BUICE- Faith-Based Initiative



The social service sector has experienced tremendous upheaval since the mid-1990s. Beginning with the “welfare reform act” of 1996 and continuing through recent debates on the “faith-based initiative,” members of Congress and especially the second Bush White House have forwarded an agenda to radically alter the tax code, permitting religious organizations access to government money. Immediately following President Bush’s formal announcement of his faith-based initiative, controversy over the issue has entered the public consciousness. Although many polls and journalists have addressed the faith-based initiative, no attempt has been made to holistically survey the evolution of the issue, both in terms of general public opinion and specific publics’ perspectives. This paper will outline the history and arguments surrounding the faith-based initiative, summarize the prevailing currents of public opinion as measured in polls and surveys, and briefly deconstruct the rhetorical techniques utilized by both advocates and opponents in the unfolding public debate over the proposal.

Background and History of the ‘Faith-Based Initiative’


The origin of the proposals known collectively as the faith-based initiative lies in the 1996 Personal Responsibility & Work Opportunity & Reconciliation Act, more popularly referred to as the “welfare reform act.” Then-Senator John Ashcroft inserted, with little fanfare, a “charitable choice” provision into the PRWORA (Belcher, 2004; Ebaugh, 2003; Ross, 2002). The charitable choice provision essentially permits nonprofit religious organizations to hire staff and appoint board members based on religious belief (Solinger, 2001).


Not until immediately after the inauguration of George W. Bush did the faith-based initiative return to the public sphere, but as soon as it was introduced, the Bush administration doggedly pursued its realization (Bernstein, 2003; Ross, 2002; Solinger, 2001). In January of 2001, Bush announced the establishment of the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives and the creation of Centers for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives in five cabinet agencies: Education, Health & Human Services, Justice, Labor, and Housing & Urban Development. In the following months, the new White House Office drafted a number of legislative proposals that would grant access to federal dollars for faith-based and grassroots community organizations. The aggregation of these proposals represents the Bush administration’s faith-based initiative (Pew Research Center, 2004; The White House, 2001). 


Soon thereafter, Congress tentatively approached the faith-based initiative proposals. The House, in July, 2001, passed the Community Solutions Act, which provides tax incentives for charitable contributions and clarifies federal commitment to the 1996 charitable choice amendment. The next month, the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives released its “Unlevel Playing Field” report, which outlines the Bush administration’s case for implementing the corpus of the faith-based initiatives (The White House, 2001). Ultimately, however, the faith-based initiatives legislation, manifested as the Charitable Aid, Recovery, and Empowerment Act (CARE Act), stalled in the 2002 session of the Senate. Like the House’s  Community Solutions Act, the CARE Act would have offered more tax incentives for charitable donations and would have opened up the application process for federal grants to religiously oriented nonprofit organizations. Intense debate on church-state separation concerns, however, left the issue unresolved (Pew Research Center, 2004).


As a result of the deadlock, President Bush promised in September of 2002 to pursue the faith-based initiative via administrative policies within the agencies, bypassing federal legislation. At a December conference, Bush announced an “executive order” which expanded charitable choice proposals within the policies of the five cabinet departments. In sum, the executive order, paired with the prior 1996 PRWORA language, allows religiously discriminatory hiring practices in nonprofit organizations. The order and legislation do not allow discriminatory service provision, however, and religious organizations are prohibited from using federal dollars for overt proselytizing; nevertheless, religious organizations receiving federal assistance can maintain “religious character” and display faith-related icons and symbols.


A separate executive order, released simultaneously, created Centers for Faith-Based & Community Initiatives in three more public agencies, the Department of Agriculture, the Agency for International Aid, and the Federal Emergency Management Administration, all of which continue to investigate further expansion of government grants for faith-based organizations (United States Department of State, 2004).


Congress revisited the issue in 2003, with the Senate passing a modified, scaled-back version of the CARE Act in April in a 95-5 vote. Significantly, the bill passed only when sponsors omitted language allowing organizations to maintain “religious character” while performing social services. In September, the House passed charitable choice legislation by an overwhelming majority of 408-13. Roy Blount, the Majority Whip, said of the vote, “’It’s an important step in the president’s faith-based initiative’” (Fagan, 2003).

