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This article explores the ways that different religious groups organize social sup-
port systems for their members and others. Catholics, Jews, and Muslims utilize 
an institutional model in which social supports are considered the responsibility of 
the entire community, organized through community-wide structures like Jewish 
Federations and archdiocese. Parishes, temples, and synagogues rarely are directly 
involved in social supports, but work through Federations or archdiocese to support 
organizations. In contrast, Protestants and Peace Churches see the congregation 
as central for organizations. In these congregational models, volunteers, fund-
ing, and other resources come from direct appeals to congregations and calls for 
service are based on individual faith. Analysis of these two models has practical 
implications for ministry, 

Faith communities have always been integral to social support 
systems in the United States (Cnaan, 2002; Cnaan, Wineburg 
& Boddie, 1999; Hall, 1990). However, not all religious groups 
organize social service and health systems in the same way. 

Catholics and Jews developed social support systems through community-
wide institutionalized systems, with congregations playing a limited role 
in providing services. On the other hand, denominations stemming from 
the Protestant Reformation center social supports through their congrega-
tions, which continue to play a role even after nonprofit agencies have been 
created to provide specific services. This article outlines the differences 
between two models: the congregational and institutional models of faith-
based service provision. These differences suggest ways that congregations 
and organizations can work together within each model.  

Organizing	Faith-based	Service
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Both community 

representatives 

and researchers 

recognize differences 

among various 

religions and Christian 

denominations, 

yet most persist in 

attempting to develop 

one model for faith-

based involvement in 

social supports. 

Data anD MethoDs

This article draws primarily on research con-
ducted in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan 
area and Philadelphia between 2004 and 2005 for 
the pilot study of the Faith and Organizations proj-
ect, a national research/practice project examining 
the relationship between faith communities and 
the nonprofits they create.1 I also will draw on my 
study of Jewish, Catholic, Lutheran, and Mainline 
Protestant social service agencies and their con-
stituent communities in Philadelphia during the 
1980s (Schneider, 1988), dissertation research that 
included several of the agencies in the Philadelphia 
Faith and Organizations project sample.2

The Faith and Organizations pi-
lot project compared organizations 
created by several religious groups: 
Catholics, Mainline Protestants, 
Jews, Peace Churches (Quakers, 
Mennonite, Brethren), Evangeli-
cal Christians, and Muslims. It also 
contrasted ministries founded by Af-
rican American, Asian, and White 
communities. Study questions fo-
cused on the relationship between 
faith communities and their non-
profit organizations, the impact of 
religious structure and theology on 
organization form and activities, the 
impact of type of service and outside 
funders on organizations, and inter-
actions with program participants.3 
The project compared organizations 
providing services in three sectors 
with different funding mechanisms 
and systems: social services; health 
and senior services; and commu-
nity-based and -developed services evolving from 
faith community organizing efforts. The project 
used comparative multi-methods ethnography, 
which combines a series of qualitative methods 
(participant observation, interviews, focus groups, 
content analysis of secondary source material) with 
analysis of administrative databases, and appropri-
ate regional statistics. In this article, discussion is 
limited to analysis of the two models within broad 
religious groups, while exploration of ministries 
founded by various ethnic groups will be the focus 
of a separate article. 

Faith CoMMunity involveMent  

in u.s. soCial support systeMs

Although the picture of social welfare in the 
United States shows a prominent role for faith 
communities, all religious groups do not orga-
nize social supports in the same way. Both com-
munity representatives and researchers recognize 
differences among various religions and Christian 
denominations, yet most persist in attempting to 
develop one model for faith-based involvement in 
social supports. The Sider and Unruh model (Sider, 
Olson, & Unruh, 2002; Sider & Unruh, 2004), 
which presents a range of forms from what they call 
“faith saturated” to secular organizations, is one cur-

rently popular example of this trend. 
This model uses outwardly visible 
behaviors and symbols of religious 
identity to categorize various orga-
nizations and programs. In contrast, 
this study’s findings support Jeavons’ 
(2004) observation that the Sider 
and Unruh typology is profoundly 
influenced by the theology and 
cultural expectations of Protestant 
faith, particularly Evangelical forms 
of Christianity. Organizations that 
appear secular on the surface often 
reflect embedded religious values and 
structures. This is particularly true for 
Jews and Mainline Protestants, who 
often consider open displays of reli-
gion a violation of deeply held val-
ues supporting religious freedom and 
equal rights (Schneider, Day, & An-
derson, 2006). Project findings chal-
lenge assumptions that faith-based 
service should necessarily grow out 

of the activities of individual congregations. The 
various religious groups in the pilot study not only 
expressed their faith in different ways, they also cre-
ated different models to provide for the health and 
social welfare of their members and for society.     

