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Church-Related or Faith-Based?

By Rick Stiffney, President/CEO, MHS Alliance

MHS Alliance members often refer to themselves as church-related or faith-based. The terms are both important but mean different things.
To define an organization as church-related says something about its linkage with a community of faith. To say an organization is faith-based
may say something about its essential character. We might reasonably assume that whether an organization is related to the church oris
faith-based, this makes some difference in mission, values, services, and culture.

There are many different ways to be church-related. Within the MHS Alliance membership, there are at least six different models of affiliation
with the church. All presuppose an understanding that the member organization is serving as an expression of the mission and ministry of
the church. Each model has strengths and vulnerabilities. And each contributes to the unique identity of the organization. A description of
these six models is available from MHS Alliance.

The term faith-based can be ambiguous. What is the nature of this faith? Upon whose faith was or is the organization based? Do the beliefs
and values upon which the organization was founded (based) still have meaning? What does being faith-based look like?

A few years ago, the President of the United States launched “faith-based initiatives” as a new way for the government to serve the people.
The purpose was to direct federal funding into not-for-profit activities operated by faith-based providers. This approach required that “faith-
based” be more precisely defined. Although the federal government never did define the term and the overall funding initiative sputtered,
this idea provided a catalyst for various people to consider the term more carefully.

An inter-faith health and human services consortium recently developed a typology to describe “faith-based”. The members identified six
different ways in which the beliefs of a founding community of faith might continue to have an impact on corporate culture, values, and pro-
grams. The continuum below represents the range of possibilities as described in the typology. The range is from a culture that is faith-
permeated to a culture that is secular, essentially devoid of evidence of the faith of the founders.
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Faith-Based: A Continuum
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Adapted from a typology originally developed by Ronald J. Sider and Heidi Rolland Unruh, based in part on the
research of the Congregations, Communities and Leadership Development Project, which they direct.
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