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Who sho uld ta ke ca re of the po or? 

Re li gion and so cial wel fa re in Ame ri ca

Ab stract   The pur po se of this study is to exa mi ne the church-sta te re la ti ons 
in the Uni ted Sta tes from the per spec ti ve of the so cial wel fa re system. Mo re 
pre ci sely, we are qu e sti o ning the way the con cep tual fo un da ti ons and prac ti cal 
ac ti vi ti es of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons in flu en ce the di rec ti ons of so cial po licy 
and sha pe the way of de a ling with the po or. The first part of the text outli nes 
the main fe a tu res of re li gi o us li fe and so cial wel fa re system in Ame ri ca, whi le 
the se cond con ta ins an analysis of the im pact of ba sic mo ral and re li gi o us 
prin ci ples of the Re for med Pro te stan tism and Ro man Cat ho li cism (the two 
most wi de spre ad re li gi o us tra di ti ons) and the ways in which re li gi o us or ga-
ni za ti ons are ta king part in the mo dern so cial wel fa re system in Ame ri ca.

Keywords: re li gion, so cial wel fa re, the po or, Ame ri ca

Re li gion is em bed ded in the de e pest layers of so cial re a lity, its in flu en ce 
very much varying, de pen ding on po li ti cal, eco no mic and cul tu ral cir-
cum stan ces. Thro ugh its pre ac hing and mo ral gu i de li nes, re li gion forms 
the va lu es, pri o ri ti es and sha pes de ci si ons. In na ti ons with high num bers 
of re li gi o us pe o ple, po li ci es and po li ti cal de ci si ons will ine vi tably be 
strongly in flu en ced by re li gion, di rectly or in di rectly. Due to spe ci fic 
po si tion that re li gion has in the to day’s Ame ri can so ci ety, we ha ve at temp-
ted to exa mi ne the ways that the two most wi de spre ad Chri stian con fes-
si ons (Pro te stan tism and Ro man Cat ho li cism) are in ter lin ked with the 
ba sic po stu la tes and prac ti ces of so cial wel fa re in this co un try. In pa ral lel, 
the fo cus of our analysis will al so be on di rect ef fects of the in vol ve ment 
of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons by the sta te in the pro vi sion of so cial wel fa re 
ser vi ces and sup port.

The re li gi o us phi lo sophy (espe ci ally of Pro te stan tism) is de eply in te gra ted 
in to Ame ri can po li ti cal cul tu re and is, from such a po si tion, in dif fe rent 
ways in flu en cing the for ma tion and fun cti o ning of po li ti cal in sti tu ti ons. 
(Lam bert 2008) On the ot her hand, re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons are cha rac te-
ri zed by two im por tant fe a tu res, en ti tling them to be qu a li fi ed as very 
in flu en tial types of ci ti zens’ as so ci a ti ons: (1) for mal esta blis hment (in-
clu ding the re so ur ces: or ga ni za ti o nal, fi nan cial, hu man, ad mi ni stra ti ve 
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etc.) and (2) ide as that sig nify cha rity, vir tue and go od ness. Whi le the 
for mer re pre sents a ne ces sary pre con di tion for fun cti o ning in a mo dern 
so ci ety, the lat ter is a mo ti va ti o nal ba sis for ac tion aimed at wel fa re of 
the com mu nity. Ha ving this in mind, the goal of this pa per is to show 
the in ter de pen den ce of the fol lo wing di men si ons of so cial li fe in the 
USA: (1) the wel fa re system, (2) the so cial aspects of re li gi o us te ac hing 
and (3) prac ti cal aspects of cha rity that are re a li zed thro ugh the ac ti-
vi ti es of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons.

Nar rowly fo cu sing on the ro le of re li gion in so cial po licy for ma tion, we 
do not sug gest that it is free from dif fe rent sorts of po li ti cal in flu en ce. In 
Mar xist tra di tion, re li gi o us in flu en ce on pe o ple’s be ha vi or is seen as po-
li ti cally me di a ted and in stru men ta li sed for dif fe rent pur po ses. On the 
ot her hand, the di rect im pact of po li ti cal fac tors (i.e. po li ti cal par ti es, 
so cial mo ve ments, ide o logy, sta te in sti tu ti ons etc.) on so cial wel fa re po licy 
is far re ac hing. Ho we ver, alt ho ugh it will be ac know led ged and in cor-
po ra ted in the main ar gu ments in the text, po li ti cal di men sion will not 
be di scus sed se pa ra tely as it is not the fo cal po int of our study, con cer ned 
with the spe ci fic im pact of the re li gi o us fac tors (te ac hing and prac ti ce).

Re li gion and Po li tics in the USA

De spi te the for mal se pa ra tion of church and sta te, proc la i med al ready 
in the First Amend ment to the Con sti tu tion, re li gion is im por tant in the 
Uni ted Sta tes, not only in pri va te li fe, but al so in pu blic sphe re (Lam bert 
2008; Hays 2001; Wald & Cal houn-Brown 2011). For nu me ro us Ame ri cans, 
con fes si o nal iden ti fi ca tion and re li gi o us ro u ti nes re pre sent an in se pa-
ra ble part of the ir daily li ves and of the ir per so nal iden ti ti es. In vast 
num bers, Ame ri cans be li e ve in God, pray to God, con tri bu te fi nan ci ally 
to chur ches, syna go gu es, tem ples, and ta ke part in Sun day mas ses, mor-
ning prayers and ot her re li gi o us ri tu als. Over 80% of Ame ri cans de fi ne 
them sel ves in dif fe rent ways as be li e vers (Mar tin 2010: 60). Alt ho ugh 
so me analysts pre dict the dec re a se of the im por tan ce of re li gion, sta ti-
stics de mon stra te a sta bi lity of the ra tio of mem ber ship in church or ga-
ni za ti ons in com pa ri son with the ove rall po pu la tion num bers, even sin-
ce the 1950-ies, whi le so me esti ma ti ons as sert that this ra tio is hig her 
now than it was du ring most of Ame ri can hi story (Fin ke & Stark 1992: 
239–241). Ho we ver, re li gion in the US is not only the is sue of pri va te li ves 
and per so nal iden ti ti es; it is al so a pu blic, po li ti cal is sue, at le ast to the 
sa me ex tent as it is per so nal. De spi te pre dic ti ons, the pro ces ses of mo-
der ni za tion ha ve not suc ce e ded in les se ning the im por tan ce of re li gion 
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in the US, and the Euro pean mo del of se cu la ri za tion has not grown ro ots 
on Ame ri can soil (Ber ger et al. 2008). Com pa red to We stern Euro pean 
co un tri es, the US re pre sents an exemp ti on in terms of the im por tan ce 
of the ro le that re li gion plays in both pri va te and pu blic sphe res (Pro-
t he ro 2006). The ex pla na ti ons for the con ti nued in flu en ce of re li gion in 
the US are to be fo und in the co lo nial past, when et hnic and re li gi o us 
loyal ti es re pre sen ted the ba ses of so cial li fe, whi le re li gion was con si de-
red a gro und for pre ser va tion of the iden tity of im mi grants thro ugh 
cen tu ri es and was an im por tant mec ha nism of esta blis hing the re la ti on-
ships with lo cal com mu ni ti es in the new sur ro un dings. Mo re o ver, the 
com pe ti ti ve ness pre sent at the „re li gi o us mar ket“, wit ho ut a mo no poly 
of one do mi nant re li gi o us gro up and wit ho ut the sta te pro mo tion, did 
not al low for pas si vity and lack of in ven ti ve ness, ot her wi se cha rac te ri stic 
for re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons with gu a ran teed po si ti ons (North & Gwin 
2004). Stri ving to at tract new mem bers, de no mi na ti ons ha ve over ti me 
re fi ned the tec hni qu es of pro selyti zing, mar ke ting and pro mo tion (Ste-
wart 1989). One ad di ti o nal re a son for per su a si ve ness of re li gion in every-
day li fe is fo und in the fact that re li gion re pre sents a co un ter ba lan ce to 
ex tre me in di vi du a lism and re la ti vism that cha rac te ri zes Ame ri can cul-
tu re (Prot he ro 2006). Pe o ple go to church in se arch for a fe e ling of unity, 
so much mis sing from the ir everyday li ves. In ad di tion, re li gi o us te ac hing 
pro vi des gu i dan ce and ru les to be ob ser ved in li fe, and the se are of ten 
mis sing in a cul tu re that nur tu res re la ti vism to ward va lu es. Fa cing the 
un cer ta inty in al most all seg ments of the ir li ves, a sig ni fi cant num ber of 
pe o ple in re li gion find pe a ce, sen se and di rec tion. In ad di tion, the ne u tral 
at ti tu de of the sta te, ac tu ally the lack of pre fe ren ce to wards one par ti cu lar 
re li gi o us gro up, con tri bu tes to the vi ta lity of re li gion in US, by pre ser ving 
a wi de cho i ce to pe o ple who ar ri ved the re from dif fe rent cul tu ral tra di ti-
ons. The ide as of per so nal li berty and in di vi du a lism are not an ta go ni stic 
to fa ith, be ca u se in a co un try that pre fers plu ra lism; re li gi o us or ga ni za-
ti ons cre a te the mar ket, whi le in di vi du als are able to ma ke cer tain cho-
i ces ac cor ding to the ir ne eds. Ho we ver, it sho uld be no ted that the li berty 
of re li gi o us cho i ce is rat her li med sin ce, even in the plu ra li stic so ci e ti es, 
mass me dia, po li ti cal par ti es, go vern ments etc. of ten po li ti cally in stru-
men ta li se re li gion for the ir own pur po ses (Silk 1989, 1998; Meyer & Mo ors 
2005; Scho fi eld-Clark 2007; Fow ler et al. 2010).