If one uses only the congregational model to as-
sess social support, it may seem at first glance that 
there is an apparent lack of involvement from in-
dividual congregations among Catholics and Jews. 
However, it is clear that the Catholic and Jewish 
organizations we studied through the Faith and 
Organizations project had significant ties to their 
founding religions through institutional systems 
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(Hehir, 2002). These organizations were connected 
to their faith communities through community-
wide structures such as the Catholic archdiocese 
and Jewish Federations. 

institutional MoDels oF soCial 

support: CatholiC, Jewish, anD 

MusliM exaMples 

 The institutional model in Catholic organizations 
Catholic organizations providing social welfare 

echoed the hierarchical structure of their parent 
church and reflected the church’s traditional teach-
ings on charity and social justice. Hehir (2002) 
describes Catholic social welfare as institutional-
ized because most social welfare service provision 
is managed through organizations such as Catholic 
Charities or Catholic Social Services rather than 
local parishes. Local affiliates are connected to the 
diocese, and a national Catholic Charities office 
generates public policy positions and offers other 
supports to local agencies (Hehir, 2000).   

The Catholic social service system in the United 
States reflects the concept of subsidiarity, or local 
control over services. This idea acknowledges a 
partnership between the state and organizations 
of civil society like Catholic social service agencies. 
However, subsidiarity suggests that private organi-
zations first try to help those in need themselves, 
only turning to government when their resources 
fail (Hehir, 2000). In the United States, subsidiarity 
often meant creating separate Catholic institutions 
initially designed to provide religiously appropriate 
services to the Catholic population. 

In both the Washington, D.C., and Philadel-
phia examples we observed, umbrella organizations 
served as the central structures for planning, gover-
nance, and organization of social supports in these 
institutionalized models. Catholic Charities or 
Catholic Social Services organizations were directly 
under the archdiocese, which provided overall gov-
ernance to the various social service components. 
Parishes were encouraged to send parishioners in 
need to these formal service structures.

None of the Catholic agencies in the Faith and 
Organizations project or my earlier research had 
strong direct connections to parishes. For example, 
in Washington, D.C., St. Mary’s Housing organiza-
tion4 – a program for people recovering from sub-
stance abuse and their families – had no visible 

connections to parishes. The family center that 
housed the GED program encouraged parishes to 
use archdiocese-wide referral networks rather than 
provide supports through parish resources.  

This organizational system, with the archdiocese 
as the center for social welfare support, may help 
explain why many Catholic parishes may appear on 
the surface to be less active in social welfare provi-
sion than Protestant churches. If the archdiocese 
is considered the appropriate venue for seeking aid, 
volunteering, and donating funds for these kinds of 
activities, then individual parish initiatives would 
be contrary to the established system. Catholic 
churches may support parish activity in addition 
to contributions through archdiocese-sponsored 
activities, but the Church at large is considered the 
culturally appropriate entity to support members or 
others in need.

The institutional model in Jewish organizations
Jewish Federations serve as planning organiza-

tions for all Jewish agencies within its membership.   
In the examples we studied, Federation agencies 
often worked together to provide social supports, 
bringing together national and local organizations. 
In the United States, most Federations evolved 
around the turn of the twentieth century as a way 
to organize social supports in each community. Lo-
cal Federations created a national organization, 
renamed United Jewish Communities (UJC) in 
1999 when the earlier Council of Jewish Federa-
tions merged with the two major fundraising orga-
nizations for Jewish causes, United Israel Fund and 
United Jewish Appeal (Roseman, 1974; Solomon 
& Wachstock, 2002).

 The UJC and other Jewish national organiza-
tions differ from the Catholic structures in two im-
portant ways. First, Jewish institutions are created 
from the bottom up – they are professional asso-
ciations for their constituent members rather than 
hierarchical organizations that provide guidance 
to lower level organizations. Although umbrella 
organizations and rabbinical training colleges ex-
ist for the various forms of Judaism in the United 
States, Jews lack the hierarchical religious struc-
tures of the Catholic Church and some Protestant 
denominations. Authority comes from the con-
stituent members and their local leaders for both 
the congregations and the various nonprofit orga-
nizations. Like the local Federations, synagogues 
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and temples are voluntary organizations formed by 
their members.  

