
Community Investments December 2001 Community Investments December 200122 7

WHAT IS THE FAITHS INITIATIVE?
The Foundation Alliance with Interfaith
To Heal Society (FAITHS) is an initia-
tive of The San Francisco Foundation
(TSFF), one of the largest community
foundations in the United States. The
Initiative aims to enhance the work of
faith-based organizations that deliver
secular services or advocate for their
communities. FAITHS does this by con-
necting faith-based organizations with
assistance from nonprofits and foun-
dations. We also provide direct tech-
nical and financial assistance to faith-
based organizations and hold educa-
tional briefings for faith community
leadership.

FAITHS was founded in 1993 to re-
spond to the concerns of clergy and
lay leaders in the San Francisco Bay
Area (Bay Area) that they were not able
to gain the support of organized phi-
lanthropy for their efforts to implement
secular programs. This was the era
when welfare reform and federal devo-
lution legislation was being proposed
before the U.S. Congress. An interfaith
group of 15 faith leaders met with pro-
gram staff of TSFF to voice their grave
concern that as government withdrew
from delivering social service programs
and support, the faith community
would be forced to pick up the bur-
den, lest many of the residents of their
communities fall through the rapidly
eroding safety net. These faith leaders
believed that the faith community had
a major role to play in providing safety
net services but lacked the resources
and capacity to do so, and were thus
seeking the support of organized phi-
lanthropy. In the eight years since that
meeting, FAITHS has built an interfaith
network of more than 350 congrega-
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tions and grassroots organizations that
meet regularly to problem-solve
around community issues in the five
Bay Area counties that TSFF serves
(Marin, San Francisco, Alameda, Con-
tra Costa and San Mateo).

GOVERNANCE

The CEO and Board of Trustees of the
Foundation review and approve all
FAITHS’ grants and have the final word
about the Initiative’s direction and
programs. Within that framework,
FAITHS incorporates input from
clergy- and lay-led governing and
planning teams for decision-making
and advising the CEO and Board of
Trustees. A Leadership Group of 20
leaders representing the diversity of
the Bay Area faith community deter-
mines the general direction of
FAITHS’s projects and convenings.
This group meets quarterly to provide
guidance and insight to the work of
the Initiative. Assisting this group are

two 30-member planning teams that
inform the day-to-day work of FAITHS:
a Race and Community Relations Plan-
ning Team and an Economic Justice
and Opportunity Planning Team (EJO).
This structure provides more than 15
different opportunities annually for the
Foundation to connect with the 80
faith-based organizations affiliated with
FAITHS’ leadership and planning
teams.

IMPACT AND PROBLEM SOLVING

The initiative’s philanthropic partners
recognize that the primary benefit of
FAITHS is convening and problem-
solving with the community. The ma-
jor community input event sponsored
by FAITHS, The Vision is Justice, be-
came the catalyst for prioritizing issues
and follow-up action by congregations.
The forum was convened on Novem-
ber 18, 1999, at Preservation Park in
Oakland, where 154 faith- and commu-
nity-based organizations reviewed the
strategic role that faith communities
throughout the Bay Area play in address-
ing critical issues. Identified issues in-
clude affordable housing, inter-group re-
lations, job training, senior service pro-
vision and youth development. Some
examples of what the FAITHS’ network
is doing to follow-up on the identified
priorities are:

Affordable Housing: This is one of the
top priorities identified for action by
the FAITHS EJO Planning Team.
FAITHS is training key congregation
leaders to take action on the afford-
able housing issue. The work began
with an eight-part Affordable Housing
Training Institute that provided concen-
trated technical and financial assistance

MISSION STATEMENT
The Foundation Alliance with

Interfaith To Heal Society (FAITHS)
enhances the human service delivery
and advocacy capacity of San Fran-
cisco Bay Area faith organizations,

builds relationships within and
beyond the faith community, identi-
fies opportunities to support strate-
gic community development efforts,

and educates philanthropy about
strengthening communities through

faith-based institutions.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR Facilitate new partnerships/fund-
ing opportunities: Banks, corpora-
tions and foundations can introduce
charities to their business partners
as a way to help create new fund-
ing partnerships. Other funding
opportunities might include low-
interest loans, free checking ac-
counts for program participants of
a charity and first-time homebuyer
assistance.

