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What is the advantage of faith in “faith-based” poverty-to-work programs? My
qualitative, field research sought to determine the key distinctions between faith-
based and secular programs by comparing three “faith-saturated” programs with
three secular programs: one run by a reorganized governmental agency, another
by a for-profit business, and a third by a secular, non-profit organization.
Although the faith-saturated programs suffered somewhat financially without
governmental funds, their religious nature affected the social capital, cultural
capital, and the internal status provided by these programs. More research is
needed to clarify and to quantify how these resources have an effect upon the
future employment of their clients or the stability of the programs. Key contex-
tual factors also need to be taken into account. 

Introduction

“Charitable Choice,” an effort to involve more faith-based organizations in
providing social services, was inaugurated in the 1996 welfare reform bill
signed by President Clinton and has been expanded under the “faith-based and
community initiative” of President George W. Bush.1 Faith-based programs
have been asserted as being more compassionate, effective, and efficient than
secular programs, yet there have been few scholarly comparisons of such pro-
grams, and most say that their work is preliminary.2

This article creates a framework for analyzing faith-based and secular
poverty-to-work programs and for finding what extra-value, faith-based pro-
grams provide. This framework is based upon my qualitative, field research of
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Table 1
Research Sites by Program Religiosity,

Organizational Unit, and People Serviced

My comparative field research involved field observations and the exami-
nation of curricula used by these programs. At one site I was also a partici-
pant observer, taking the role of a volunteer mentor. I also engaged in semi-
structured, in-depth, confidential interviews with program directors, clients,
volunteers, and staff persons at the six sites. These interviews were tape-
recorded and transcribed. Analysis of data was assisted by QSR’s “N4” soft-
ware for non-uniform data. 

Religiosity

I chose three, secular research sites to represent the three, main, organiza-
tional structures that support secular programs: a redeveloped governmental
agency, a secular non-profit organization, and a secular for-profit organiza-
tion. Monsma and Mount’s 2002 survey of welfare-to-work programs in four
major cities found that 25 percent of all welfare-to-work programs were run
by governmental organizations, 45.8 percent by secular non-profits, and 5.2
percent by for-profit organizations.5

To bring into sharp contrast with the secular programs any differences that
religion makes in poverty-to-work programs, I chose three, explicitly religious
programs run by independent 501(c) (3) organizations with interdenomina-
tional Protestant boards. Of the three explicitly religious programs that I inves-
tigated, one organization was a joint venture of two mainline churches; a sec-
ond was created through a coalition of evangelical and traditionally black
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six poverty-to-work programs—three of which were secular and three of
which were “faith-saturated.” As described below, “faith-saturated” programs
seek to incorporate religious ideas and values into all aspects of the program-
ming. Thus, they present a potentially sharp contrast to secular programs,
highlighting where faith makes a difference. 

The bulk of this study describes five, different resources provided by both
secular and faith-based poverty-to-work programs. This study does not ana-
lyze how the program clients received or utilized these resources nor how
effective these programs are in helping the clients make the transition from
jobless poverty to employment. The focus here is on clarifying where there
may be differences in the provision of resources between faith-based and sec-
ular programs. Since a description of these resources involves reference to
scholarly papers, the surveys of the relevant literatures are incorporated in my
discussion of the analytical framework. Prior to that discussion, I present my
six research sites and my process of gathering data. I then present the analyti-
cal framework. In the concluding section, I describe limitations of my frame-
work, including a necessary discussion of contextual factors. 

Qualitative Research of
Poverty-to-Work Programs

This article is part of a larger, exploratory research project comparing faith-
based and secular poverty-to-work programs.3 During the field research phase,
occurring from the summer of 1999 to January 2001, I comparatively investi-
gated six poverty-to-work programs. To control for community effects, I
restricted my research to two, medium-sized cities in the southeastern United
States. In the first city, two secular programs were chosen; the third was explic-
itly faith-based. In the second city, two explicitly faith-based programs were
chosen; the third was secular. Table 1 lists these research sites by program
religiosity, organizational affiliation, and clients served.4
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The secular programs that I investigated were not founded by religious
organizations, nor were religious elements found in their mission statements
or programming. Although the non-profit organization received donations
from religious groups, the bulk of its funds and that of the other organizations
came from governmental sources. 