The second important difference we observed 
between Jewish and Catholic institutional social 
service structures was that Jewish religious organi-
zations were separate from philanthropic, cultural, 
educational, and social service agencies. This dis-
connection between the religious institutions and 
social welfare systems influenced the relationship 
among individual members, the congregations, and 
the Jewish nonprofits in the study. For example, 
the Jewish social service organization we studied 
in Philadelphia maintained an ambivalent rela-
tionship with its Federation and had no relation-
ship or outreach with any of the synagogues or 
temples in the area prior to our study. In addition, 
refugee services in Philadelphia during the 1980s 
involved four separate agencies working together 
closely: HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) 
was responsible for initial resettlement activities, 
Jewish Family Service provided social services, 
Jewish Employment and Vocational Service of-
fered employment assistance, and a large Jewish 
community center offered recreation and programs 
for the elderly. Jewish refugees also had access to a 
number of other programs through the Federation. 
Following the institutional pattern, synagogues 
and temples were considered separate from the 
Federation, and these social service agencies had 
tenuous and sometimes conflicting relationships 
with worship communities. The Federation and its 
constituent agencies could only informally encour-
age congregations to reach out to Jewish émigrés or 
provide low-cost synagogue and temple member-
ships to refugees.

Similar patterns appeared among Jewish organi-
zations in Washington, D.C. Families in need were 
encouraged to contact directly the hot lines for the 
Jewish Social Service Agency (JSSA), the Federa-
tion social service agency, or the aging agency for 
supports, while congregations had limited direct 
connections to the agency.

The importance of community-wide structures 
for Jewish and Catholic social welfare provision 
did not necessarily mean that constituent agen-
cies, worship communities, and Federations were 
always comfortable with the community-wide sys-
tem. Both of the Jewish agencies in the Faith and 
Organizations project experienced tensions with 
their Federations when the agency mission clashed 

with Federation goals.  In both cases, disagreements 
centered on alternative interpretations of Jewish 
theology for social support.5  One of the Catholic 
agencies expressed concern that funds raised by 
their program would instead be used for archdio-
cese-wide priorities. Jewish agencies expressed frus-
tration that congregations seemed disinterested in 
outreach, while Catholic agencies wanted parishes 
to use their centralized systems more often. 

Institutional models for Muslims
Research on Muslims conducted for the Faith 

and Organizations project and Religion and the 
New Immigrant Study6 remains preliminary given 
the limited sample, but this community also exhib-
ited the institutional model, similar to that of Jews 
(see Schneider, Day, & Anderson, 2006; Schneider 
& Foley, 2002). Both Muslim organizations we 
studied relied on community-wide contributions 
for Zakat – a religious requirement for Muslims to 
donate a percentage of their income to provide for 
the poor or others in need (Weiss, 2002). These 
organizations drew on most of the Muslim com-
munity through e-mail systems, informal commu-
nications, and Mosque newsletters to share infor-
mation and find staff and volunteers. Muslims in 
need found their way to the organizations through 
similar mechanisms. Although formal structures 
like a Federation or archdiocese did not exist, the 
Muslim community did show a sense of group own-
ership for these organizations and their activities 
more similar to institutional systems than congre-
gational social service provision.

Congregational MoDels   

In contrast to the Catholic, Jewish, and Mus-
lim institutional models, Mainline Protestants, 
Evangelicals, and Peace churches (Quakers, Men-
nonites) considered congregations central to the 
development and maintenance of social support 
systems. The differences between institutional 
and congregational models for social welfare ser-
vice provision stemmed from religious culture. 
Although each of these denominations has larger 
judicatory bodies that sometimes provide support 
to nonprofits under religious auspices, social welfare 
activities were generally founded either by particu-
lar congregations or several congregations working 
together. For example, one Mennonite congrega-
tion founded Jubilee, a Mennonite group home 
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system for developmentally disabled adults. The 
current executive director is a member of that con-
gregation who was asked to take on this ministry. 
A significant percentage of the board comes from 
that congregation. Likewise, a Quaker retirement 
community retains close ties to the Friends meeting 
that founded it, even though it is also a member of 
a national umbrella organization for Quaker retire-
ment communities. Similar connec-
tions between individual congrega-
tions and organizations existed for all 
of the congregational organizations 
in the study. 