The re li gi o us map of North Ame ri ca is rat her in te re sting, one of the re a-
sons be ing the fact that such re li gi o us di ver sity is ra rely to be fo und. Not 
even one of the re li gi ons gat hers at le ast a half of the re li gi o us Ame ri cans, 
alt ho ugh dif fe rent Pro te stant de no mi na ti ons, ta ken to get her, are clo sing 
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that num ber (aro und 30% of Evan ge li cals, 18% mem bers of the ma in li ne 
Pro te stan tism and aro und 10% of Black Pro te stants). Ro man Cat ho lics are 
so mew he re over 20%, due to which they rank among the most nu me-
ro us re li gi o us gro ups. The re is al so a lit tle over 1% of Jews, whi le aro und 
5% be long to ot her re li gi ons (ot her Chri sti ans, Mu slims, Bud dhists, 
Hin dus etc.) (Wald & Cal houn-Brown 2011: 28). Just a bit over one fifth 
of the po pu la tion ha ve dec la red them sel ves as „se cu lar“1, which is sig ni-
fi cantly less when com pa red to most ot her de ve lo ped co un tri es. Do ub-
tless, a re li gi o us di ver sity of lar ge pro por ti ons is pre sent, se ve ral wa ves 
of im mi gra tion ha ving con tri bu ted to its de ve lop ment. The first set tlers, 
i.e. the ge ne ra tion of fo un ders, we re mostly the Pro te stants from the 
Bri tish Isles. Du ring tho se first years, the num ber of Ro man Cat ho lics 
was mi ni mal (be low 1% of po pu la tion), whi le ot her re li gi o us gro ups 
we re even less in num bers. The in cre a se of ra tio of Ro man Cat ho lics in 
ove rall po pu la tion star ted bet we en 1830-s and 1850-s, due to the in flux 
of im mi grants from Ire land and Ger many2 (Prot he ro 2006). The fast 
growth of Ro man Cat ho lics gra du ally bro ught abo ut the spre a ding of 
the col lec ti ve iden tity of the na tion from al most pu rely „Pro te stant“ to 
Chri stian in a wi der sen se. Sub se qu ent ar ri val of nu me ro us Jews ca u sed 
ad di ti o nal spread of na ti o nal iden tity and cul tu re, tur ning it in to Ju deo-
-Chri stian. The fast growth of the num ber of Mu slims and the ir gra dual 
in te gra tion has ca u sed so me of the aut hors3 to pre dict the de ve lop ment 
of the „Abra ha mic“ col lec ti ve iden tity (Wald & Cal houn-Brown 2011). 
The la test wa ves of im mi gra tion, mostly co ming from Asia, ha ve ad ded 
to re li gi o us di ver sity. It sho uld al so be men ti o ned that each new im mi-
gra tion wa ve has ope ned spe ci fic pro blems re la ted to in te gra tion, chal len-
ging the esta blis hed forms of pu blic li fe and cul tu re, cre a ting an ta go-
nisms and in to le ran ce on the si de of the early set tlers, ca u sing ex clu si on, 
mar gi na li za tion and for ced dis pla ce ment of new co mers4. Ho we ver, on ce 
it be ca me cle ar that the new set tlers will not just le a ve, the at ti tu de to-
wards them gra du ally star ted to chan ge, al lo wing for an in cre a sed ac-
cep tan ce. Over ti me, in pa ral lel with de moc ra ti za tion and in cre a se of 
re li gi o us to le ran ce, the newly ar ri ved re li gi o us gro ups ma na ged to fit in 
mo re and mo re easily.

1 www.elec ti on stu di es.org ac ces sed on March 10, 2014.
2 The re we re al so so me ot her et hnic gro ups, but to the far les ser ex tent.
3 Ho we ver, this hypot he sis is rat her con tro ver sial sin ce espe ci ally fol lo wing Sep-
tem ber 11, 2001 Ame ri can open ness to im mi grants and the ir be li efs ha ve, many ti mes, 
co me in to qu e sti on (Had dad et al. 2003: 298).
4 The mas si ve ar ri val of Jews was clo sely fol lo wed by the growth of an ti-Se mi tism, 
whi le no wa days the Mu slim re li gi o us com mu nity is fa cing in to le ran ce.
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From the very fo un da tion of the US, re li gion played an im por tant ro le in 
pu blic li fe; so me aut hors are in cli ned to con clu de that even the Con sti-
tu tion it self re pre sents a spe ci fic fu sion of ru les of Chri sti a nity and of 
prin ci ples of ci vic li fe (ibid.). The Con sti tu tion pro no un ces the se pa ra tion 
of sta te and church in a way of for bid ding pre fe ren ce of any con fes sion 
over ot her, or esta blis hing any re li gion as the of fi cial one. Ta king in to 
ac co unt that re li gion is of ex cep ti o nal im por tan ce for the ma jo rity of the 
US ci ti zens, the se pa ra tion do es not com pri se re sent ment to wards re li-
gi o us in flu en ces. On the con trary, the fact that na ti o nal ant hem, le gal 
oath in co urt, na ti o nal stamp and cur rency be ar the re li gi o us symbols is 
anot her ar gu ment in fa vor of the fact that the im por tan ce of re li gion in 
pu blic li fe in the USA is of fi ci ally re cog ni zed.