The Controversy


Despite the observable Congressional support for Bush’s faith-based initiative agenda, the delays, the deletion of key legislative language, as in the 2003 Senate vote, and the volume of literature both for and against the proposals indicate considerable divisiveness on the issue (Belcher, 2004; Bernstein, 2003; Firoz & Matthews, 2003; “Groups urge Bush”, 2001; “Study casts doubt”, 2003). An examination of the major arguments will illuminate the context of public opinion on the issue.

Pro-faith-based initiative

In its 2001 report on the faith-based initiative, “Unlevel playing field: Barriers to participation by faith-based and community organizations in federal social service programs,” the White House summarizes the benefits and corrective impact of implementing its proposals. The report stresses that “participation by faith-based and other community-serving groups would be natural … [and] especially fruitful” in a number of social service environments. 

Among the report’s most salient findings are:

· Pervasive biases against religious organizations in federal agencies

· Burdensome regulations and ambiguous definitions

· A regime which encourages the rote granting of federal money to large secular organizations despite the lack of programmatic evaluation

· Faith-based organizations already provide routine social services without access to public funds (e.g. the Catholic Church and the Southern Baptist Convention provide the bulk of non-government-sponsored childcare)

Equal access is the overarching theme in the White House report, and the authors contend that religious organizations deserve federal grant money because they will more effectively use that money than secular organizations. The Bush administration’s goal with the faith-based initiative, claims the report, is to value “performance over process” and to “attack the anti-religious bias that pervades too many statutes.”

Revitalized commitment to national volunteerism and participation in organized religion stand as two additional rationales for supporting the faith-based initiative. The “link forged…between AmeriCorps and the faith-based initiative…broadens [national] service’s political base and its pool of leadership talent,’” notes one commentator (Waldman, 2002). Likewise, religious organizations that emphasize community service are among the most popular, particularly with younger citizens. For many, indeed, faith-based services appear to encourage increased church-going and will have no deleterious effects on current patterns of giving to religious institutions (Andrew Young School of Policy Studies, 2003; Hale & Bennett, 2003; Waldman, 2002).

Anti- faith-based initiative

Opponents of Bush’s proposals cite many rationales for criticizing the faith-based initiative. Briefly, some major criticisms are: separation of church-state is violated, tax-subsidized hiring discrimination, religion forced on vulnerable populations, potential for federal regulation of religion, reliance on federal money will weaken grassroots vitality of religious organizations, faith-based groups will compete with each other for federal grants, no evidence that religious organizations are more effective than secular counterparts,  and bipartisan concern exists over faith-based initiative legislation (“The Bush faith-based initiative”, 2001; Ebaugh, 2003; Firoz & Matthews, 2003). 

A few of the above critiques, and several not listed, bear further discussion. In terms of the concern over tax-supported discrimination, a survey of faith-based organization leaders leads one group of researchers to conclude that, since faith-based “agencies share a strong conviction that having religiously oriented staff is central to fulfillment of their mission,” their own perception “underscores the basic discriminatory hiring dilemma”(Ebaugh, 2003). 

Anxiety over the potential for religious organizations to supplant the liberal welfare state is high among social work professionals, in particular. The National Association of Social Workers asserts “the government’s role… as the social safety net” and decries an “’expectation that private charity will substitute for public service funding’” (Belcher, 2004). Ross (2002), harshly judges the faith-based initiative as the “pawning of responsibility for the poor onto the religious community.” In his view, and others, the root of the faith-based initiative lies in the particular worldview of Bush’s diehard conservative and evangelical Christian support base (Belcher, 2004; Greider, 2003).

A final critique centers on the actual status of religious organizations in American society. Are they, in fact, disadvantaged by prohibitions on their access to tax dollars? While faith-based agencies do rely, in large part, on volunteers, on other religiously inclined organizations and foundations for support (Ebaugh, 2003), in comparison to like secular organizations, they are “significantly larger and fiscally healthier” (Twombly, 2002). Indeed, a survey of religious organizations uncovers a poignant reality: religious organizations have had, and continue to have, “an important and ongoing partnership” with federal, state, and local governments. Vouchers and reimbursements, issued by governmental bodies, frequently benefit religious charities indirectly (Ross, 2002; Twombly, 2002).