Of the three, explicitly religious, faith-based programs that I chose to inves-
tigate, one program has not applied for governmental funds and a second pro-
gram received state funds for one year and then decided to no longer apply for
state funds due to “the excessive paperwork required.” The third was awarded
a federal grant, but before the funds were spent, the grant was taken away
when the federal agency looked again at the application and realized that the
religious activities were incorporated in the programming. (This was prior to
administrative changes issued under Bush’s Faith-Based and Community
Initiative.) Repeatedly, the leaders in all three programs stated to me that they
would do (and have done) without governmental funds rather than remove the
religious elements from their programs. The leaders also expressed how valu-
able the religious faith of staff and volunteers was to the effectiveness of the
programs. What, then, is so important about religious elements? 

Poverty-to-Work

The term poverty-to-work includes programs working with the homeless,
delinquent child-support providers, other low-income persons, as well as wel-
fare recipients in efforts to help the clients leave poverty by the means of
employment. In 1996 the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF)
program replaced the New Deal-era Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) program and, in doing so, nationalized a growing federal trend in
promoting employment in federal programs for the poor.12

All the programs that I investigated had a strong focus on enabling their
clients to better gain and keep decent employment. Employment was assumed
to be essential (although not always sufficient) for escaping long-term poverty
and gaining economic self-sufficiency. These programs do not create jobs but
assume that there were at least some decent employment possibilities avail-
able for their clients in an occupational field that they might enjoy. This prob-
lematic assumption was questioned by a staff person at one site. When I
probed interviewees about this assumption, the response was often variations
of this one expressed by one program co-founder: “If the economy goes sour,
then we’re all going to be looking for jobs, but meanwhile let’s help as many
as possible find a job.”

William Lockhart

The Added Value of Religion
in Poverty-to-Work Programs:
A Framework for Analysis

churches; the third included mainline, traditionally black and Pentecostal
churches in its board and staffing. Due to their interdenominational character,
I would not describe these programs as being “pervasively sectarian.”
However, one might describe them as being “pervasively religious,” because
explicitly religious themes were incorporated in nearly all their activities.

One of these programs is being replicated across the nation with twenty-
seven affiliates at this point and more to come with the encouragement of a
new federal partnership.6 These faith-based programs would be described by
Monsma and Mounts as “integrated” because they incorporated religious ele-
ments in their programming, such as prayer and Bible study. Monsma and
Mounts found that 9.6 percent of all welfare-to-work programs were of this
nature.7

The religious programs that I chose are not typical of all faith-based, social
service programs but, rather, represent the most-explicitly religious programs.
As scholars are beginning to note, not all “faith-based” programs are equally
religious.8 Monsma and Mounts found that 14.4 percent of welfare-to-work
programs were what they described as “faith-based/segmented.” These pro-
grams were run by faith-based organizations, but religious elements were not
integrated into their programming.9

Built upon the research typology developed by Sider and Unruh,10 the
“Working Group on Human Needs and Faith-Based and Community Initia-
tives” has developed a new consensus, six-step typology of faith-based
programs ranging from “faith-saturated” to “secular” with “faith-centered,”
“faith-related,” “faith-background,” and “secular-faith partnerships” in
between.11 The typology focuses both on organizational and program fea-
tures, with a note that “faith-centered” organizations may sponsor “faith-
background” or even “secular” programs.

Using their terminology, the faith-based programs that I visited would be
considered “faith-saturated” because they incorporated many religious prac-
tices in their efforts, such as prayer, worship, and Bible study, and these prac-
tices were required of participants. However, they were more like “faith-
centered” than “faith-saturated” in that the staff and volunteers expressed more
of a “strong hope for religious change and belief that such change signifi-
cantly contributes to desired outcome” rather than “expectation of religious
change and belief that such change is essential to desired outcome [emphasis
added].” As one FBO board member told me, “Conversions are nice, but not
required.” I will discuss religious change later.
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Clients for the secular programs came primarily through official govern-
ment program referrals. One program gained referrals from the local human
services department of clients who were nearing the end of their eligibility for
TANF funds. For two of the programs, indigent clients who were delinquent
in their child-support payments were under court order to either attend these
programs or to go to jail. Both of these programs had to accept the clients
assigned to them, unless the clients showed evidence of mental illness or drug
addictions. The third program was related to a large, non-profit organization
that provided many services for the homeless. From this pool of the homeless,
clients self-selected themselves to apply for the employment assistance pro-
gram.