Du ring the lon ger part of the co un try’s hi story, the re la ti on ships bet we en 
re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons and sta te used to be cha rac te ri zed with co o pe ra-
tion, espe ci ally in terms of mu tual adjust ments. The only ex cep ti on was 
bet we en the 1940-s and the 1970-s, when the se pa ra tion was mo re pro-
no un ced, and the in flu en ce of re li gion in all so cial sphe res less pre sent 
than ever be fo re or af ter. The en ga ge ment of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons was 
re stric ted, by, for exam ple, pro hi bi ting the ex pres si on of re li gion in pu blic 
scho ols, or by me ans of li mi ting bud get spen ding on re li gi o us scho ols, 
etc. (ibid.) Sin ce the 1970-ies, the co o pe ra tion has again been esta blis hed, 
which is par ti cu larly ap pa rent in terms of the re ne wal of fi nan cial pro-
vi sion to re li gi o us scho ols, in re gard to in cre a sed fre e dom of ex pres si on 
of re li gi o us af fi li a tion and in again per mit ting for re li gi o us symbols to 
be po sted in pu blic pla ces. The se chan ges oc cur red, in lar ge part, due to 
the strengthe ning of neo-con ser va tism and the ri se of po li ti cal evan ge-
li cals in the la te-twen ti eth-cen tury po li tics (Katz 1989: 17–18).

In fa vor of the the sis that the re li gion is an in se pa ra ble part of the Ame-
ri can po li ti cal li fe are al so, for exam ple, da ta re la ted to the le vel of ex plo-
i ta ti on of re li gi o us af fi li a tion in elec to ral cam pa igns (e.g. the is sue of al le ged 
sec ret af fi nity of Pre si dent Oba ma to wards Islam that his op po nents used 
in elec to ral cam pa igns) or the lin ka ge bet we en po li ti cal ori en ta tion and 
re li gi o us af fi li a tion (e.g. the ten dency of Jews and Black Pro te stants to 
sup port the ide as of the left; or clo se ness of ma in stre am Pro te stants and 
Ro man Cat ho lics to con ser va ti ve po si ti ons) (Gre en berg & Wald 2001).

Ho we ver, in spi te of the de ve lo ped re li gi o us plu ra lism (espe ci ally af ter the 
li be ra li za tion of im mi gra tion po licy in 1965, al lo wing easi er ad mis sion of 
im mi grants from very dif fe rent re li gi o us bac kgro unds) and the fact that 
va ri o us re li gi o us gro ups ha ve been in flu en cing the ba sic fe a tu res of so cial 
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ju sti ce, law, to le ran ce, pro tec tion of pu blic go ods and de fi ning pu blic 
po licy, the in flu en ce that Pro te stan tism has had, from the very be gin ning, 
on cre a ting the po li ti cal cul tu re and key po li ti cal in sti tu ti ons is still sig ni-
fi cant. So mew hat les ser, but by no me ans unim por tant, is the mark left 
by the Ro man Cat ho lic com mu nity, par ti cu larly re la ted to is su es of so cial 
wel fa re and ca re of the vul ne ra ble, espe ci ally the chil dren.

So cial wel fa re and ca re for the po or in the U.S.

Be fo re we mo ve on to a bri ef de scrip tion of ba sic cha rac te ri stics of so cial 
wel fa re system and ca re for the po or, it is ne ces sary to pre sent so me facts 
abo ut po verty in the US. Ac cor ding to of fi cial sta ti stics5, 15% of Ame ri cans 
li ved in po verty in 2010, which is the hig hest num ber re gi ste red in last 
twenty years. Po verty is not evenly di stri bu ted. Afri can-Ame ri can and 
Hi spa no-Ame ri can po pu la ti ons are espe ci ally vul ne ra ble, with po verty 
ra tes abo ve 25%, whi le the whi te po pu la tion is in a much bet ter po si tion. 
Sin gle-pa rent fa mi li es (mot her-he a ded fa mi li es), chil dren and el derly are 
in a par ti cu larly un fa vo ra ble si tu a tion. De spi te its eco no mic strength, the 
Uni ted Sta tes sig ni fi cantly dif fer from de ve lo ped Euro pean co un tri es in 
terms of so cial dis pa ri ti es and po verty ra tes (Sme e ding 2006).

Ac cor ding to the Esping-An der sen’s clas si fi ca tion, wel fa re po licy in the 
Uni ted Sta tes is of the li be ral type, cha rac te ri zed by mi ni mal so cial as si-
stan ce and a nar row cir cle of be ne fi ci a ri es (Esping-An der sen 1990). The 
amo unt of aid is me a su red and al lo ca ted ac cor ding to pre ci se cri te ria, 
pri ma rily fi nan cial sta tus and po si tion of an in di vi dual in la bor mar ket. 
The ba sic idea is that wel fa re po licy sho uld not dis turb mar ket prin ci ples, 
but only ser ve as a sup port for exi sting mar ket mec ha nisms (Če ke re vac 
2008). The re are three main fe a tu res of so cial wel fa re system in the Uni ted 
Sta tes. The first is prag ma tism, in the sen se that pro grams are cre a ted for 
prac ti cal re a sons, in re spon se to spe ci fic pro blems, and not de ri ved from 
the pre-set na ti o nal so cial se cu rity sche mes, as is the ca se with most Euro-
pean co un tri es. Anot her fe a tu re is the high de gree of de cen tra li za tion. In 
the ba sis of this kind of or ga ni za tion is the idea of sub si di a rity, ac cor ding 
to which the lo cal aut ho ri ti es, as the clo sest to the ci ti zens and well ac qu a-
in ted with the ir pro blems, are the most ap pro pri a te to be the first to en-
ga ge in the im ple men ta tion of so cial po licy me a su res, whi le hig her layers 
of go vern ment sho uld be en ga ged only in a si tu a tion when ot her in stan-
ces pro ve to be inef fi ci ent. The system is not uni ver sal on the na ti o nal 
le vel, which re sults in sig ni fi cant re gi o nal dif fe ren ces. The third fe a tu re 

5 http://www.npc.umich.edu/po verty/ Ac ces sed on 11 March 2014. 
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is the sig ni fi cant ro le of pri va te sec tor in pro vi sion of so cial wel fa re, espe-
ci ally in he al thca re, edu ca tion and pen sion system, which furt her en han-
ces the dis pa ri ti es in the ac cess to the se ser vi ces (Pu ljiz 1997).

The ni ne teen cen tury En glish Po or Laws ha ve ma de sig ni fi cant in flu en ce 
on main fe a tu res of the an ti-po verty po licy in the U.S. The fun da men tal 
idea of the se laws was that all forms of cha rity sho uld be en vi si o ned in 
terms of esta blis hing di sci pli ne among wor kers and de ve lo ping strong 
la bor mar ket (Mar tin 2010). In or der to turn away as many pe o ple as pos-
si ble from   asking for sup port, con di ti ons and re qu i re ments we re ri go ro us 
(e.g. hard work in pri son li ke fac to ri es), whi le the sha ming, stig ma ti zing 
and even cri mi na li zing the po or was a com mon prac ti ce. The New Po or 
Law (1834) has ma de so me pro gress re gar ding the at ti tu de to wards the 
po or, in a way that it drew dis tin ction bet we en tho se who de ser ved sup port 
(sick, el derly, han di cap ped, etc.) and tho se who we re able to work and 
the re fo re did not de ser ve help, de spi te the ir po verty6 (ibid.).

