
Forging 
a new Moral 
and Political 

agenda

The civic role 
of religion 
in Los Angeles, 
1992–2010

Center for Religion and Civic Culture
University of Southern California





1

Forging a new Moral and Political agenda:

the civic role oF religion 
in los angeles, 1992-2010

Richard Flory, Brie Loskota, and Donald E. Miller

Center for Religion and Civic Culture
University of Southern California
March 2011 



© USC Center for Religion and Civic Culture, 2011



3

  contents

 
 4 Executive Summary 

 6 Preface

 7 Introduction

 8 The Religious and Social Ecology of Los Angeles

 13 Successes, Failures, and Contributions 
  of Civic Religion, 1992-1995 

 19 The Social Context of Faith-based Organizations 
  in Los Angeles, 1995-2010

 23 Faith Groups in the Civic Sphere of Los Angeles

 37 Future Challenges

 41 The Role of the Faith Community

 46 Acknowledgments

 47 Appendix: Methodological Note

 48 Notes

 50 About the Authors

 52 About the Center for Religion and Civic Culture



4

ExEcutivE Summary    In the nearly 20 years since the 1992 civil 
unrest, the Los Angeles faith community has significantly expanded 
its role in the public sphere. The social response to the Rodney King 
verdict was a watershed moment that provided an opportunity for 
congregations and other religious bodies to establish relationships 
across racial, ethnic, and economic divides. Faith-based organiza-
tions also launched efforts to meet short-term needs. Since 1992, 
significant demographic and political events have altered the 
landscape of Los Angeles, and of the faith community. While faith 
groups have always participated to varying degrees in the public 
sphere, over the past two decades they have become expected 
partners in dealing with social issues. This has resulted in a substan-
tial increase in the number of faith-based nonprofit organizations 
and a diversity of approaches to the problems they seek to address.

In the immediate aftermath of the civil unrest, faith groups 
established programs to address the symptoms and the underlying 
social issues of a fractured city. Many of these efforts lasted less 
than three years, but they accomplished the goal of quelling 
tensions and expanding interfaith and interethnic understanding.  
Other efforts had the organizational capacity to sustain coalitions 
and bolster community development activity. Between 1995 and 
2010, political developments such as Charitable Choice legislation 
in 1996, the promotion of faith-based initiatives during the 
administrations of Presidents Bush and Obama, and the needs of 
overburdened public agencies, have served to increase the public 
activities of the faith community. These expanded efforts mirror the 
pluralism in Los Angeles and its inherent complexities.
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Currently, faith groups in Los Angeles exhibit five primary ap-
proaches to addressing the public sphere: 1) Charity in the form of 
volunteerism and service provision; 2) Organizing efforts intended 
to nurture community leadership; 3) Advocacy that involves speak-
ing out on behalf of marginalized populations or addressing issues 
of discrimination or injustice; 4) Community development to im-
prove economic opportunities and well-being of communities; and 
5) Interfaith dialogue to foster understanding between different 
religious traditions. If most of the work by faith groups is directed 
toward charitable activity, the development of interfaith groups has 
seen the most growth since 1992. While the level of activity has 
increased in all five areas, partnership across the religious spectrum 
remains a key area for growth and opportunity.

The challenges that face the Los Angeles region, including the 
ongoing economic crisis, immigration, and the specter of a cata-
clysmic natural or human-made disaster, require responses from 
all sectors of society, including religious communities. Perhaps the 
most powerful contribution that the faith community can make 
is to change the civic discourse of Los Angeles by reframing the 
region’s challenges as issues that demand moral rather than purely 
political responses. Despite its limitations, the faith community, 
rightly organized around its highest ideals, can be both an example 
of a principled commitment to the public sphere and the source of 
commitment to creating a Los Angeles in which all of its citizens 
can flourish. The faith community must realize the common de-
nominator of helping the poor and the disenfranchised, and regain 
its prophetic voice to hold politicians, policymakers, businesses, and 
the media accountable in order to advance the public good.
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prEfacE     Perhaps the most important moment in the life of Los 
Angeles in the past twenty years was the civil unrest that erupted 
in the wake of the verdicts in the Rodney King assault trial. Both 
during and after the city went up in smoke, the religious com-
munity played an important and unexpected role in bringing the 
city back together and helping to heal the wounds and bridge the 
differences that led to the conflagration. In this report, we revisit 
the efforts of the faith community to bring the city of Los Angeles 
together and to create better opportunities for individuals, families 
and communities in the wake of the 1992 civil unrest.