A middle ground: 
the Lutheran example
As Thiemann and Perabo (2005) 

point out, while Lutherans are a 
Protestant denomination, they and 
the Episcopal Church both maintain 
closer relationships to Catholicism 
in terms of denominational struc-
ture and some cultural aspects of the 
denomination. Lutheran Charities, 
a Philadelphia agency providing a 
wide array of services to children, the elderly, im-
migrants, and refugees, was founded by the Penn-
sylvania ministerium in 1922 and incorporated as 
a separate entity from the Lutheran synod in 1965. 
However, it consistently reaches out to individual 
congregations to support activities such as refugee 
resettlement and elder care and recently has rein-
vigorated its relationship with local congregations. 
This organization represents a middle ground for 
congregational and institutional forms of social 
welfare service provision. It benefits from the 
strengths of both systems – drawing on the critical 
mass and hierarchical systems of the parent min-
isterium, while also developing relationships with 
local congregations. The Lutheran Rehabilitation 
and Shelter Center, the other Lutheran organiza-
tion in the study, was founded by one congregation, 
but those ties became less central to the organi-
zation as it developed an interfaith constituency 
that moved it away from reliance on its founding 
congregation.

CoMparing the two MoDels 

These two models for organizing social welfare 
supports for faith community members and others 

in need represent equally valid, but fundamentally 
different, approaches. The institutional systems 
created by Catholics, Jews, and Muslims assumed 
that social support should be the responsibility 
of the faith community as a whole, through the 
structures of the archdiocese or Federation. For 
Jews and Catholics, social supports are consid-
ered communal. Carp (2002) comments that “the 

responsibility for those in need is a 
Jewish requirement that is rooted at 
the very foundation of our commu-
nal processes ... Jewish people have 
always understood that caring for the 
poor and sick was too important to 
be a matter of individual conscience 
alone” (182).  

In contrast, congregational systems 
came out of the individual calls to ser-
vice from a particular congregation 
or a key member, such as a pastor or 
influential member. Denominations 
arising from the Protestant Reforma-
tion envision all members of a con-
gregation, not just ordained clergy, as 
actively involved in all aspects of reli-

gious experience, including developing ministries 
to provide for those in need. For instance, both the 
Quaker retirement community and the Lutheran 
Rehabilitation and Shelter Center came out of a 
felt need among congregation members to provide 
support to populations of concern to congregation 
members. The founding Quaker meeting expressed 
concerns about caring for its rapidly aging popula-
tion, while the Lutheran congregation found itself 
in the midst of a homelessness crisis that led it to 
create a formal social service organization. The 
Mennonite group home initially came out of the 
leading of one member, which was supported by 
others in that congregation. 

aspeCts oF soCial support 

systeMs: CiviC engageMent anD 

soCial Capital

As we have seen, these two models profoundly 
affect the ways that organizations interact with 
their faith communities. Each model uses different 
mechanisms to attract financial support and volun-
teers. Each relates to individual congregations in 
different ways. In this section, I will introduce the 
concepts of civic engagement and social capital, 
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and outline how institutional and congregational 
systems draw support, with particular emphasis on 
volunteers and financial support.

Organizations rely on resources from their con-
stituent communities in order to carry out their 
work. Supports come through a combination of 
networks and community-wide supports related to 
generalized trust in an organization as a represen-
tative of that community (Putnam, 2000). Civic 
engagement and social capital are different, but 
sometimes linked phenomenon (Schneider, 2007). 
Civic engagement means citizens working together 
for the common good, while social capital refers to 
relationships based in patterns of reciprocal, enforceable 
trust that enable people and institutions to gain access to 
resources like social  services, volunteers, or funding.7 
Civic engagement relies on generalized trust in an 
organization while social capital depends on spe-
cific social networks. For example, a nonprofit may 
rely on civic engagement of donors by putting out a 
general appeal for supports through their Web site, 
newsletters, and appeal letters.  The same nonprofit 
may use social capital to garner support by appeal-
ing to long-established networks of individuals or 
organizations. Often the two types of support are 
linked; for example an organization may use social 
capital links to congregations in its denomination, 
through an archdiocese or Federation, in order to 
get access to mailing lists to generate a general-
ized funding appeal. In both cases, social capital 
and civic engagement refer to avenues to access 
resources, not the resources themselves.