Based solely on the formal literature, divergent perspectives clearly exist among a number of specific constituencies- the White House, national service advocates, academics, and social work professionals, but let us now examine the “public” opinion climate, as measured through both randomized, mass media surveys on the faith-based initiative, or its components, and via more narrowly tailored focus group surveys of strategic publics.

Measured Public Opinion on the Faith-Based Initiative Issue

Due to the controversial nature of the faith-based initiatives, numerous public opinion polls were conducted following the January 2001 inception of the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives. Research did not uncover polls related to the 1996 charitable choice provisions, perhaps a result of the somewhat furtive introduction of the provision into the welfare reform bill. From 2001 until 2003, however, widespread polls address the issue.


In February 2001, Fox News sponsored a poll which asked about the effects Bush’s faith-based initiative proposals would have on the character of government and on religious organizations. 42% felt that faith-based organizations would grow increasingly bureaucratic by working with the government. A close 36% felt that, instead, government would become “more humane” by such a partnership, while 22% were not sure of their position (Opinion Dynamics, 2001). 


Three months later, a telephone survey of 1012 adults from around the U.S. found a slim majority (51%) “somewhat” or “very” concerned about church-state separation violations resulting from the faith-based initiative proposals. 46% of the respondents were not concerned about possible church-state encroachment (Roper Center, 2001). A related poll by the Gallup Organization in June found that faith-based organizations enjoy a high-to-moderate level of confidence among 77% of American adults. 


An interesting survey by the Hudson Institute, which is heavily funded by the right-wing Lynn and Harry Bradley Foundation (Media Transparency, 2004), found, unsurprisingly, that among religious leaders, 92% were satisfied with the prospect of receiving government funds to support religiously-oriented social service work. 42% of the 400 respondents were self-identified as “evangelical Christians.” Notably, 67% expressed that charitable choice “hiring protections are ‘very’ or ‘somewhat’ important” (“Survey shows,” 2002). A related survey of religious organizations found, moreover, that 72% of “faith-based organizations prefer funding that does not compromise their religious character” (Ebaugh, 2003). Almost all respondents (90%) acknowledged that federal money allowed better, and more, service for needy populations (“Survey shows,” 2002). 


Despite the predominantly favorable view of religious organizations (especially within them!) and the White House’s press conferences pushing the faith-based initiative (United States Department of State, 2004), only 1% of respondents rated welfare reform and charitable choice proposals as an important issue to be addressed in the November 2002 general election. Over a third (40%) of those surveyed were much more interested in candidate’s views on economic recovery (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2004). Following the election, however, the faith-based initiative achieved, if not salience, then at least approval. When asked if they approved of faith-based organizations receiving federal grant dollars, 58% of Americans approved. 36% did not approve (Los Angeles Times, 2003).


With respect to the health care sector, in particular, Hale and Bennett (2003) found overwhelming approval for partnerships between the government and faith-based service providers. Indeed, 45% of the Floridians surveyed expressed interest in increasing their level of volunteerism in churches should such partnerships form. Still, as the November 2002 Pew poll revealed, the faith-based initiative ranks well below most other issues in terms of urgency or relative importance.


Following the 2002 State of the Union Address, for instance, a telephone survey of 390 American adults found that, of President Bush’s proposals, only 5% found the faith-based initiative proposals to be the most compelling (CBS News, 2004). 


While the above poll results convey a sense of the American populace’s evolving views on the faith-based initiative, a massive survey by the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press in March of 2001 questioned over 2000 adult Americans on their views ranging from basic support for Bush’s faith-based initiative to specific queries on which faiths were most favored to which types of social service were best managed by religious organizations. The survey’s results were analyzed per demographic variables such as age, race, education, religious orientation, and political party affiliation.


The overall findings of the Pew report can be summarized as follows: Nearly ¾ of Americans support the essential notion that faith-based organizations should have access to federal tax dollars, but, when questioned further, 68% worry that the faith-based initiative will result in excessive government involvement in religion. Conversely, 78% oppose unfettered charitable choice legislation, which allows federal money-receiving religious groups to “only hire people of the same faith.” Another significant finding reveals a decidedly pro-Christian bias underlying support for the faith-based initiative. Half of the respondents oppose the granting of federal money to Buddhist, Muslim, and even Mormon organizations. Indeed, the “public generally holds negative views of atheists and only lukewarm opinions of non-Judeo-Christian Americans.”


