relative) peer accountability that develop thhu.l at
least some congregations may be overtaken and replaced by the patron-client
relations characteristic of social service agencies. Some of these congregational
relations of accountability are horizontal (occurring between formally-equal
congregational members) and others are vertical (occurring berween pas‘tors or,
lay leaders holding formal authority in the congregation and mcn"nbers under
that authority). Accountability potentially runs both directions in suc}T rela-
tionships; they are thus quite different from patron-client relations. Finally,
where resources are scarce and congregations are in high competition for
adherents, as in the dense urban ‘religious districts’ studied by Omar McRob-
erts,'® federal dollars might tame or simply divert the prophetic rc:ligious~ voic.cs
that have historically been among our most articulate champions of social
justice; those of the African American church tradition. ‘ ‘
Given these dangers to congregations’ vigorous pursuit of their prophetic
calling, some articulate religious voices have spoken out against the Bush
Administration’s faith-based initiative. Yet the needs of disadvantaged sectors
of American society cry out for redress and for support from within their own

¥ Omar M. McRoberts, Streets of Glory: Church and Community in a Black Urban Neighborbood
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
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communities, from government, from congregarions and from all of us. It
appears that the next American president will in some form continue the
faith-based initiative.'” In Britain, debate regarding this issue continues, but
largely regarding the form under which government funding will occur; the
major political players appear to endorse the concept of government-funded
social services in principle. It thus appears, regardless of opposition from some
quarters, that government-funded, religiously-provided social services will be
part of American and British society for years to come. We have to consider,
therefore, how best to proceed. Reasonable measures would include the fol-
lowing five points. First, religion's prophetic role should be protected from
political interference, via enabling legislation and administrative policy that
clearly codifies the autonomy of federal social service funding decisions from
political calculations. That is, the faith-based initiative should be instirution-
ally separated from the political apparatus of local, state and federal adminis-
trations, and the autonomy of those decisions should be enforced legally.
Secondly, countervailing funding for prophetic ministries should be institu-
tionalized to provide a counterweight to federal funding for priestly religion.
Since, by its very nature, government funding of prophetic ministries blunts
their cutting edge, such funding should not come from government. It might
best be institutionalized in the funding guidelines of religious denominations,
local community foundations and major funders of social initiatives in each
society (including foundations and individual donors). 2 Thirdly, the societal
pay-off to justify running these dangers should include a net positive gain for
social service funding. That is, major new investment in social services should
be made, as resources become available during the next economic recovery, to
be sure that new faith-based providers do not simply undermine existing pro-
viders (secular and religious). Fourthly, policymakers should design enabling
legislation with the knowledge that those holding majority power will one day

" Republican John McCain, though apparently far less religiously-devout than either George

W. Bush or Barack Obama, would presumably continue funding religion-based social service
provision as a continuation of his Republican predecessor’s policies and as an olive branch to his
party’s base of support in the religious right. On 1 July 2008, Democrar Barack Obama gave a
major speech in Zanesville, Ohio endorsing a certain version of the faith-based initiative and
derailing how he would conrinue ir, see <hewp:/fwww.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2008/07/
obamas_speech_on_faithbased_or.htmis,

" Expertise on establishing funding priorities that support the prophetic dimension of public
religion in the US is located in the C.S. Mot Foundation, the Needmor Fund, Interfaith
Funders, the Catholic Campaign for Human Development, the California Endowment and the
Sandler Foundation, among other venues.
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be the minority. Thus, policies that enable governmental colonization of reli-
gion may well eventually rebound against those who today attempr to use
religion for their partisan political ends. Finally and most broadly, the faith-
based initiative should be seen as one aspect of a broader effort to rethink and
redesign the relationship between the market economy and the rest of society;
a thoroughgoing critique of “market fundamentalism”—the notion that unre-
strained markets are always the best way to allocate resources—should lead to
the transfer of national assets from the economy, narrowly understood, to
societal institutions less tightly embedded in markets. Markets largely create
the wealth that undergirds social thriving, but to do so they depend upon
strong political and moral institutions. The latter sometimes require non-mar-
ket decisions to generate resource flows and societal conditions that allow
them to thrive.

The above surely do not exhaust the proactive and preventative measures
that should be implemented, but they represent the direction in which enlight-
ened policymakers should be leading society. The last point is perhaps the
most important; balancing efficient market-based generation of wealth with
non-market decision-making regarding the kind of society in which we wish
to live, and creating resource flows in the appropriate sectors to create that
kind of society, is ultimately the fundamental challenge of democraric life
in the twenty-first century. The process of finding an appropriate balance
will challenge policymakers at every level of domestic politics; it will be even
more difhcult at the international level, where few strong decision-making
structures exist that can effectively deliberate regarding where such a balance
might lie.

Both domestically and internationally, the balancing of marker and socieral
needs will not occur once and for all. Rather, the future will entail a constant
recalculation of that balance in decision-making venues including national
and local governments, private philanthropists, non-governmental service
providers, religious institutions and individual consciences (in their decisions
in the voting booth and in daily life). Crucially, decisions will entail not only
the right balance, but the design of institutions that can sustain a reasonable
balance over the long-term; such is the very substance of democratic life in

our time.
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