DiFFerent MoDels; DiFFerent 

avenues For builDing soCial  

Capital anD CiviC engageMent

Both civic engagement and social capital worked 
differently for faith-based organizations coming out 
of congregational versus institutionalized social 
support systems. As anticipated, organizations in 
congregational systems developed connections di-
rectly to congregations for support. For example, 
Lutheran Charities involved Lutheran and other 
Protestant congregations in its refugee program 
as sponsors and used a similar system to provide 
supports for the elderly. A boy’s choir from a local 
Lutheran church held a fundraiser for the agency. 
The other Lutheran organization in the study re-
lied primarily on social capital through its founding 
congregation, various religious volunteer corps, and 

the faith communities that participated in develop-
ing the transitional housing project for supports. 
The Quaker and Mennonite organizations both 
had strong ties to their founding congregations and 
also received supports through the community of 
agency program participants and their families. 
Both organizations drew on their wider judicatory 
systems to dispense information to other congre-
gations as they located program participants and 
other resources.

In contrast, faith-based organizations in insti-
tutionalized models drew supports through their 
community-wide umbrella institutions (archdio-
cese, Federations, and independent associations of 
members of that religion or denomination) rather 
than contact congregations directly. For example, 
Catholic organizations seldom connected to par-
ishes directly, relying on resources through archdio-
cese-wide mechanisms such as the Bishop’s appeal, 
a fundraising appeal from the spiritual leader of a 
particular archdiocese or the St. Vincent DePaul 
system, an international layperson’s service orga-

nization that coordinated service opportunities 
such as food pantries. Catholic lay institutions 
provided a range of resources; for example one 
program received a donation of books collected 
by the John Carroll Society, a Washington, D.C., 
Catholic lay association. Catholic organizations 
collaborated with other Catholic institutions and 
with other social service agencies offering similar 
services. Although individual organizations using 
this institutional model might rely on their board 
members or program participants for supports, they 
did not reach out directly to parishes. Board mem-
bers came from a variety of connections in wider 
Catholic networks. 

Likewise, Jewish agencies sought support and 
developed collaborations through their Federa-
tions, other Jewish agencies, non-Jewish agencies 
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offering similar services, and through the personal 
networks of staff. For example, the Cohen Cen-
ter, an adult day care center, worked with several 
Jewish schools to do arts and crafts projects and 
other kinds of programming with elderly partici-
pants. Their parent agency drew many of its board 
members from its Federation and its networks. Both 
Jewish organizations in our sample worked closely 
with other Jewish agencies and community-wide 
membership organizations like B’nai Brith,  an in-
ternational Jewish human rights, community ac-
tion, and humanitarian organization founded in 
1843, to share information about the agency and 
their programs.

Both the Catholic and Jewish agencies relied 
on community-wide systems to identify program 
participants. For example, the various Catholic 
programs encouraged parishes to refer people in 
need to the centralized intake system in order to 
ensure that they receive the full range of services 
available. The agency hoped that parishes would 
use the archdiocese-wide system rather than use 
parish resources for benevolences.  

The Jewish community in Washington, D.C., 
had a referral system through JSSA, the umbrella 
social service agency, in addition to the aging 
agency’s hotline. The two hotlines became a dis-
puted issue between the Federation and agencies 
as the Federation wanted the hotlines to privilege 
Federation member agencies in making referrals in 
order to keep social supports in-house. Jews need-
ing services for their elderly relatives sought sup-
ports through these community-wide professional 
systems rather than congregational networks.

This lack of connection between congregations 
and the social service agencies was clearest in the 
Jewish community. Catholic organizations occa-
sionally created connections with nearby parishes, 
but Jews saw no direct connection between congre-
gations and agencies. Two examples illustrate this 
pattern. In one instance, our field researcher at-
tended an informational interview with a family ac-
tive in the same congregation as a key staff person. 
Although the families knew each other well, it had 
not occurred to the woman seeking services to ask 
the staff person directly about the agency. Likewise, 
the staff person had not been aware that the elderly 
relative needed adult day care. Instead, the family 
heard about the organization through the formal 
referral network and followed the professionalized 

procedure to gather information about care.  
In another example, the agency decided to reach 

out to congregations to advertise their services. 
Our fieldworker helped with the outreach effort 
by contacting synagogues and temples. She found 
that congregation staff members were mostly non-
plussed with requests to do presentations to the 
congregation or put information about agency 
services in the newsletter because direct contact 
between agencies and congregations was outside 
of the cultural norms for the Jewish community. 
If the agency had placed an advertisement in the 
Federation newsletter, the response would have 
been more positive.  