Highlight charities in company
publications: One way to increase
awareness for a charity is to write
an article in your company’s publi-
cation. In this way, the funders’
employees and business partners
can learn abut an organization that
they otherwise may not have
known. The charities can assist in
writing these articles or providing
background information.

Serve on boards/committees: The
professional expertise that execu-
tives of bank, corporations and
foundations can bring to a non-
profit are invaluable and help to
ensure accountability of program
outcomes.

These are just some of the ways in
which businesses can and do support
local causes. Such partnerships are vi-
tal to agencies like Mercy Housing Cali-
fornia as we work to address needs
faced by individuals and families.

To discuss partnership opportunities,
please contact Amy Widestrom at (415)
553-6384 or via email:
awidestrom@mercyhousing.org.

AMY WIDESTROM is a resource development
coordinator for Mercy Housing California.  She
specializes in public relations and special
events, such as groundbreaking and grand
opening celebrations.  Before joining Mercy
Housing, she worked with a large fundraising
event production company, and served as
fundraising staff for the Bill Bradley for Presi-
dent Campaign.

Amy received her bachelor ’s degree in
English and theater in 1999 from Oberlin
College.
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HOW YOU CAN HELP

Lending institutions, corporations and
foundations provide a large source of
funding for Catholic charity funding
through grants, low-interest loans and
event sponsorship and underwriting.
Recognizing that these three funding
sources often have relationships with
one another helps build support and
awareness for charities by simply edu-
cating one another about the programs
and agencies they each support.

Here are some ways businesses can
and are helping local charities in their
fundraising efforts:

Identify funding priorities: Know-
ing what programs, age group or
geographic area is of interest to a
funder helps charities focus their
efforts. Having stated priorities may
also allow funders to make larger
donations to a select group of chari-
ties who address those stated
priorities.

Support operations of charities:
Nonprofits are grateful for all fund-
ing, but often there is a dearth of
funding for basic operational costs,
which are responsible for maintain-
ing day-to-day tasks. Both opera-
tional and programmatic support
is necessary for the sustainability
of an organization.

Foster ongoing communications:
Site visits by lending officers and
program officers, as well as phone
conversations with grant writers
and program staff can greatly en-
hance the funder’s knowledge of
the work of an organization. On-
going communications help to en-
sure that the charity’s programs and
the funder’s priorities match.
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to congregations engaged in specific
housing activities (advocacy and/or
development). This is being followed
up with a series of local workshops
and meetings from summer 2000
through spring 2002. Long-term part-
nerships with nonprofit organizations
and other public and private resources
(e.g. financial institutions) that address
affordable housing remain principal
objectives of this effort.

Youth Development and High-Risk
Youth Intervention: FAITHS’ youth
leadership development includes a
summer-long youth leadership devel-
opment training project. The training
provides an opportunity for 15 youth
leaders to spend a summer as interns
with the Foundation and covers a
realm of activities, including hands-on
grantmaking. The youth develop pri-
orities and criteria for grants, research
the groups, solicit proposals, make the
awards and contribute seven weeks of
volunteer service with youth-servicing
agencies.

Senior Services: The FAITHS Legacy
Project, supported by the California
Wellness Foundation, builds the capac-
ity of congregations to respond to the
needs and concerns of seniors. While
health screenings are a key component
of the service delivery, we are also fo-
cusing on transportation, resource de-
velopment and community awareness.
The sessions have resulted in several
pilot projects to maximize health out-
comes for seniors involving congrega-
tions throughout the Bay Area.