A cen tury la ter, in 1935, the So cial Se cu rity Act was adop ted, which laid 
the fo un da ti ons of the Ame ri can wel fa re sta te7. The gre at eco no mic cri sis 
that struck the Uni ted Sta tes in 1929, drew at ten tion to the fact that ca-
pi ta list mar ket eco nomy wit ho ut go vern ment in ter ven tion was not able 
to get out from the cri sis on its own. Mass unem ployment and al most 
ar bi trary di stri bu tion of eco no mic har dship ha ve chal len ged the ru ling 
be li efs abo ut the na tu re of po verty. For the first ti me, the po or we re seen 
as vic tims of the pro ces ses that went beyond per so nal re spon si bi lity, work 
et hic and de di ca tion. Con se qu ently, the ide as that it is ne ces sary to in-
cre a se the le vel of in co me se cu rity in ti mes of cri sis and to esta blish 
va ri o us so cial se cu rity sche mes be ca me pro mi nent in this pe riod. It is 
right to con clu de that wit ho ut the Gre at De pres sion of the 1930s, the re 
wo uld ha ve pro bably be no So cial Se cu rity Act of 1930-s. It sho uld be 
no ted, ho we ver, that this re form, at le ast partly, had to do with po li ti cal 
ex pe di ency, i.e. to avoid or con trol ra di cal and po pu lar mo ve ment’s (such 
as the mi li tant mo ve ment of unem ployed Ame ri can wor kers du ring the 
Gre at De pres sion) de mands for chan ge (Pi ven & Clo ward 1977).

Alt ho ugh the le vel of fe de ral in vol ve ment in so cial and eco no mic af fa irs 
ena bled by the New Deal is rat her ex cep ti o nal in Ame ri can hi story, it still 

6 For the de ve lop ment of so cial wel fa re system in Fran ce, a good exam ple is pro vi des 
by Don ze lo (1988).
7 In this system, a pro mi nent pla ce was oc cu pied by pro gram Aid to Fa mi li es with 
De pen dent Chil dren (AFDC), al so adop ted in 1935. That pro gram in vol ved ta king 
ca re of sin gle-pa rent fa mi li es, di sa bled or unem ployed pa rents with mi nor chil dren.
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did not ma ke a com ple te bre a kup with the past. Ac tu ally, com pa red to 
Euro pean wel fa re systems, the Uni ted Sta tes aban do ned the va lu es   of 
in di vi du a lism and la is sez-fa i re eco nomy to a sig ni fi cantly les ser ex tent. 
The so cial se cu rity system was not com ple ted, and dif fe rent ca te go ri es of 
po pu la tion re ma i ned ex clu ded in one way or anot her (Be ja ko vić 2000). 
The fo cus on bu il ding in su ran ce system as a ba sic mec ha nism for pro-
tec tion of wor kers from risk of unem ployment, il lness, aging and de ath 
al so re ma i ned. Thus, the re di stri bu ti ve ef fect of the in tro du ced me a su res 
re ma i ned mi ni mal and the work et hics was hig hlig hted as the main va-
lue   and prin ci ple. Fi nally, the system con ti nued to stig ma ti ze re ci pi ents 
of so cial as si stan ce, su bjec ting them to va ri o us checks and con di ti o ning. 
Mem bers of et hnic mi no ri ti es re ma i ned in a par ti cu larly di sa dvan ta ged 
po si tion (ibid.).

Alt ho ugh the le vel of se cu rity and pro tec tion at ta i ned in nort hern and 
we stern Euro pean co un tri es has ne ver been re ac hed, the pe riod bet we en 
the 1930s and 1970s can be con si de red the gol den age of so cial wel fa re in 
Ame ri ca. Ho we ver, the oil cri sis and eco no mic stag na tion and the re sur-
gen ce of the right-wing po li tics in the 1970-s, we re ac com pa nied by a gra-
dual re duc tion in so cial pri vi le ges, whi le the de fi ni ti ve bre ak with the 
pre vi o us system was ma de in 1996, af ter the adop tion of the Per so nal Re-
spon si bi lity and Work Op por tu nity Re con ci li a tion Act, PR WO RA. New 
le gi sla tion has ma de sig ni fi cant chan ges in the US so cial wel fa re system. 
„Wel fa re“ ap pro ach was aban do ned in fa vor of „work fa re“ stra tegy. The 
fun da men tal goal of the newly in tro du ced po licy me a su res was to pre pa re 
the re ci pi ents of so cial as si stan ce for em ployment im me di a tely af ter the 
ter mi na tion of the pro gram. The ba sic idea was that the sta te aid pro grams 
sho uld exist only as a tem po rary se cu rity net, not as a per ma nent ar ran ge-
ment for the po or. Du ring the AFDC anyone with in co me be low cer tain 
le vel, and who al so met ot her re qu i re ments pre scri bed by law, had the right 
to per ma nent fi nan cial as si stan ce. Ho we ver, sin ce PR WO RA en te red in to 
for ce, ob ta i ning fi nan cial aid was gran ted only for a li mi ted pe riod of ti me 
(no lon ger than fi ve years), and only if the very strict con di ti ons we re ful-
fil led. One of the con se qu en ces of newly in tro du ced me a su res was that a 
sig ni fi cant part of po pu la tion was left both wit ho ut sta te sup port and em-
ployment. On the ot her hand, the sup por ted po or cre a ted a ca te gory of 
po or pe o ple who work in very dif fi cult and un cer tain con di ti ons, and are 
ex po sed to dif fe rent types of con di ti o ning, ha ras sment and abu se at work.

Pe riod af ter 1996 was cha rac te ri zed by the ge ne ral ten dency to pri va ti ze 
so cial ser vi ces, but with no in ten ti ons of re tur ning to tra di ti o nal con cept 
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of a lo cal cha rity, typi cal for ear li er pe riod. Tran sfor ma tion of so cial wel-
fa re system went to ward the esta blis hment of pu blic-pri va te part ner ships 
in the pro vi sion of so cial ser vi ces. In this system, re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons 
ha ve gra du ally be co me im por tant ac tors and part ners of the sta te, ac cep-
ting a good part of the bur den of ca ring for the po or.

The In flu en ce of Re li gion on the Tre at ment 

of the Po or in the Uni ted Sta tes – con cep tual 

fo un da ti ons and prac ti cal ac ti vity of re li gi o us 

or ga ni za ti ons in so cial ser vi ce pro vi sion

So cial wel fa re pro grams con tain re spon ses to so me of the key qu e sti ons: 
Sho uld we ca re abo ut the po or? Who sho uld ta ke ca re of them and how? 
Who de ser ves help and who do es not? So cial pro grams and po li ci es al ways 
re flect the va lu es   and un der stan dings of the na tu re of po verty, its ca u ses, 
as well as spe ci fic con cepts of in di vi dual and/or col lec ti ve re spon si bi lity 
for po verty al le vi a tion. Even in the highly se cu la ri zed so ci e ti es, re li gi o us 
norms and va lu es   in di rectly ma ke in flu en ce on ba sic as sump ti ons of 
so cial po licy (Do bel stein 1986). Con tem po rary so cial po licy of we stern 
co un tri es be ars a de ep im print of bi bli cal prin ci ples and prac ti ces, gi ven 
in a so ci ally and po li ti cally me di a ted way (Stark 1996).

The in flu en ce that re li gi ons ha ve on wel fa re po licy and the tre at ment of 
po or in the US are two fold at le ast. On one hand, the re is a mo re or less 
di rect im pact of re li gi o us te ac hings and mo ral prin ci ples that are de eply 
em bed ded in the po li ti cal cul tu re and laws of this co un try. On the ot her 
hand, the re is the prac ti cal work of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons as so cial 
ser vi ce pro vi ders. In the rest of the ar tic le, we fo cus on the se two aspects, 
first ta king in to ac co unt the im pact of the pre do mi nant Pro te stan tism. 
Then we mo ve on the ef fects ma de by the Ro man Cat ho lic Church and 
re la ted or ga ni za ti ons.