This pattern of congregation members seeking 
support through wider religious community struc-
tures was characteristic of institutionalized systems. 
Catholic parish members turned to the priest and 
wider church systems when in need, rather than 
congregation members. Jewish social welfare sys-
tems are highly professionalized, and the various 
agencies under the Federation umbrella offer ser-
vices primarily through professional staff. Members 
of the Jewish community expect this level of ser-
vice, and prefer to use the formal community-wide 
systems than informal mechanisms.  

This finding does not suggest that Jews and Cath-
olics are less involved in social welfare. However, 
their fundraising, volunteering, and other support 
systems involved a three-way connection. Parishes 
and congregations provided resources for commu-
nity-wide social service systems primarily through 
the Federation and archdiocese, or contributed 
to other community-wide organizations that, in 
turn, contributed to the centralized system. That 
centralized system provided support to the various 
faith-based organizations under its umbrella. Com-
munity members seeking assistance also turned to 
the centralized structure for aid rather than con-
necting to social service organizations through a 
congregation.

FunDing eFForts

Fundraising success is considered an important 
indicator of community support for organizations. 
The amount of financial support faith-based or-
ganizations received from their founding religious 
communities varied greatly and depended primarily 
on the type of service provided rather than direct 
connections to congregations. Agencies involved 
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in emergency services and youth development 
received the most funding from private sources, 
including faith communities. Agencies offering 
health and senior services received most of their 
income through fees and government transfer pro-
grams. Social service agencies had a mix of funding 
sources, but received significant funding from gov-
ernment and foundations, with less money coming 
directly from faith communities.

In general, donations from religious organiza-
tions and umbrella groups formed a small part of 
these agencies’ budgets. Most agencies received 
less than 5% of their budgets from their faith com-
munity, although the Federation for Jewish Aging 
Services received 11% from its faith community. 
However, these small percentages mask the indi-
vidual donations that some organizations received 
through requests to their faith communities. Small-
er, congregation-based organizations and Muslim 
organizations received the bulk of these individual 
donations. For example, Muslim Charities received 
52% of its income from Zakat donations, as Mus-
lims fulfilled their religious obligation to support 
people in need.

Even though financial contributions from faith 
communities were small, they remained important, 
symbolic elements in agency budgets, signifying 
social capital links between organization and com-
munity. As with other aspects of social welfare 
provision through faith communities, institution-
alized and congregational model systems sought 
funds differently. Institutional model agencies used 
community-wide mechanisms to raise funds: Fed-
eration, archdiocese-wide fundraising campaigns, 
and Zakat. Although Zakat donations are consid-
ered individual donations by the agency, in fact 
Mosques collected Zakat envelopes from faithful 
members and distributed funds to agencies named 
by the donor, much like a United Way donor-ad-
vised fund. Congregational model agencies solic-
ited donations directly through congregations. 
For instance, the fieldworker assigned to Lutheran 
Charities commented that most parishes she visited 
had a poster for her agency on their bulletin board, 
and she recalled a donations envelope attached to 
that poster.  

in-KinD supports

As noted in research on congregational social 
service (Cnaan, 2002), faith communities also pro-

vide important in-kind supports to the organiza-
tions under their care. The most prevalent one was 
space – almost all of the organizations in this study 
either relied on their faith community for space or 
had used space associated with that religious body 
at one time. Lakeside, the Quaker retirement com-
munity, is located on land donated by its founding 
Friends Meeting, and the adjacent Friends Meeting 
house provided space for memorial services when 
residents died – whether Quaker or not. With the 
exception of Jubilee Association of Maryland and 
the Lutheran Rehabilitation and Shelter Program 
– both housing programs that developed with the 
support of their faith communities – all of the or-
ganizations had some programs housed in build-
ings owned by their founding congregation or the 
community-wide system such as the archdiocese 
or Federation.

In addition to space, organizations relied on 
their faith communities for a wide array of in-kind 
donations such as food, clothing, holiday baskets, 
and other resources. For example, the Muslim or-
ganizations collected food and clothing for a thrift 
shop as well as provided directly to families in need.  
Christian organizations offering emergency services 
also collected goods from their constituent congre-
gations or through community-wide systems. Other 
necessary items – such as camp and school supplies 
for Christian Children’s Inner City Program – came 
from the faith communities.

volunteers

Another key in-kind resource for these agencies 
was volunteers. Volunteers are considered a key 
indicator of civic engagement (Uslander, 2002; 
Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 1995). All of these 
organizations relied on some form of volunteering, 
often drawing volunteers both through the faith 
community and wider local systems.