GRANTMAKING AND PARTNERSHIPS

FAITHS’ grant work supports commu-
nity building. Our 2001-02 budget will
exceed $500,000. The grants are pri-
oritized to faith-based organizations
working on issues of affordable hous-
ing policy and development, youth
organizing and development, inter-
group relations, civic engagement and
capacity building. Since 1993, FAITHS
has raised $3.8 million to support this

work. The overwhelming majority of
these funds were re-granted out to
support secular work by faith-based
organizations. FAITHS small grant
work to catalyze community building
with grassroots organizations was rec-
ognized by the National Council of
Foundations at its 2000 annual con-
ference as a national model. This fis-
cal year, foundation partners expect
FAITHS to re-grant $250,000 to a num-
ber of faith-based organizations. An
additional $70,000 will be used to
support a youth development pro-
gram, local convening and workshops
on issue areas.

FAITHS’ partnerships with founda-
tions represent an exciting model for
philanthropic involvement with congre-
gations engaged in community devel-
opment. Some examples include:

➤ The partnership with the James
Irvine Foundation (Irvine) pro-
vides small grants that improve the
capacity of congregations to be-
come involved in civic engage-
ment. Using a combination of sup-
port from Irvine and TSFF, FAITHS
has awarded a round of Commu-
nity Partners grants to 15 congre-
gations and faith-based organiza-
tions each year for the last four
years. In the 2000 and 2001
awards, special emphasis was
given to congregations working
on issues of cultural diversity that
involved youth. This was espe-
cially important in the Bay Area
in the wake of a burgeoning local
youth advocacy movement initi-
ated by youth opposition to
Proposition 21. That proposition
lowered the age at which youth
can be tried as adults, expanded
the definition of gang-related
activities, and mandates that juve-
nile offenses be counted as strikes
for the purpose of enforcing
California’s “Three Strikes” law.
The specific work of the thirty-
member Race and Community Re-
lations Planning Team involves a

combination of community brief-
ings, small grants and capacity
building informed by the work of
the community partners

➤ Foundation support helped to un-
derwrite the Demystifying Econom-
ics training series, which focused
on teaching faith-based organiza-
tions understand how national
policies and international events
impact the work they are doing at
the local level. We were also able
to address strategic planning and
assist some of the congregations
to form 501(c)3 organizations to
carry out their community devel-
opment work. Over 125 faith-
based organizations participated in
the training, which was held
throughout our service area. There
were a number of tangible projects
as a result of the training. One of
the most notable being the pur-
chase and rehabilitation of a strip
mall to stabilize the rents of the
only pediatrician in the area that
accepted MediCal patients, and to
provide space for the congre-
gation’s housing development and
senior services programs

FAITHS current philanthropic partners
include The Ford Foundation, The
James Irvine Foundation, The
Koshland Program, The Peninsula
Community Foundation, The Walter
and Elise Haas Fund and The Marin
Community Foundation. FAITHS has
also worked collaboratively with Bank
of America, Washington Mutual and
other members of the financial com-
munity. Going forward, we are looking
for opportunities to explore how the
affordable housing development work
of our network might be supported by
financial institutions implementing the
Community Reinvestment Act.

DISSEMINATION OF BEST PRACTICES

Part of the mandate of FAITHS is the
systematic sharing of best practices at-
tained from our work with the faith

Catholic Women Religious and is not
part of the Catholic Church structure.
This difference has to be explained
when introducing Mercy Housing in a
community.

Mercy Housing, Inc. is an affordable
housing developer committed to cre-
ating and strengthening healthy com-
munities through the provision of qual-
ity, affordable, service-enriched hous-
ing for individuals and families who
are economically poor. In addition,
Mercy Service Corporation, an affiliate
of Mercy Housing, manages all MHC
properties and coordinates the provi-
sion of on-site services for residents,
including after-school programs, En-
glish as a Second Language (ESL)
classes, food and clothing banks and
computer classes. While Mercy Hous-
ing provides both housing and services,
the main focus of their work is hous-
ing, with Mercy Services providing the
resources and support for on-site pro-
grams.