Pro te stan tism

Pro te stants we re the first to ar ri ve on US soil and the ir te ac hing ma de a 
de ep in flu en ce in vir tu ally all sphe res of so cial li fe (Skoc pol 2000). Ana-
lysts of the re la ti on ship bet we en re li gion and sta te in the Uni ted Sta tes 
no ted that the Bi ble strongly in flu en ced tho se who led the War of In de-
pen den ce and wro te the Con sti tu tion (Lutz 1984). The marks of Pu ri tan 
he ri ta ge can still be fo und in the con cep tual fo un da ti ons and prac ti cal 
me a su res of so cial po licy in Uni ted Sta tes.
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A good over vi ew of so cial te ac hings of re for med Pro te stan tism, Ro man 
Cat ho li cism and Lut he ra nism is gi ven by Kahl (2005: 119–120). Pro te stan-
tism de ve lo ped a spe ci fic at ti tu de to wards po verty and in si sted on va lu es 
of hard and di sci pli ned work, which sho uld pro vi de ma te rial well-be ing. 
Ac cor ding to Jean Cal vin’s te ac hing, ma te rial suc cess is a sign of God’s 
bles sing, whi le po verty has qu i te the op po si te con no ta tion. The wor ker 
is the clo sest to God, whi le the po or are the furt hest (Kahl 2005; Mar tin 
2010; Ve ber 2011). Con si de ring the im por tan ce ascri bed to work wit hin this 
te ac hing, it be co mes cle a rer why in co un tri es with Pro te stant tra di tion 
the wor kshops re pre sen ted the ba sic in sti tu ti ons of so cial wel fa re and why 
was hard work a pre re qu i si te for re mu ne ra ti ons. Un li ke Ro man Cat ho lic 
ho spi tals, scho ols and orp ha na ges, who se cre a tion was an act of mercy 
of the we althy clas ses se e king to se cu re the ir pla ce in He a ven, in Pro te-
stant-in flu en ced sche mes the work of po or was ex plo i ted in wor kshops. 
A re flec tion of the se ide as can be fo und in mo dern US so cial le gi sla tion, 
whe re the po licy of so cial as si stan ce is con di ti o ned by tra i ning for sub-
se qu ent em ployment8.

Pro te stant te ac hing emp ha si zes the va lu es   of in de pen den ce, per so nal 
re spon si bi lity and self-re li an ce. In such a va lue system, in di vi du a lism and 
self-suf fi ci ency in hard work pre vail upon the va lu es   of com pas sion, so-
li da rity, mu tu a lity and cha rity. This va lue system is re flec ted in the ba sic 
con cepts of so cial wel fa re in pre do mi nantly Pro te stant co un tri es, such 
as the Uni ted Sta tes, with fo cus on work con tri bu tion (tra i ning for em-
ployment) and ne ga ti ve at ti tu des to wards va ri o us forms of cha rity that 
are seen as po ten ti ally le a ding to unin ten ded con se qu en ces such as la zi-
ness and wel fa re men ta lity (Kahl 2005). The emp ha sis on in di vi du a lism 
and self-suf fi ci ency in flu en ced the de ve lop ment of com pe ti ti ve ness and 
we a ke ning of ca re and com pas sion for tho se less for tu na te in mar ket com-
pe ti tion. Such va lue fo un da ti ons we re a good ba sis for the for mu la tion 

8 In The Tra gedy of Ame ri can Com pas sion, a very po pu lar bo ok in con ser va ti ve cir cles 
in the US, Olasky (Olasky 1992) has tried to hig hlight the pro blems that ra i sed as a 
re sult of aban don ment of tra di ti o nal va lu es   of work, in di vi du a lism and self-suf fi ci ency. 
He ar gu es that a system whe re wel fa re re ci pi ents li ve at the ex pen se of hard wor king 
pe o ple is unjust. The aut hor ac tu ally re af firms the the sis that un der pri vi le ged are to 
be bla med for the ir own si tu a tion and that they need a chan ge of va lu es. Olasky ma de   
a num ber of cri ti cal re marks at the ex pen se of the so cial wel fa re system, who se ef fects 
on wel fa re re ci pi ents are much smal ler than tra di ti o nal di rect and in ti ma te re la ti on ships 
that re pre sen ta ti ves of lo cal re li gi o us com mu ni ti es ha ve had with protégées, on who se 
mo ral de ve lop ment and tra i ning for in de pen dent li ving they wor ked, al lo wing and 
en co u ra ging them to free them sel ves from the vi ci o us cycle of po verty and de pen den ce 
(ibid.: 224). The sa me aut hor in an ar tic le pu blis hed in the U.S. To day (1997) wri tes: 
„Pri va te cha ri ti es are not al ways ef fec ti ve, but at le ast they ha ve a chan ce to be ef fec ti ve. 
Sta te so cial wel fa re pro grams are no to ri o us for the ir inef fi ci ency“.
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of main prin ci ples of so cial po licy in ac cor dan ce with the la is sez-fa i re 
doc tri ne, as is the ca se with PR WO RA, who se main cha rac te ri stics we re: 
li mi ted du ra tion, strict re qu i re ments as so ci a ted with work en ga ge ment, 
con trol of be ha vi or, espe ci ally se xu al pro mi scu ity of pro gram re ci pi ents, 
etc. (Hud son & Co u kos, 2005; Chunn & Ga vi gan, 2004).

Fol lo wing the lo gic of the Cal vi nist con cept of pre de sti na tion, one might 
ask why the po or sho uld put the ef fort to im pro ve the ir po si tion when 
the ir fa te is al ready outli ned. The suc cess of an in di vi dual, who ma na ged 
to ri se from the bot tom, is ac tu ally a sign that he was elec ted from the 
very be gin ning, but was not vi si ble at the start. Cal vi nist con cept, which 
lays in the very ba sis of the „Ame ri can dre am“, do es sug gest, on one hand, 
that the po or sho uld bla me them sel ves and not ot hers for the ir own 
fa i lu re (and cur se), but on the ot her, it opens the op por tu nity for them 
to pro ve that they are cho sen with the ir hard work and suc cess (Ve ber 
2011). So me aut hors are in cli ned to ar gue that the dra stic re forms of so cial 
wel fa re that to ok pla ce in 1996 we re the re sult of re vi val of this aspect of 
Pro te stant the o logy. The con se qu en ce is the cre a tion of a new so cial class 
– the po or who work (Mar tin 2010).

Skep ti cism which has ro ots in the Pu ri tan wor ldvi ew in flu en ced the for-
ma tion of dis trust ful and cyni cal at ti tu de of Ame ri cans to ward tho se in 
po wer. The ro le of so cial sta te is seen as har mful, as it sup po sedly je o par-
di zes in di vi dual fre e dom. The re fo re, its in flu en ce sho uld be li mi ted to 
the ro le of a „night watchman“ of pro perty and se cu rity of ci ti zens. (Wald 
& Cal houn-Brown 2011) Ac cor dingly, be li ef that an im por tant ro le in ma in-
ta i ning so cial li fe sho uld be gi ven to the lo cal com mu nity, mar ket and 
ci vil so ci ety or ga ni za ti ons, in clu ding re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons, is wi dely 
ac cep ted. (Di a mond 1977) Con si de ring the fact that sta te in ter ven tion 
in so cial af fa irs is in com pa ti ble with the doc tri ne of self-help and lo cal 
so li da rity, we sho uld not be sur pri sed that na ti o nal so cial wel fa re system 
si mi lar to tho se esta blis hed in Scan di na vian co un tri es with Lut he ran 
tra di tion has ne ver been de ve lo ped in any co un try whe re Pu ri tan Pro te-
stan tism played an im por tant ro le (Kahl 2005).