Organizations within the institutional model 
were much less likely to rely heavily on volunteers 
and drew them through different mechanisms. In 
general, they recruited volunteers either through 
community-wide systems, sister institutions, or 
through individual connections among staff, board, 
and program participants. These organizations very 
rarely sought volunteers through congregations. For 
instance, Catholic organizations drew most of their 
volunteers through archdiocese-wide recruitment 
systems. Although the GED program claimed that 
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it had many volunteers from a nearby parish, our 
researcher found no printed advertisement for vol-
unteers within the parish, though word-of-mouth 
networking may have taken place. 

 Of the groups in our study following the insti-
tutional model, Muslim organizations relied on 
the widest range of volunteer supports – regularly 
seeking help for people in need from profession-
als in the wider Muslim community. For example, 
Muslim doctors were asked to provide free services 
to low income families without insurance. These 
in-kind donations also represented a form of Zakat. 
In many ways, professional supports from Muslims 
were similar to mentoring and other donated ser-
vices within the Jewish community as it resettled 
Soviet refugees in the 1970s and 1980s. Research 
in the immigration organization during that time 
revealed Jewish professionals pro-
viding supports to their fellow Jews 
with similar backgrounds to aid in 
their resettlement (Schneider, 
1988). As such, this type of vol-
unteering represents a clear sense 
of community responsibility for 
their own community members, 
encouraging those in need to have 
the same resources as the rest of 
the community and eventually 
share in the same prosperity as 
more successful members.

In contrast to these agencies, 
organizations using the congre-
gational model sought volunteers 
through constituent congrega-
tions. This was true even for larger, 
established organizations – Lutheran Charities re-
lied on volunteers from congregations for several 
of its programs. Congregation-based organizations 
also tended to use more volunteers than those using 
the institutional model. Like some of the agencies 
studied by Jeavons (1994), recruiting volunteer 
aid through congregations was a major form of 
outreach to the faith community and provided a 
venue for civic engagement to members of these 
congregations. As organizations grew and became 
more professionalized, they relied more on paid staff 
than religious volunteers, however congregation-
based volunteers still remained important to the 
organization. For instance, Jubilee Association of 
Maryland began through the efforts of Mennonite 

church volunteers, but quickly hired paid staff as 
the organization stabilized. Yet members of the 
founding church still volunteered at the organiza-
tion. 

This differences in source of volunteers between 
the two models partly reflected different cultural 
and theological aspects of these faith traditions. 
Those Christian denominations that used the con-
gregational model viewed volunteering to perform 
direct service with people in need as a  tangible way 
for individuals to express their faith. In contrast, 
those organizations following the Jewish model 
valued individual faith commitments, but their 
support came through board service or participa-
tion in the Federation, rather than through calls for 
individuals to provide direct service such as serving 
soup or making food for a faith-based soup kitchen. 

Catholic congregation members 
also were encouraged to provide 
direct service as volunteers. How-
ever, as noted by Bane (2005), 
wider community structures such 
as the archdiocese-sponsored or-
ganizations, rather than individual 
congregations, were seen as the 
primary source of care for those 
in need.

Fundraising and volunteering 
are both key indicators of social 
capital and civic engagement. 
These examples demonstrate two 
equally strong models that rely on 
faith community resources to sup-
port people in need. Regardless of 
the model, each of these religious 

groups offered assistance to people outside of their 
faith communities. In fact, the majority of people 
receiving assistance did not belong to the religious 
group that founded the organization. As such, both 
models represent faith communities contributing 
to the great good.

iMpliCations For Faith 

CoMMunities anD organizations

Given the two models discussed, how should 
faith communities and organizations shape their 
social service activities? Two recommendations and 
several strategies stem from this discussion:

1. Work within the religious group’s primary model to 
develop connections, support, and volunteers. Under-

Both the Catholic 

and Jewish agencies 

relied on community-

wide systems to 

identify program 

participants.
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standing the differences between institutional and 
congregational models of service delivery implies 
that organizations and faith communities should 
follow the strategies for that model when looking 
for supports and connections. For religious groups 
organized according to the institutional model, this 
would involve contacting the archdiocese or Fed-
eration for guidance in developing various forms of 
support. Likewise, Catholic and Jewish congrega-
tions looking for ways to become more involved in 
social welfare will automatically go through those 
systems. This suggests that recognizing these com-
munity-wide systems as important partners is the 
first step in successfully working 
with them on faith-based support 
systems.