Clients for the faith-based programs came to the programs primarily
through referrals from churches; thus, the clients had some prior connection
with people of faith, even if they themselves were not actively religious. One
of the faith-based programs recruited clients by advertising and even going
door-to-door in local public housing projects. Yet, although clients may have
heard of the faith-based programs from different sources, ultimately their
clients were self-selective, choosing to participate in the free programs. 

A common assumption of these programs was that the clients need these
programs to survive and achieve in the job market. If the clients could merely
obtain and retain adequate employment on their own, then they would not be
in poverty. The programs’ goal is to help their clients overcome any barriers
that hinder them from sufficient employment, by getting them on their feet in
the work-world and by giving them the tools to survive and thrive. The result
of this effort is what I call an “external status transformation.”13 The clients
have been transformed from the status of being considered “unemployable” to
the status of “potentially good employees” to even “self-sufficient employ-
ees.” (Although there are stories of poverty-to-work graduates having become
entrepreneurs and running their own businesses, most of these apparently
become wage earners.)

As I will soon describe, there are a number of resources needed to gain the
status of “employable.” Clients may come into the program having many of
these resources but merely lacking adequacy in only one or two areas. The
programs focus on these inadequacies, helping to bring improvements in these
areas while maintaining appropriate levels of the others.

A Multi-Resource Analytical Framework 

Based on my field research and a survey of the scholarly literature, I devel-
oped an analytical framework for poverty-to-work programs that can be used
as a grid to delineate the differences between faith-based and secular poverty-
to-work programs. Figure 1 lists these criteria.

Figure 1

Status Transformations, Essential and Instrumental Resources

Unemployable External Status Transformation Employable

Essential Resources (Needed by Client) Instrumental Resources (Used by Program)

positive internal status/self-esteem status-enhancing value system (“inspiration”)

human capital (GED, “hard skills”) human capital (staff and volunteers)

cultural capital (“soft skills”) cultural capital (“soft skills,” “street smarts”)

social capital (references, networking) social capital (bridging, bonding)

material capital (wardrobe, transportation, material capital (program costs)

child care)

What Faith-Based Programs May Add:

• Transcendent source of positive self-esteem

• Biblical and theological justifications and imperatives for cultural capital

• Skills and rituals that enhance social solidarity (e.g., “fellowship,” worship)

• Social capital that extends through congregational networks and even up to God

There are five, essential resources needed for employment status transfor-
mations. Some of these may be more important in some labor markets than in
others and may be evaluated differently by various employers, but each is
claimed to be important by the program leaders and has support in the research
literature. One might describe each resource as necessary but not sufficient,
because a potential employee completely lacking in any one of these resources
would probably not be hired under normal labor market conditions. The excep-
tions to this would be when employers are desperate for workers, or when
they are seeking temporary workers in the secondary job market. Secondary
market employment, however, does not provide adequately for economic self-
sufficiency.14 Nor are all these resources together sufficient for employment,
for employment is dependent also on the contextual features of the job market
and not merely on those seeking a position.

The Added Value of Religion
in Poverty-to-Work Programs:
A Framework for AnalysisWilliam Lockhart
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house, two of the faith-based programs did not, because they lacked the funds
and facilities to provide such programs. Instead, they referred their clients to
other agencies that have such computer classes. Otherwise, faith-based and
secular programs are nearly identical in what they provide and how they pro-
vide human capital to their clients. 