Ten dency of using „mo ral“ ar gu ments in pu blic di sco ur se is al so partly a 
re sult of Pu ri tan he ri ta ge. Mo ral ap pro ach can be no ti ced, among ot her 
things, in the at tempt to ac cu ra tely de ter mi ne who de ser ves wel fa re help 
on the ba sis of in di vi dual per so na lity cha rac te ri stics and de gree of com-
pli an ce with mo ral norms. For exam ple, the re is a di scre ti o nary right to 
re ject up to 20% of re qu ests for help, on the ba sis of re le vant of fi ci als 
as ses sment. Anot her exam ple is a prac ti ce of mo ral ap pro pri a te ness 
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checks of fe ma le so cial as si stan ce re ci pi ents (men night vi sits we re ban-
ned and san cti o ned) (Hud son & Co u kos 2005). One exam ple of ra cial 
and gen der bi as as so ci a ted with al lo ca tion of so cial as si stan ce is the 
ste re otype of the „wel fa re qu e en“ – Afri can-Ame ri can wo man with many 
chil dren that ma na ges to ex tract lar ge amo unts of so cial as si stan ce 
whi le dri ving a Ca dil lac (Mar tin, 2010). The se and ot her si mi lar ste re o-
types ha ve only fu e led the al ready exi sting ho sti lity of wi der po pu la tion 
aga inst so cial wel fa re users, which even tu ally re sul ted in a dra stic chan ge 
in le gi sla tion.

The in flu en ce of Cal vi ni stic doc tri ne pro ved to be strong and per si stent, 
with so me dec li ne in ti mes of cri sis, li ke the 1930s Gre at De pres sion, 
when a sud den im po ve ris hment of lar ger num ber of pe o ple ob vi o usly 
wit ho ut per so nal gu ilt and re spon si bi lity sho ok the de ep-ro o ted be li efs. 
Ho we ver, with the re sur gen ce of eco no mic li fe, the do mi nant opi ni ons 
again drew ne ar the Pro te stant prin ci ples (Hud son & Co u kos 2005; We a  ver, 
Sha pi ro & Ja cobs 1995). A re la ti vely easy re turn to old ide as and in ter pre-
ta ti ons spe aks in fa vor of the the sis of per se ve ran ce and in flu en ce of 
Pu ri tan Pro te stant te ac hings in Ame ri can po li ti cal cul tu re.

Ro man Cat ho li cism

As a re li gion, Ro man Cat ho li cism has a long hi story of cha rity and ca ring 
for the di sa dvan ta ged. When it co mes to po verty, the star ting be li ef of 
this re li gion is that we althy in di vi du als can ex press the ir lo ve to God and 
re ce i ve bles sing by hel ping tho se in need. It is the duty of the we althy to 
help, even tho ugh the po or do not ha ve a spe cial right to that help. The 
act of cha rity ac tu ally pro vi des sal va tion for the do nor, whi le the po si ti ve 
ef fect that it has on the re ci pi ents is of a se con dary im por tan ce. One of 
the key va lu es   of Ro man Cat ho lic et hics is sha ring and com mu na lism 
(Dun can & Mo o re 2003). The po or are seen as a part of com mu nity, not 
as so me o ne who do es not be long to it, and con se qu ently the re so ur ces 
that are pro du ced wit hin com mu nity sho uld be ac ces si ble to them as 
well. In many co un tri es, Ro man Cat ho lic Church had a pro mi nent so cial 
ro le as a pro vi der of aid to di sa dvan ta ged po pu la tion. Ro man Cat ho lic 
scho ols, ho spi tals, orp ha na ges and ot her si mi lar in sti tu ti ons cen tury 
spread all over Euro pe du ring the ni ne te enth, be co ming the fo re run ner 
of the la ter esta blis hed wel fa re sta te. This tra di tion is very dif fe rent from 
the Pro te stant prac ti ce of en ga ging the po or in the wor kshops (Kahl 
2005). Whi le in so me co un tri es, such as Ire land, the Ro man Cat ho lic 
Church en te red in to va ri o us agre e ments with the sta te, in the ni ne te enth 
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cen tury Uni ted Sta tes it esta blis hed an in de pen dent so cial se cu rity system 
which ope ra ted in pa ral lel with the sta te (Fa hey 1998).

In the US, Ro man Cat ho lic Church was one of the first that of fe red help 
to tho se in need, ke e ping con ti nu ity with the early se ven te enth cen tury 
tra di tion of esta blis hing ho spi tals and orp ha na ges. Ho we ver, un til the 
mid-ni ne te enth cen tury, the aid has been pro vi ded spo ra di cally (De ge-
nef fe 2003). Ro man Cat ho lic cha ri ti es be gan to de ve lop par ti cu larly du ring 
the se cond half of the ni ne te enth cen tury, when the num ber of po or 
Ro man Cat ho lic im mi grants (mostly from Ire land) star ted to grow ra-
pidly. The si tu a tion was espe ci ally dif fi cult in New York City, and the 
re pre sen ta ti ves of Ro man Cat ho lic re li gi o us com mu ni ti es re a li zed that 
the stig ma will ex pand to them as well if so met hing is not do ne. It was 
then that Ro man Cat ho lic scho ols, ho spi tals, orp ha na ges, shel ters and 
ot her fa ci li ti es for the most vul ne ra ble star ted to open in gre at num bers. 
Con cern was that in the con text of the do mi nant Pro te stan tism and the 
pre sen ce of ot her re li gi o us op ti ons, Ro man Cat ho lic po pu la tion wo uld 
start to fall apart. Ro man Cat ho lic clergy ra ced to ta ke ca re „of the ir own“ 
so that they do not fall un der the in flu en ce of Pro te stant in sti tu ti ons and 
te ac hing (ibid.: 377–379). Spe cial at ten tion was gi ven to edu ca tion of 
chil dren in Ro man Cat ho lic in sti tu ti ons, and mercy and ca re for chil dren 
ste a dily be ca me re cog ni zed cha rac te ri stics of Ro man Cat ho lic iden tity 
in Ame ri ca. The se or ga ni za ti ons mer ged gra du ally in to the so-cal led New 
York System. At the end of the ni ne te enth cen tury, wor king to get her, 
Ro man Cat ho lic or ga ni za ti ons we re po si ti o ned as the lar gest pro vi der of 
so cial ser vi ces in the US. Over ti me, they ga i ned po li ti cal in flu en ce and 
ma na ged to ob tain a num ber of le gi sla ti ve so lu ti ons, most of them di rectly 
re la ted to child pro tec tion.

When the New Deal shif ted a sig ni fi cant part of ca re for the po or to the 
aut ho rity of pu blic in sti tu ti ons, re pre sen ta ti ves of Ro man Cat ho lic or-
ga ni za ti ons ex pres sed dis sa tis fac tion, sta ting that the po or we re the ir 
con cern. Cer ta inly, a ne ga ti ve re ac tion was partly ca u sed by the con cern 
of job loss of staff de a ling with vul ne ra ble po pu la tion. Un der the new 
con di ti ons, espe ci ally sin ce the 1960-ies, when it was re a li zed that go-
vern ment agen ci es we re not suf fi ci ent to me et all the ne eds, Ro man 
Cat ho lic or ga ni za ti ons we re on ce again en ga ged in the system thro ugh 
sub con tracts with pu blic aut ho ri ti es and con ti nued ser vi ce pro vi sion. 
In this pe riod, Ro man Cat ho lic or ga ni za ti ons star ted to pro vi de as si-
stan ce al so to mem bers of ot her re li gi ons and to tho se who we re re li-
gi o usly un de ci ded. In the 1990-ies, pu blic funds we re se cu ring over 60% 
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of the bud get of Cat ho lic Cha ri ti es USA, an or ga ni za tion that to day re-
pre sents the lar gest system of pri va te so cial pro vi sion in the co un try 
(Brown & McKe own 1997: 194).