This is particularly true for inter-
faith efforts and organizations seek-
ing support from several religious 
groups. Rather than looking for 
congregations to participate in ini-
tiatives, the first step should involve 
contacting the umbrella organiza-
tions. Federations and archdiocese 
should remain partners throughout 
an initiative. Likewise, in situations 
where individual Catholic parishes 
and Jewish congregations join an 
interfaith activity, organizers must 
recognize that seeking supports di-
rectly from congregations may be 
a foreign idea for most congrega-
tion members. Outreach activities 
should be framed within the lan-
guage and style of the communal service tradition 
in order to garner significant participation.

As demonstrated in the example of the Jew-
ish adult day care’s failed attempt to reach out to 
individual synagogues and temples, organizations 
within  the institutional model may not find it pro-
ductive to spend energy on outreach to individual 
congregations. Instead, they should strengthen 
their ties to their community-wide umbrella or-
ganization’s system for fundraising, volunteer re-
cruitment, and other supports. In addition, these 
organizations should not gauge the level of com-
munity support or commitment to the organization 
by counting the number of congregations directly 
involved.

The opposite is true for organizations using the 

congregational model. For these organizations, 
direct outreach to congregations is expected and 
is perhaps one of the most fruitful ways to garner 
supports. Organizations working within this model 
should plan frequent presentations to congrega-
tions and seek out a listing of appropriate congre-
gations for outreach. Higher level judicatories may 
be a source of information on congregations, but 
they should be viewed as an important conduit 
for reaching congregations, rather than the major 
source of contributions.

2. Appreciate the theological differences that create 
different systems.  Although this article has provided 

limited information on theological 
differences among the various re-
ligious groups, fundamental theo-
logical teachings led to the creation 
of each model.8 For religious groups 
following the institutional model, 
social justice and social support are 
understood as the responsibility of 
the entire community. For Jews and 
Muslims, references to the injunc-
tions of Jewish law and teachings of 
the Koran to support those in need 
are fundamental to both individu-
al and community activities. The 
bishop and pope’s encyclicals are 
central to Catholic social welfare 
systems. Initiatives that attempt 
to draw on faith “from the heart” 
or other individualized calls to ser-
vice may be much less successful for 
people from these religious groups. 

Instead, invoking these community-wide teachings 
may be much more effective. Connecting faith to 
works also involves recognizing these teachings and 
community-wide understandings of social justice 
and service. 

On the other hand, religious groups following 
the congregational model of social service deliv-
ery stem from a more individualized form of faith 
expression, in which involvement in service comes 
from an individual’s calling or vocation. Service is 
considered an important aspect of personal faith 
development and efforts to connect faith to works 
should be highlighted in this theology. Identifying 
the theological underpinnings of each group’s tradi-
tion regarding calls to service and the role of service 
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in the individual faith life of congregation members 
would be important to these initiatives.   

Interfaith initiatives that include people from 
traditions that use these two different models 
must incorporate all of the appropriate theological 
teachings. One important aspect of these initia-
tives may be helping all participants understand 
how each religious group understands social welfare 
and the role of social justice and support initiatives 
as religious teachings. Expanding the connection 
between faith and works to explore these theologi-
cal differences becomes an important part of an 
interfaith initiative.

ConClusions

Recognizing differences in ways various reli-
gious groups organize faith-based social welfare 
and health systems is the first step in strengthen-
ing these initiatives and clarifying their faith base. 
Tailoring programs to consider differences between 
institutional and congregational models of social 
service delivery is a necessary strategy for successful 
initiatives. Identifying and clarifying the theology 
supporting each of these models becomes an im-
portant part of the initiative, building both faith 
and works at the same time.
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Among the Shabby Tents

He sits in dust among the shabby tents
on the other side of the blazing fire
and bids us “Come.”
Our fine and bulging clothes glow in the fire’s light;
overdressed and blinded, we stumble toward the voice
that bids us, nonetheless, to “Come.”

“Sit,” and the dust is all we see;
sweat from the heat
will turn our dust to mud.

“Eat,” and with enthusiasm bread and water
are held out to us with the joy of a banquet.

“Live,” and our being snaps and burns
like the embers.

“Go,” and we reach for clothes
more suited to the dust.

– Terry W. York
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turquoise gate
by val isenhower

Which side of the gate are you on?
Where is God calling you to be?

What is on the other side of the gate for you??