Demographic data analyses yielded interesting results. Support for the faith-based initiative is highly partisan, with Republicans far outweighing Democrats in their support of the measure. Nevertheless, black Democrats support the faith-based initiative in nearly as great proportions as white evangelical Christians. Proponents of the proposals cite organizational efficiency, compassionate staff, and the power of religion as the leading arguments for the faith-based initiative.


Opposition existed among “mainline” white Protestants, those with a college education, and, interestingly, the bulk of citizens aged 65 or older. For the seniors, church-state separation figures strongly as a rationale for criticizing the legislation. The potential for compulsory religious practices and lower social service standards are also leading explanations for opposition.


To summarize, available polls describe a cautiously supportive American public with regard to Bush’s faith-based initiative programs. Taken at face value, the general population favors the proposals allowing religious charities to seek government grants for social service projects, albeit with low prioritization compared to other issues such as the economy and terrorism. Follow-up inquiries, however, indicate considerable anxiety over the charitable choice hiring legislation, and many, particularly social workers, the well-educated and older citizens, worry that the faith-based initiative will blur the important boundaries between the secular government and religious institutions. Political party identification is a strong indicator of faith-based initiative perceptions, but the base of support clearly lies in the white, conservative, evangelistic Christian community. Nevertheless, African-American Christians also lend considerable support to Bush’s proposals. 

Firoz & Matthews (2003) argue that the issue “generated considerable public controversy,” but that “public support for President Bush’s faith-based initiative was possibly larger than expected.” With this observation in mind, we will now examine the rhetorical and public relations techniques used by advocates and opponents of the faith-based initiative.

Methods Utilized to Influence Public Opinion


A multi-pronged attack, from a variety of sources, constituted the anti- faith-based initiative campaign. Large, eccentric coalitions, academics, professional social service providers, and grassroots efforts directed at Congress and the mass media all sought publicly to address the weaknesses of the faith-based initiative outlined earlier.


Forty-four large organizations, ranging from the ACLU to the Baptist Joint Committee on Public Affairs, directly petitioned President Bush by letter to delay or reword the language in his faith-based initiative proposals (“Groups urge Bush,” 2001). Church-state issues and tax-funded discrimination via the charitable choice amendments particularly troubled these organizations. Similarly, the Executive Director of the nonprofit Americans United testified before a congressional subcommittee on the un-constitutionality of Bush’s faith-based initiative. Invoking public sentiment, he argued, “’Every poll that I have seen shows that the American people do not believe faith-based groups should be able to take tax money and engage in discrimination’” (“Faith-based initiative undercuts,” 2004). Media coverage of both efforts was sparse, however.


Academic researchers and social workers wrote prolifically against the assumptions underlying the faith-based initiative as well as against the predicted impact of its implementation. Scholars working on a three-year study at Indiana University and Perdue conclude that religious organizations frequently under-perform in comparison to secular social service agencies, undercutting a major rationale provided by the White House (“Study casts doubt,” 2003). Belcher (2004) asserts that the “profession of social work is correct in its wariness of the faith-based initiative,” implicitly calling on social workers everywhere to oppose the measure. Echoing this argument, Ross (2002) affirms that “the faith-based initiative moves the concept of social welfare historically backward.” But, as with the coalitions, professionals and academics were rarely heard outside their own circles.
Finally, some critics addressed the disparity of contrasting voices and vigorous public debate on a lack of public knowledge, stemming from poor media coverage. “Are mainstream journalists prepared to ask the tough questions,” one asked, “even at the risk of offending powerful leaders of organized religion?” (Baker, 2003). Though the point may be valid, a review of newspaper articles did not uncover a groundswell of critical coverage on the faith-based initiative. Formal studies support this experience. A review of fifty-one editorials in the nation’s top newspapers revealed a 42% bias in support of the faith-based initiative. Most were neutral, but only a very few opposed it (Firoz & Matthews, 2003).