According to Moss and Tilly, “soft skills” are now seen as a “most impor-
tant quality” looked for in applicants for eighty-four percent of all entry-level
positions.18 Program instruction in “soft skills” includes learning what is the
appropriate clothing for job interviews and practicing proper workplace behav-
iors, including respectful interactions with supervisors and customers. Soft
skills can thus be appropriately described as forms of “cultural capital,” a term
originally coined by Bourdieu19 and used by him to show how distinctions are
perpetuated between different classes. “Cultural capital” is the information,
skills, and preferences that people do not ordinarily learn in the classroom but
might learn at home, on the streets, and in other social interactions.20

Just as “street smarts” are important for survival in some neighborhoods,
so “workplace smarts” are important for survival in the workplace. Although
many middle- and upper-class people may think that everyone grows up learn-
ing appropriate workplace manners, Wilson notes in When Work Disappears21

that many people in very disadvantaged neighborhoods come from families
and communities where people do not work and, thus, have not learned by
observation the culture of work. 

Poverty-to-work programs help clients to learn the ways of the workplace
culture so that they might act in a way that enables them to look good in the
eyes of employers. When workplace culture differs greatly from what is famil-
iar, clients are taught to understand both cultures and how to “code-switch”
language and behavioral styles from what may be acceptable at home to what
is appropriate in the work world.22 As I observed at a national conference for
employers of poverty-to-work clients, there is also a growing effort to train
supervisors in understanding people who are not from the white, middle-class
culture.23

Social Capital 

Scholars speak of “social capital” and “social ties.” Social capital can be
defined as the resources available for a person or organization through social
networks.24 Scholars are noting the different dimensions of social capital and
how these are important for the poor.25 Lateral ties often provide social sup-
port and access to resources, yet may also produce negative interactions.26

Vertical ties to those in higher social positions provide access to superior

504

Positive Internal Status

Utilizing the insights of Milner concerning the relationship between reli-
gion and status,15 I generalize the “religious change” described in the Working
Group typology of faith-based programs, to “internal status transformations.”
Status transformations have been little discussed in poverty literature, yet they
provide a helpful dimension to the research. In the conventional terminology
of some religious groups, the low-income participants of these programs can
undergo a type of “conversion” experience from being a “deadbeat dad” or a
“welfare mom” to a positive “potential employee.” These “converts”—in both
faith-based and secular programs—then think of themselves and are perceived
by others as being of a status that enables them better to find and keep employ-
ment. Internal status transformations do more than increase their “self-
esteem,” for they are focused on a role or a relationship; for example, telling
the client not just “I am a good person” but that “I am a potentially great
employee.” Religious conversions focus on God and how one will no longer
live a negative life but a positive life through the grace of God. Secular “con-
versions” leave out God but also focus on leaving the negative (as variously
described) and embracing the positive. Clients are encouraged to “leave self-
destructive behaviors,” to “remain positive” and to “build upon their
strengths.” These conversions affect both one’s attitude and one’s behavior.

Both the secular and faith-based programs that I investigated want that pos-
itive attitude and behavior, claiming that those without these attributes are less
likely to be hired and more likely to have difficulties in the workplace. If a
client does not come into the program with such a positive attitude, the pro-
grams—both secular and faith-based—will seek to convert them into that atti-
tude. 

Human Capital and Cultural Capital

In their recent research on employer preferences, Moss and Tilly,16 note
that employers are looking for both “hard skills” and “soft skills.” Hard skills
equate to objective, certifiable knowledge and abilities that have been tradi-
tionally measured with levels of education and that scholars describe as
“human capital.”17 “Soft skills” are more subjective and refer to how well
employees interact with customers, other employers and supervisors, and how
motivated they appear to be. 

With regard to human capital, all the programs included or referred clients
to high-school equivalency classes and other job skills training, particularly
computer skills. Although all the other programs provided computer skill in-
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Positive Internal Status
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To summarize my analytical framework, both faith-based and secular pro-
grams, through intensive social relationships and extensive instruction, seek to
help participants gain status in the eyes of potential employers through (1)
giving them new self-images that are designed to help them succeed; (2)
increasing and credentialing their human capital; (3) helping them to live out
what is seen to be the desired cultural capital of the workplace; (4) helping
them to create positive, multidimensional social ties that provide support dur-
ing the transition and access for advancement in the future; and (5) providing
the basic material resources needed to survive and to acquire these other
resources. 

