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In his 1831 reflections on democracy in America, Alexis de

Tocqueville said, in effect, that America is great because she is

good. If ever she ceases to be good, she will cease to be great.

We can reasonably assume from the context of this quotation

that Tocqueville is utilizing moral language to describe the

quality of motivation and generosity he had observed in his

exposure to the civic and voluntary life of early America. 

This INDEPENDENT SECTOR report picks up on Tocqueville’s

long-neglected theme. Like Tocqueville at his best, this study

holds up a mirror to the landscape of American philanthropy

and reflects back to us a picture that shows a bold and 
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persistent link between patterns of
giving to religious institutions and
to the broader society.

Most pastors, priests, rabbis,
imams, and other religious leaders
will not be surprised to learn that
those who contribute their time
and financial resources to religious
institutions are more likely to con-
tribute to broad civic purposes as
well. Religious leaders carefully cul-
tivate the habit of sharing resources
as an article of faithful witness and
a matter of responsible living within
civic society. The findings of this
study offer evidence that such
lessons are instructive to congre-
gants in heretofore-unrecognized
proportions. The finding that those
who give to religious organizations
are both more likely to give to secu-
lar organizations and to give more
generously of both time and money
should and will have important
consequences for many aspects of
our society.

In a moment in which “faith-
based initiatives” are being debated
as one means to provide services to
needy populations, this report offers
hard evidence of the religious com-
munity’s philosophic and material
capacity for generosity and civic
engagement.

Leaders of religious congrega-
tions will find this report not only
satisfying but also an inducement to
continue with their practices of cul-
tivating generosity and involvement
among their congregants. Real con-
tributions to the well-being of our
communities, the preservation of

our natural resources, and the very
culture and people of our land are
the beneficiaries of this great giving
of resources.

As a seminary president I 
often sought contributions from
for-profit corporations. Corpora-
tions may find in this study the
evidence of broad community giv-
ing, which is often foundational 
to their own contributions. This
study offers corporate philanthropy
an opportunity to observe the
scope and scale of such contribu-
tions in a broader context.

As General Secretary of the
National Council of the Churches
of Christ in the USA, I am often
asked by large benevolent organiza-
tions how they might gain better
access to the vast infrastructure of
American churches, especially to
enlist the voluntary services of
believers to aid the hungry and the
homeless, the young and the
elderly. In the light of the findings
of Faith and Philanthropy, we
should all redouble our efforts
knowing that the resources are great
and the intentions good among
congregational participants to be
wise stewards of their resources of
time and money to serve the greater
common good.

The goodness, which Tocqueville
once linked to greatness, is in no
short supply in today’s America,
and INDEPENDENT SECTOR has
enabled all of us to better under-
stand how and where we might
locate and direct it for purposes
benevolent to all.
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Americans who give to or volunteer with religious congrega-

tions give more time and money than those only involved in

secular charitable activities. The power of faith-based giving

and volunteering is clear, compelling, and measurable: 

The beliefs, values, attitudes, and commitments of those who

contribute to religion translate into high levels of generosity to

other causes as well. Undoubtedly, there are a number of other

factors that influence levels of giving, including income and

home ownership, but religious belief is without question one

of the most important factors independent of economic status.
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Givers to churches, temples, and
mosques—about 60 percent of all
households—support not only their
places of worship, but also act on
their values by supporting other
secular causes. Of givers to religious
congregations, over 85 percent also
support secular organizations, 
providing three-quarters of the 
philanthropic support those other
organizations receive. Overall, 
religion-giving households give 87.5
percent of all charitable contribu-
tions, averaging over $2,100 in
annual contributions to all causes
(Figure 1).  

Givers to religious congregations
are dramatically more generous
than others. Those who give to
both congregations and secular
organizations give nearly four times
as much as those who only give to
secular charities. Further, givers to
religion are just as generous to other
types of nonprofit organizations as 

are secular givers. Clearly, giving to
religion does not detract from the
support these other organizations
receive.

The influence of faith extends 
to volunteering. People who regu-
larly attend religious services are
much more likely to be volunteers.
Fifty-four percent of those who 
regularly attend religious services
volunteer, while only 32 percent 
of the non-attendees volunteer. 
Further, frequent attendees, 29 
percent of all people, account for
nearly 70 percent of the hours 
volunteered each month. In round
numbers, one-third of the people
give two-thirds of the time. It is 
evident that faith has a remarkable
impact on volunteering.
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Figure 1 Faith and Philanthropy  
Giving to Religious Congregations 

and Secular Organizations
ALL HOUSEHOLDS ALL CHARITABLE CONTRIBUTIONS 

Annual Contributions to 
All Causes, by Source

Households That 
Give to Religious 
Congregations

Households That 
Give Only to 

Secular Organizations

Non-Givers

60.6%

27.7%

11.7%

87.5%

12.5%
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