The ro le of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons 

in pro vi sion of so cial ser vi ces

Un til re cently, re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons in the US we re not able to re ce i ve 
fun ding from the sta te di rectly for the im ple men ta tion of so cial pro-
grams. Ho we ver, with the adop tion of the afo re men ti o ned Act in 1996, 
and a spe cial sec tion cal led The Cha ri ta ble Cho i ce, as well as the Fa ith 
Ba sed Com mu nity Ini ti a ti ves Act of 2001, fun ding of re li gi o us or ga ni za-
ti ons from pu blic bud get was fully le ga li zed, pro vi ded that it was not 
used for spre a ding re li gi o us te ac hings, but only for the pro vi sion of con-
trac ted ser vi ces (Mar tin 2010: 61; Cnaan, Bod die 2002: 224–225).

One of the con se qu en ces of chan ges in so cial le gi sla tion in 1996 was that 
the cha rity as so ci a ti ons be gan to play an in cre a singly im por tant ro le in 
com pen sa ting ser vi ces from which the sta te wit hdrew. In ac cor dan ce 
with the de si res of con ser va ti ve cir cles, Ame ri ca be gan to re turn to tra-
di ti ons of self-help on the le vel of lo cal com mu nity. The ba sic idea was 
to re turn to vo lun tary work ba sed on the prin ci ples of pro blem sol ving 
wit hin the com mu nity, thro ugh the (in)for mal net works of sup port, re-
ci pro city and so li da rity. Ho we ver, the pro ces ses of mo der ni za tion and 
in di vi du a lism pre sent in Ame ri can so ci ety ma de ci vic par ti ci pa tion less 
vi brant than be fo re. Chan ges in li festyle, in flu en ce of po pu lar cul tu re and 
mass me dia, fre qu ent in ter nal mi gra tion, lack of free ti me and we a ke-
ning of ci vic vir tu es ha ve furt her con tri bu ted to the fa ding of ci vil so ci ety 
(Put nam 2000). In ad di tion, de spi te the pro blems cre a ted by sup po sedly 
inef fi ci ent bu re a uc racy, it was cle ar that a re turn to the old mec ha nism of 
cha rity is no lon ger pos si ble. To tal tran sfer of ca re for vul ne ra ble gro ups 
to lo cal com mu nity and we ak ci vil so ci ety was ne it her pos si ble nor de-
si ra ble. The re fo re the con cept of the so-cal led pu blic-pri va te part ner ships 
was ap plied, ma king ci vil so ci ety or ga ni za ti ons and pri va te firms sub-
con trac tors in the im ple men ta tion of so cial pro grams fi nan ced from the 
pu blic bud get. So cial sup port or ga ni zed in this way, re spec ted the prin-
ci ple of sub si di a rity as ci vic as so ci a ti ons, re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons and 
pro fes si o nal as so ci a ti ons we re the first in stan ce to be con tac ted by ci ti zens 
in ca se of need. Only in ca ses when ci vil so ci ety or ga ni za ti ons and lo cal 
com mu ni ti es are not able to co pe with lar ge-sca le pro blems, hig her le vels 
of go vern ment ta ke char ge.
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One of the ar gu ments in fa vor of gre a ter in vol ve ment of re li gi o us gro ups 
and as so ci a ti ons in so cial ca re, was that the wi de spre ad in di vi du a lism 
re du ces so li da rity and re ci pro city that are es sen tial for fun cti o ning of a 
com mu nity. It was as su med that this type of or ga ni za ti ons is best su i ted 
to de ve lop so li da rity, com pas sion, and mu tual as si stan ce among com-
mu nity mem bers. What is ex pec ted of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons is to par ti-
ci pa te in the re con struc tion of bro ken so cial net works and to strengthen 
de ple ted so cial ca pi tal in the com mu nity.

Un der the strong pres su re co ming from con ser va ti ve cir cles, the new le gal 
fra me work PR WO RA en han ced the ro le of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons as so cial 
ser vi ce pro vi ders by gi ving the op por tu nity of as si stan ce cho i ce (Cha ri ta ble 
Cho i ce). This me ans that pu blic in sti tu ti ons got the chan ce to se lect re li-
gi o us or ga ni za ti ons which wo uld be fi nan ci ally sup por ted from the sta te 
bud get for the ir pro vi sion of so cial ser vi ces. And whi le many re li gi o us 
or ga ni za ti ons al ready had so me form of hu ma ni ta rian ac ti vi ti es, such at ti-
tu de of the sta te en co u ra ged them to pro fes si o na li ze in cer tain do ma ins 
and thus wi den the con di ti ons for the ir own ac tion. Alt ho ugh many re li-
gi o us or ga ni za ti ons as su med the ro le in pro vi ding so cial ser vi ces, Ro man 
Cat ho lic as so ci a ti ons we re par ti cu larly suc cessful. For exam ple, Cat ho lic 
Cha ri ti es USA (fo un ded in 1910) is cur rently the lar gest pri va te pro vi der of 
so cial ser vi ces in the Uni ted Sta tes, with mo re than 1,400 or ga ni za ti ons, 
283,000 em ployees and vo lun te ers, the cir cle of users that ex ce eds 12 mil-
lion in di vi du als, and a bud get of over two bil lion dol lars. Ser vi ces pro vi ded 
by this or ga ni za tion co ver a broad area of so cial work, from or ga ni zing 
so up kitchens, psycho lo gi cal co un se ling, (in)for mal edu ca tion, em ployment 
sup port, fa mily sup port, he al thca re, pro grams for in te gra tion of mi grants, 
help for the ho me less, help for the vic tims of vi o len ce and users of psycho-
ac ti ve sub stan ces etc. (De ge nef fe 2003; Cnaan Bod die 2002: 224–225).

De spi te the po si ti ve at ti tu de of most Ame ri cans to ward the ac ti vi ti es of 
re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons and the ir re cog ni zed con tri bu tion to the de ve lop-
ment of so cial wel fa re in the past, the ir in clu sion has en co un te red much 
cri ti cism, espe ci ally from the se cu lar left (Skoc pol 2000). One of the 
ob jec ti ons ma de to this type of en ga ge ment ar gued that, de spi te the ir 
con tri bu tion in the fi eld of so cial ca re and as si stan ce, it was not the ir main 
goal, but a tool which hel ped the se or ga ni za ti ons to spread the ir te ac hings 
and gain new fol lo wers (Fa hey, 1998). Anot her ca u se of dis sa tis fac tion was 
the fact that in this way the prin ci ple of se pa ra tion of church and sta te 
wo uld be put in qu e sti on. Then, the con cern was ra i sed abo ut the po ten tial 
bi as and di scri mi na tion ba sed on re li gi o us af fi li a tion of the pro spec ti ve 
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as si stan ce re ci pi ents, staff em ployed in the se or ga ni za ti ons, as well as 
abo ut vi o la tion of ba sic de moc ra tic prin ci ples and hu man rights, etc. Do ubts 
ha ve al so been ex pres sed in terms of the ca pa ci ti es of cer tain re li gi o us or-
ga ni za ti ons (espe ci ally the smal ler ones) to per form a gi ven job (Cha ves 
2001). Alt ho ugh the ma jo rity of ci ti zens ap pro ve the in clu sion of re li gi o us 
or ga ni za ti ons in so cial ac ti vi ti es, as shown in a sur vey con duc ted by the 
Pew In sti tu te, still a sig ni fi cant num ber did not agree with the in clu sion 
of non-Ju deo-Chri stian gro ups, such as Mu slim Ame ri cans, Bud dhist Ame-
ri cans, Na tion of Islam or the Church of Sci en to logy. The pu blic at ti tu de 
in di ca tes the po ten tial dan ger of une qu al tre at ment of or ga ni za ti ons and 
as so ci a ti ons of dif fe rent re li gi o us ori en ta ti ons9 (Skoc pol 2000).