The Added Value of Religion

Applying this framework of analysis, I found three areas where religion made
a difference in the provision of resources to clients in poverty-to-work pro-
grams: internal status transformations, cultural capital, and social capital. 

Religious Internal Status Transformations

Commentators describe our society as becoming increasingly “therapeutic”
where the pursuit of happiness has turned to a focus on internal self-esteem.31

Despite the early, prejudiced theories against religion,32 there is growing
evidence that religious people typically have higher self-esteem than non-
religious people.33

However, there has not been much work on the relative impact of secular
approaches to self-esteem as compared to faith-based ones. Internal status
transformation generated by religion make an appeal to a transcendent being
who powerfully cares for the individual and has a future for him or her.
Anecdotal evidence indicates that this helps the poor.34 It is not known if sec-
ular appeals and status transformation have as deep or as long-lasting an effect.

Religious Cultural Capital 

The faith-saturated programs strengthened their teachings on “life skills”
by infusing them with the divine: It is God who teaches these values and
behaviors in the Bible; Christ can help you love difficult people; and the Holy
Spirit gives you the ability to do what is right. This quote from a graduate of a
faith-based program illustrates:
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resources and advanced job possibilities.27 Bridging ties helps bring people
from different groups together to create mutual understanding, social solidar-
ity, and mutual assistance.28

The newer secular and faith-based programs see the importance of social
ties. They teach their clients how to “network” particularly with those in higher
occupational positions who can give them assistance in finding better jobs. In
contrast with the standard bureaucratic welfare programs of the past, the newer
programs seek to develop what appear to be supportive relationships between
their clients, staff, and volunteers. The case manager is seen not as an uncar-
ing bureaucrat but as a caring friend with connections and skills to be used on
the client’s behalf. In fact, the programs tend to avoid the “client” terminol-
ogy, preferring to describe their clients as “students,” “members,” or
“mentees,” and even as “brothers” and “sisters.” The relational distance
between clients and case-managers is, thus, reduced.

However, as much as the relational distance is reduced in the effort to pro-
vide stronger social support, there is still an element of social control.29

Mentors and case managers are to monitor the progress of their clients and to
determine what barriers hinder their efforts. They are to encourage them to
overcome these barriers and to help them find resources as necessary. In the
secular programs, with their connections to governmental requirements, warn-
ing language is more often heard, with reminders of the potential for clients to
be cut off from any governmental support that they are receiving, but on the
whole—at least at this point in the programs’ lives—the relationships are con-
structed to be warm and supportive rather than coercive.30

Material Capital

Material capital can often be the unnoticed aspect of these programs, but
these programs cannot be run without finances and the use of facilities. My
observations of secular and faith-based programs showed that those with gov-
ernment funding tended to be able to afford nicer facilities, including com-
puter labs. However, with government funds also comes the potential for gov-
ernment cut-backs. The future will show us what will happen in those
circumstances. 

The clients also need material resources including housing and basic neces-
sities. Related particularly to the job search, clients need “an interview outfit,”
transportation, and childcare. The secular programs with their government
funding tended to provide these needs with program funds or through referrals.
The faith-based programs looked either to referrals, to other social service
agencies, or to church donations and volunteers to provide these resources. 
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snacks provided to the clients during their programs. The informal, multifac-
eted relationships that develop over these meals can greatly create a sense of
belonging where one can even begin to “let down one’s hair” and speak of
real tensions and joys. The faith-based programs also add to the group soli-
darity and sense of mutual support by their times of corporate prayer.

In two of the programs, this is ritually done at the beginning or end of each
class session, with everyone gathering in a circle, holding hands. This prayer
time is often proceeded with an informal, simple, a cappella praise song. In
the prayer circles, program leaders and volunteers admit needs and struggles
that they have and where they need prayer. This models vulnerability to the
clients and the concept of “taking it to the Lord in prayer.” As the programs
progress, the clients tentatively speak of their needs or the needs of family
members and find warm support and encouragement. Then, with confidence,
they become full participants in the prayer time, even asking staff members
what is going on with their prayer concerns. 