With respect to the pro-faith-based initiative perspective, the obviously dominant voice is that of the White House, President Bush himself, in particular. Through a combination of press conferences, reports, and media-covered agency meetings, Bush, and his appointees in the five cabinet agencies, relay a coherent, streamlined message of support for the faith-based initiative package (“George W. Bush delivers,” 2004; Solinger, 2001; United States Department of State, 2004; The White House, 2001). 

According to an analysis of his rhetoric, Bush utilizes a technique known as “binary discourse” in many of his speeches and interview responses (Coe, 2004). A binary discourse presents a situation or issue “as dichotomized absolutes…with no alternative ground.” Furthermore, the researcher asserts, “binary constructions are ideally suited for a U.S. political culture dominated by mass media; that is, binaries well fit the dominant norms of news construction, making it likely that a political leader’s use of them [will] be echoed in press coverage.” But what, exactly, are binary constructions? Coe outlines a few simple tactics: repetition of memorable phrases, highlighting key contrasts between the binary positions, and emphasizing a common foe. In his study of newspaper editorials on post 9/11 speeches by Bush, Coe finds indisputable evidence of the mainstream mass media’s echoing of Bush’s binary paradigm. Other authors uncover a tremendous amount of evidence pointing at similar constructions with regard to the faith-based initiative.

Specifically, a review of the first official White House report on faith-based initiative proposals yields oft repeated phrases such as “bias against faith-based organizations,” “obstacles,” “restrictive attitudes,” and “needlessly burdensome administrative creations” (The White House, 2001). This language clearly exhibits a disdain for “big government,” a common bogey man in conservative ideology, and indeed an idea with “broad popular appeal…because it represents an authentic core value in the American experience” (Greider, 2003). Thus, within these phrases, which are repeated faithfully by agency heads (“Jim Towey holds,” 2003), the Bush administration establishes both a common enemy, “big government,” and maintains the salience of the phraseology through repetition.

Likewise, Bush himself frequently invokes the religiousness of faith-based organizations as a positive appeal to Americans to support the initiative. He describes “an army of compassion” and posits his belief that “it is in the national interest that government stand side by side with people of faith who work to change lives for the better”(“George W. Bush delivers,” 2004). As one Washington journalist notes, “Bush is a true believer, a devout Christian and…public about it” (Greider, 2003). Nevertheless, he adds, Bush and other conservatives “avoid flamboyant ideological proclamations,” preferring poll-tested language that appeals to most Americans. Other observers, notably Green (2004) bolster this view with an analysis of the Bush White House’s use of pollsters and phrase-testing focus groups. According to Green, Bush “takes policies favored by his conservative base and polls on how to make them seem more palatable to mainstream voters” via tested “’power phrases.’” By emphasizing “evenhandedness,” “vital good works,” (The White House, 2001) and “the ‘epidemic of secularism,’” (Solinger, 2001), the Bush administration veers away from public concerns over volatile church-state separation and discriminatory hiring issues. Meanwhile, the faith-based initiative’s primary supporters, cultural conservatives in the Christian community, still hear in his language the disdain for federal bureaucracy and support for religious faith that molds their social perspective.

Conclusion

The faith-based initiative controversy leapt into public awareness with Bush’s creation of the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives in 2001. Many citizens and media professionals were largely unaware of the furtive 1996 charitable choice legislation. Nevertheless, once inserted into the public conversation, the issue instigated widespread debate. Coalitions of voluntary membership organizations, social work professionals, and academic researchers laid out the charges against the faith-based initiative. Simultaneously, newspaper editors, government bureaucrats, the President, and religious leaders touted the legislative proposals. Public opinion, at least as measured by polls and surveys, seems cautiously optimistic about the program. Many, especially in the evangelical Christian community, strongly support Bush’s plan, but, when questioned about specific aspects of the initiative, most Americans express sincere concern over the potential for violations of the church-state separation and tax-funded proselytizing. Opponents tend to emphasize rational criticisms of the faith-based initiative’s political outcomes, whereas the Bush administration and its supporters rely heavily on value-laden, poll-tested binary communications. Some observers view this situation as hardly beneficial for either advocates or critics. Firoz and Matthews (2003), for instance, complain that “very little factual information [is] available for the public to read” which “inevitably makes the public suspicious.” Both camps, but, in particular, the mass media, should continue to objectively explore the ramifications of the faith-based initiative so that Americans can form more fully informed opinions.
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