The bu il ding of part ner ships with ot her ci vil so ci ety or ga ni za ti ons and 
go vern men tal agen ci es (ibid.) was seen as a way to avoid the se traps of 
the in vol ve ment of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons in sta te af fa irs.

De spi te pre sent de ba tes on advan ta ges and ne ga ti ve aspects of in clu sion 
of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons in sta te af fa irs, lar ge or ga ni za ti ons such as the 
Sal va tion Army, Cat ho lic Cha ri ti es USA, and Lut he ran Ser vi ces in Ame-
ri ca or Je wish Fa mily Ser vi ces ha ve been ac ti ve so cial ser vi ce pro vi ders 
for a long ti me. The cur rent trend of de vo lu tion of re spon si bi lity for so cial 
is su es from the fe de ral to the lo wer le vels of go vern ment has a po si ti ve 
ef fects on bu il ding fir mer ti es bet we en go vern ment and re li gi o us or ga-
ni za ti ons in the form of pu blic-pri va te part ner ships. Ho we ver, it do es 
not go wit ho ut com pli ca ti ons, which are lar gely a con se qu en ce of ex cep-
ti o nal va ri ety of or ga ni za ti ons, the ir le gal sta tu ses, or ga ni za ti o nal forms, 
te ac hing and do mi nant prac ti ces that are ham pe ring the ir work in the 
pu blic sphe re (Dob kin-Hall 2007).

Con clu ding Re marks

In Ame ri ca, un li ke Euro pean co un tri es, re li gion ma in ta i ned a pri vi le ged 
po si tion and im por tant ro le in both pri va te and pu blic sphe res. As we 
ha ve seen, the in flu en ce of re li gi o us fac tor is ex pres sed in di rectly, thro ugh 
re li gi o us te ac hings de eply in cor po ra ted in the po li ti cal cul tu re and the 
ba sic prin ci ples of the or ga ni za tion of so cial and po li ti cal li fe, but al so 

9 Re sults of re se arch con duc ted in 2001 sho wed that ci ti zens are in lar ge num bers 
(75%) sup por ters of fun ding of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons from go vern ment so ur ces, but 
the re the fa vo ring of Ju deo-Chri stian con cept was al so pre sent, so that the only half 
of re spon dents ex pres sed a po si ti ve at ti tu de to wards equ ally di stri bu ted mo ney to 
ot her re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons (PEW Fo rum on Re li gion and Pu blic Li fe). Stu di es al so 
show that the lar gest part of fun ding from the bud get went right in to the hands of 
the Ju deo-Chri stian or ga ni za ti ons (Prot he ro 2006).
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di rectly, thro ugh the ac ti ons of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons in sol ving pro blems 
fa ced by the po or.

As it was de mon stra ted, Ro man Cat ho lic and re for med Pro te stant un der-
stan dings of the main ca u ses, con se qu en ces and ap pro ac hes in tre at ment 
of po verty sig ni fi cantly dif fer. In short, whi le for Ro man Cat ho lics the 
very act of mercy is im por tant and has a ro le im por tant for the be ne fac tor; 
Pro te stants emp ha si ze di li gent work as a way to sal va tion, whi le the help 
for the po or is li mi ted by the as ses sment of the ir mo ral su i ta bi lity. For 
Ro man Cat ho lics, po verty is a he avy bur den that the en ti re com mu nity 
sho uld ta ke ca re of thro ugh cha ri ta ble ac ti vi ti es, whi le Pro te stants emp ha-
si ze per so nal gu ilt and re spon si bi lity for the mi se ra ble si tu a tion of an 
in di vi dual. The prin ci ple of ope ra tion of Ro man Cat ho lic or ga ni za ti ons 
is ca ri tas – as si sting wit ho ut much di scri mi na tion, whi le for the Pro te-
stants the main tool is test and pu nis hment of the wor kshop.

The si mi la rity of the se two re li gi o us tra di ti ons is pri ma rily re flec ted in 
the re jec tion of sta te aut ho rity and in the im por tan ce gi ven to ci vil so ci ety 
and lo cal ini ti a ti ve. This re sul ted in the fact that the system of so cial 
ca re at the na ti o nal le vel has ne ver been de ve lo ped, ne it her in Ro man 
Cat ho lic co un tri es, nor in the co un tri es do mi na ted by re for med Pro te-
stan tism in a way it was ac hi e ved in co un tri es with Lut he ran tra di tion, 
which was open for the im pact of hig her struc tu res of go vern ment (Kahl 
2005). The de ve lop ment of the so cial wel fa re system in Ame ri ca ge ne rally 
fol lo wed Pro te stant prin ci ples. They are al so pre sent in the afo re men ti o ned 
chan ges that di rectly in clu de re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons in so cial ser vi ces 
pro vi sion. So cial as si stan ce that is re ce i ved is not ne ces sa rily ci ti zens’ 
right mo ti va ted by so cial so li da rity, but it in clu des in it self re li gi o us con no-
ta ti ons and so cial te ac hings of the Chur ches.

De spi te the un de ni a ble chan ges that are the re sult of the esta blis hment 
of wel fa re sta te in Ame ri ca, so cial po li ci es and prac ti ces aimed at re du cing 
po verty still ca rry the tra ces of strong re li gi o us in flu en ce from the past, 
and al so the cur rent ef forts of re li gi o us gro ups to cap tu re and ma in tain 
the ir po si tion in the pu blic sphe re. At ti tu de of the sta te to wards re li gi o us 
or ga ni za ti ons can be seen as a fun ction of its re la tion to so cial ca re system. 
In a co un try whe re the do mi nant prin ci ple is in di vi dual re spon si bi lity 
and whe re the lo cal le vel is seen as the pri mary fi eld of sol ving so cial 
pro blems, the sig ni fi cant pre sen ce of re li gi o us or ga ni za ti ons ap pe ars as 
a lo gi cal re sult of such po li ci es.

Pri mlje no: 15. ju na 2014.
Pri hva će no: 15. av gu sta 2014.
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Je li sa ve ta Vu ke lić 
Dra gan Sta no je vić

Ko tre ba da se bri ne o si ro ma šni ma? Re li gi ja i so ci jal na za šti ta u Ame ri ci

Ap strakt
Na me ra ovog ra da je da is pi ta od nos re li gij skih or ga ni za ci ja i dr ža ve u Sje di-
nje nim Ame rič kim Dr ža va ma iz per spek ti ve si ste ma so ci jal ne za šti te i bri ge 
o si ro ma šni ma. Kon kret ni je, po sta vlja mo pi ta nje na ko ji na čin idej ne osno-
ve i prak tič no de lo va nje re li gij skih or ga ni za ci ja uti ču na prav ce for mu li sa nja 
so ci jal ne po li ti ke, od no sno ob li ko va nje od no sa dr ža ve pre ma ugro že nim 
ka te go ri ja ma sta nov ni štva. U pr vom de lu se ski ci ra ju osnov ne ka rak te ri sti ke 
re li gij skog ži vo ta i so ci jal ne za šti te u Ame ri ci, dok je dru gi deo ra da po sve ćen 
ana li zi uti ca ja osnov nih mo ral no-re li gij skih pret po stav ki re form skog pro te-
stan ti zma i ka to li ci zma (kao dve naj ra spro stra nje ni je re li gij ske tra di ci je u 
SAD) i na či na na ko ji se re li gij ske or ga ni za ci je uklju ču ju u sa vre me ni si stem 
so ci jal ne za šti te u Ame ri ci.

Ključ ne re či: re li gi ja, so ci jal na za šti ta, si ro ma šni, Ame ri ka