Second, in addition to relationships with program staff members, the faith-
saturated programs all sought to develop their participants’ social ties to local
congregations through formal support covenants, more informal relationships
with volunteers and pastors, or through encouraging regular congregational
worship. Through the social capital expanded by relationships with congrega-
tions, the participants are often exposed to a more diverse group of people,
and the congregations can provide social support and other resources.39

Third, faith-saturated programs seek to develop their clients’ relationships
to God, described as the ultimate vertical and supportive40 relationship. This
leads to the controversial issue of conversion. Although the leadership, staff,
and volunteers of all of the faith-based organizations felt that the relationship
with God is quite important not only for them but for their clients, I did not
see nor hear of any examples of forceful proselytizing going on. One program
leader admitted that everyone whom they have had in the short history of the
organization had been a Christian, coming in—it seemed to be a manner of
self-selection. The others note how they are clear with potential clients about
the religiosity and the use of the Bible in the classes. When I asked a leader of
one program what they would do if a Muslim expressed interest in their pro-
gram, he said, 

We don’t tell a person, “You’ve got to become a Christian.” What we do is,
we show them our curriculum; they have to make the choice.… We show
them our textbook [pointing to a Bible], but as far as saying, “Hey, you’ve
got to convert to Christianity,” no, we do not do that. What we do when a
person enters, we tell the person that this is our curriculum, this is the course
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Q. [Summing up previous comments,] so the program really made a differ-
ence in your life by helping you to see who you are and where you want
to go?

R: Mmm-hmm. And learning what God has to say about it all. And it really
lets you learn about what’s found in the Scriptures and, you know, from
taking the class, I learned that everything you need is in the Bible. Even
if you’re talking about work and being on time and being of a good spirit,
it takes me right to the Scripture. Every class, everything takes me right
towards Scripture in the Bible. And there you go! Life focuses on the
main thing: God.

Faith-saturated programs use religious language to reinforce the general teach-
ings on workplace culture. 

In addition, the faith-saturated programs that I investigated provided reli-
gious cultural capital that is not provided by secular programs. These items
include knowledge of the Bible, how to pray, the words and music to praise
songs, et cetera. As used by several scholars, religious capital leads one to
choose one religion rather than another.35 Not disputing that aspect, I focus
here on utilizing Bourdieu’s image of cultural capital and Swidler’s image of
the cultural “tool kit,”36 to note, rather, how these skills provide clients an
opportunity to better “fit in” to religious congregations where they might gain
additional resources such as material goods and services, job information, and
the like.37

Religious language, particularly the language of conversion, also gives par-
ticipants words and images to describe the changes going on in their lives and
how they must make different choices than they have made before.38 This lan-
guage can reinforce any internal status transformations occurring in the lives
of the clients. The leaders of the faith-based programs that I investigated
admitted that religious capital is not essential for someone to get a good job;
however, they think that it is quite important in keeping it going in the right
direction for life—including the workplace.

Religious Social Capital

There are three aspects of social capital that can potentially be affected by
religion. First is the richness of religious traditions in creating and maintain-
ing rituals and values that promote social ties. The new generation of poverty-
to-work programs seek to create supportive relationships. With the tradition of
church dinners and with plentiful church volunteers, the faith-based programs
provided substantially more variety and quantity of food in the meals and
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Religious programs may also have the advantage of institutional experi-
ence in creating community and in providing social support. The cultural cap-
ital (or “soft skills”) provided by the faith-saturated programs were also simi-
lar to secular programs, except that these explicitly Christian programs
reinforced their teachings with reference to the authority of Scripture and a
supportive and authoritative relationship with God. In addition, faith-saturated
programs provided religious cultural capital, including religious knowledge,
attitudes, and skills.

This religious cultural capital may well help open the door for resources
provided through religious social networks. However, other scholars note that
congregations may also restrict their access42 or not really be concerned about
the poor in their community.43 Merely that a faith-based organization is in-
volved does not mean that it will be providing these resources or be truly help-
ing the poor.