Initially, Catholic Charities San Fran-
cisco developed housing as well, but
found that their resources could sim-
ply not support the volume of work
required to establish the necessary part-
nerships and maintain the infrastruc-
ture to support this mission. Instead of
creating a separate entity as MHI did,
Catholic Charities chose to eliminate
housing from its programs offerings
and to work with other not-for-profit

housing providers, such as Mercy
Housing, to ensure that affordable
housing continues to be developed
and that crucial services are provided
in housing developments.

Focusing only on services has al-
lowed Catholic Charities to develop
strong programs that help those in
need, and address many of the con-
cerns facing communities today:
homelessness, hunger, HIV/AIDS,
support for the elderly and services
for immigrants. These programs are
offered in cooperation with other or-
ganizations and not-for-profits, who
may provide the location for service
delivery or other services that comple-
ment Catholic Charities’ mission.

While the goal of the two organi-
zations differ—one focusing primarily
on housing and the other on pro-
grams, the problems being addressed
are fundamentally the same. Mercy
Housing California and Catholic Chari-
ties often work together to provide
comprehensive care for those in need,
combining housing and services in a
centralized location.

WHERE DOES THE MONEY COME FROM?
The obvious question about these pro-
grams and organization is, who pays
for them? While fundraising for not-
for-profits varies depending on the
organization and the cause, most are
funded through a combination of in-
dividual gifts and grants requests.

To establish a strong fundraising
program, professional fundraisers sug-
gest that the ideal breakdown of fund-

ing is 80 percent from individuals, 10
percent from foundations, and 10 per-
cent from grants. In fact, the majority of
nonprofit organizations raise funds in
these three ways; however, the break-
down does not necessarily match the
ideal for a number of reasons.

There is one overriding challenge for
Catholic organizations: the assumption
that the Church —with a reputation for
being well funded— provides funding
for all Catholic organizations. Whether
or not this is explicitly stated, chang-
ing this perception is a major focus of
most Catholic fundraising programs.
One of the biggest differences between
Catholic Charities and MHC is Catholic
Charities’ direct link to the local par-
ish, diocese or archdiocese. This pro-
vides opportunities not available to
other Catholic not-for-profits—namely,
direct access to a portion of the popu-
lation that presumably supports Catho-
lic causes—which are vital to their
fundraising efforts.

While Mercy Housing California is a
Catholic organization, it is not directly
affiliated with parishes, diocese or the
archdiocese, which makes reaching this
“natural” constituency a bit more chal-
lenging. Support from the Church then
is limited for organizations like Mercy
Housing, which must pursue donations
from a broad base of individuals, cor-
porations and businesses to sustain
their work.

MHC depends heavily on grants from
foundations and corporations with sup-
port from the co-sponsoring congre-
gations of Women Religious. Individual
donors, the smallest source of
fundraising dollars, tend to be those
who were educated by nuns or worked
with them in schools or the healthcare
arena, and those who are committed
to the cause of affordable housing. The
key to building our individual donor
base is focused on broadening the
awareness and understanding of the
work of Mercy Housing.

Approximately 13.6

million children under

the age of 12, 29% of

all children, cope with

hunger or the risk of

hunger over the course

of a given year.

Ideal Proportions of
Received Funds

80%

10%

10%

Grants
FoundationsIndividuals
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community. These lessons are shared
not only with foundations that are con-
sidering partnering with various faith
communities, but also with public
agencies, the independent sector, cor-
porations and other entities involved
in community building. In addition to
numerous San Francisco Bay Area pre-
sentations, FAITHS staff has been en-
gaged in information exchange and
consultation in Boston, Chicago, Cleve-
land, Michigan, Philadelphia, New
York, Seattle and Los Angeles. FAITHS
also produces a number of descriptive
documents that chronicle our growth
and development, and summarize our
work and achievements.

Interested readers can contact FAITHS
at: (415) 733-8572 or visit our website:
www.sff.org.

Almost 1,000 Catholic organizations
work nationwide to address commu-
nity needs. Community programs ad-
dressing a variety of issues, including
the needs of the homeless, elderly,
working poor, immigrants and people
with other special circumstances, are
carried out by these organizations,
serving millions of people annually.

When first started in the 15th cen-
tury, charitable acts performed by
Catholic groups were often focused
on healthcare: caring for the sick and
elderly or housing ill children. Over
time, the Church realized that it could
not address healthcare alone; that in
order to ensure good health, one must
have a safe, secure home and ad-
equate nutrition. It was a monastery
in the 17th century that first combined
housing with services, creating the first
Catholic orphanage. This tradition has
continued with many changes over
time, but the mission remains the same:
to help those in need by providing com-
prehensive services to address the many
issues facing individuals and families
today.

This is not to say that all organiza-
tions approach this mission in the same
way. In fact, the Bay Area is home to
two nationwide not-for-profits, Catho-
lic Charities and Mercy Housing Cali-
fornia (MHC), which serve as perfect

by Amy Widestrom, Resource Development Coordinator,
Mercy Housing California

Full-time minimum

wage equals $16,726

annually, or $1,393 a

month. 52% of the poor

population in America

are working poor.

LANDON R. WILLIAMS is coordinator of the
FAITHS Initiative of The San Francisco Founda-
tion (TSFF).  TSFF is one of the largest commu-
nity foundations in the country (with assets of
$700 million) and provides grants to nonprofit
organizations in the San Francisco Bay Area.
Grantmaking subject areas include health, edu-
cation, environment, economic and social jus-
tice, arts, neighborhoods and community
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examples of the structural variety found
when examining Catholic agencies. This
article will look at the differences in pro-
grams offered and the various ways in
which these organizations are funded
today.

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

At first glance, Catholic Charities and
Mercy Housing may appear similar in
structure: they are both nationwide,
not-for-profit Catholic organizations.
Despite this, the foundations of these
organizations are vastly different, lead-
ing to fundamental operational differ-
ences. Catholic Charities exists in most
major cities and is founded by a local
parish, archdiocese or diocese. While
they operate out of different offices and
are 501 (c)3s, the organizations are in-
extricably bound to the local Catholic
Church. This offers the charity a wealth
of advantages, including the strength
of the local Catholic community.

Mercy Housing, Inc. (MHI), also a
not-for-profit 501 (c)3, was founded by
the Sisters of Mercy of Omaha in 1981
and has since grown into a nationwide
organization. They have several offices
in California, one in Washington, one
in Idaho and others representing the
Midwest, Southwest and Southeast.
MHI is sponsored by 11 Orders of

development—all with an emphasis on assist-
ing under-served populations.  The Foundation
is home for a number of special initiatives that
have a particular focus and a limited life.

Prior to joining TSFF, Mr. Williams was a con-
sultant providing organizational and eco-
nomic development assistance to the non-
profit sector.  Prior to that, he served as an as-
sistant to the city manager for the City of Ber-
keley, and as marketing director for Indepen-
dent Power Corporation in Oakland.  His back-
ground includes starting and directing non-
profits, public policy analysis, grantmaking
and small business and housing development.

Mr. Williams holds a bachelor’s degree in
economics from the University of California at
Berkeley, where he also earned his master’s
degree in public policy from the Goldman
School for Public Policy.
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2002 CRA Roundtable Dates

STATE 1ST QUARTER 2ND QUARTER 3RD QUARTER 4TH QUARTER

Arizona March 21 June 20 September 19 December 12

Northern California February 12 May 14 August 13 November 12
(San Francisco)

Southern California —— May 16 —— November 14
(Inland Empire)

Southern California February 13 May 15 August 14 November 13
(Los Angeles)

Southern California February 14 —— August 15 ——
(San Diego)

Idaho March 14 June 13 September 12 December 12

Nevada March 12 June 11 September 10 December 10

Oregon January 8 April 9 July 9 October 8

Utah —— April 18 July 18 October 17

Washington February 7 May 9 August 8 November 7
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COMMUNITY AFFAIRS CONTACTS FOR ROUNDTABLES

Adria Graham Scott (213) 683-2785 (Arizona, Southern California)
Craig Nolte (206) 343-3761 (Idaho, Oregon, Washington)

John Olson (415) 974-2989 (Northern California, Nevada, Utah)
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