Further research is needed to see how “faith-related” and other less faith-
intensive programs provide these resources and to determine what is the effect
of governmental funding on the activities of faith-based programs. Since the
faith-based programs I researched were not government-funded, their clients
were under no governmental obligation to participate. This may be a signifi-
cant factor to investigate, for perhaps these faith-based programs were more
successful with their self-selected clients than secular programs were with
their clients who were required by the government to participate or face sanc-
tions. However, that qualification does not dispel the importance of further
investigating differences in social, cultural, and religious capital—in fact,
required participation may significantly interact with these capitals. The inter-
action of a mandated governmental program and religiosity is one reason that
Charitable Choice was designed to be a choice for clients for whom quality
secular options are also available.

Although I think that my findings can be generalized nationally, there are
contextual variables that should be taken into consideration.44 My research
was limited to a time of economic boom and record low unemployment. I
researched in only two cities, both in the southeastern United States. Of these
two cities, one had a broader experience in contracting out social services,
which perhaps opened the door for the for-profit business service provider,
which was absent in the other city. Additional contextual factors that I was
unable to measure include the geographical and social location of programs,
local attitudes to religion and religious social services, and the influence of
government social workers. Race and class issues also affect the use of cul-
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that we offer, and this is the way that it’s taught. And they say, “Okay, I can
live with that.” Or, they say, “I can’t live with that” and they don’t enter the
program. That’s why I say that … we won’t be able to reach everybody, but
those that are willing to say, “Well, I can abide by the curriculum. I can do
this,” we’ll reach.

Yet, at the same time, he admitted that in every group of twelve to twenty peo-
ple who have gone through the program there has been at least one who has
“committed his or her life to Jesus Christ” during the program. On the other
hand, there have been some who have never done anything more with
Christianity after the program. The program leaders are happy when people
begin and develop a relationship with God through Jesus, but they also say
that this is not the purpose for these programs. The purpose of the program is
to help people get and keep jobs; if they become Christians, too, that is nice
but not essential to the success of the program. 

One of the unexpected findings of my research was that some staff people
at two of the secular organizations were quite open to encouraging their par-
ticipants to find support from religion and a relationship with God in
“whichever way” they find God. In a manner akin to some Alcoholics
Anonymous programs, this relationship with the divine was seen as instru-
mental in helping participants step forward through difficulties into full-time
employment.41

Conclusion

I found that five, main types of resources were provided by both secular and
faith-saturated programs: status, material goods and services, social capital,
human capital (“hard skills”), and cultural capital (“soft skills”). Contrasting
the faith-saturated programs to the secular ones, I found that explicitly reli-
gious programs provided three of the resources in a different manner and that
they added a sixth resource—religious cultural capital. Although both secular
and faith-saturated programs provided the same external status—the clients
presenting themselves as good prospects for employment—the faith-saturated
programs promoted internal status transformations based on religion rather
than on the psychology and positive thinking of secular programs. The social
capital provided by faith-saturated programs was similar to secular programs,
except that the religious programs may reach beyond professional relation-
ships to include congregational networks of relationships for resources.
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and faith-saturated programs provided the same external status—the clients
presenting themselves as good prospects for employment—the faith-saturated
programs promoted internal status transformations based on religion rather
than on the psychology and positive thinking of secular programs. The social
capital provided by faith-saturated programs was similar to secular programs,
except that the religious programs may reach beyond professional relation-
ships to include congregational networks of relationships for resources.
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tural capital and the extension of social capital. As documented by Moss and
Tilly45 employers may interpret the quality of a potential employee’s work
skills and interaction skills through biases affected by the race, class, and
neighborhood background of the employee. These contextual effects must be
taken into account.

Future research and evaluation of poverty-to-work programs and other
faith-based social services should take into consideration all these factors
while continuing to explore the potential added-value of religion in poverty
programs. If faith-based poverty-to-work programs are to have a distinctive
place in the array of social services provided for the poor, advocates, adminis-
trators, scholars, and policy developers need to pay attention to three distinc-
tive resources that religion provides: religious internal-status transformations,
religious cultural capital, and religious social capital. How that can best be
done in a pluralistic society is still under debate, but these resources helped to
mobilize volunteers and church resources to this cause and were appreciated
by many clients I interviewed.
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