In 1994 we reported our efforts to identify, describe and under-
stand the many religious groups that set out to bridge the cultural, 
racial, and economic differences that had divided Los Angeles and 
led to the unrest.1 Almost twenty years after many of those reli-
gious groups first entered the public sphere, this report examines 
what became of these attempts from within the faith community 
to heal the social fabric of Los Angeles and to improve opportuni-
ties for those in underserved communities. In this we were particu-
larly interested in both the relative successes and failures of these 
groups, seeking to understand lessons for the faith community in 
its efforts to engage the civic sphere of Los Angeles. 

A second set of questions emerged as we were underway with 
this project. It became clear to us early on that while 1992 was 
in many ways a watershed moment in the life of the city of Los 
Angeles, many changes had taken place over the intervening years 
that had led to a drastically increased, and diverse, faith presence in 
the efforts of many different groups to engage the public square. 
Thus we expanded this project to understand the current efforts 
of the faith community as it engages important social and politi-
cal issues in Los Angeles. Our effort in this is not intended to be 
an exhaustive account of the many congregations and faith-based 
organizations (FBOs) working in Los Angeles, rather, as a resource 
to examine the role that the faith community currently plays in the 
public life of Los Angeles and its potential for helping to make the 
city and region a better place for all who live here.
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introduction    In the immediate aftermath of the 1992 urban 
unrest in Los Angeles, there were numerous efforts by faith 
communities to address the anger unleashed by the Rodney King 
verdicts. A broad spectrum of religious groups—from individual 
congregations to quickly formed coalitions—organized clean-up 
crews and the delivery of food, clothing, and other resources to 
the affected communities. People from a wide range of faith tradi-
tions were mobilized in these efforts and new relationships 
developed across the city.
 
In addition to providing emergency assistance, there were many 
groups who felt that their religious commitments required them to 
make a sustained effort to heal the divisions that separated people 
of different races, ethnicities and social classes. These efforts 
included citywide or regional interfaith organizations, such as the 
Interfaith Coalition to Heal L.A., intra-religious efforts that brought 
together leaders and lay organizers from within particular faith 
communities, and “covenant” relationships between congrega-
tions, often with one of the partners from an affluent suburb and 
the other an urban area more closely affected by the unrest.2 
For example, Jewish congregations from L.A.’s Westside joined 
with inner-city congregations, such as First African Methodist 
Episcopal Church. Similarly, suburban churches, such as All Saints 
Episcopal in Pasadena, established partnerships with predominantly 
African American congregations in South Los Angeles.
 
While it is tempting to critique the long-term impact of these efforts, 
since many partnerships lasted only a few months or a couple
of years, an alternative view is that the civil unrest created the 
occasion for members of various faith communities to establish 
relationships across boundaries—social, religious, economic, racial 
and ethnic—which set the stage for the city’s vibrant interfaith net-
works. In addition, one can plausibly argue that the civil unrest was 
a major impetus for renewing the faith community’s engagement 
in addressing a number of seemingly intractable problems, such 
as poverty, homelessness, violence, and disparities in educational 
performance. 

Covenant relationships bring 

congregations from different 

economic, ethnic, and religious 

populations into sister/brother 

relationships—into partnerships 

directed toward the nurture of 

cross-cultural understanding and 

of mutual assistance.
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The religious and social 
ecology of Los Angeles

         s the population of Los Angeles has grown, so have 
         the many religious congregations and other faith-
         based nonprofits. Since 1990 the number of religious 
congregations has grown substantially, and since 1995, the number 
of faith-based nonprofits has more than doubled.3 

In many ways, Los Angeles is a microcosm of the United States 
as its demographic character becomes increasingly complex. By 
any number of measures, Los Angeles is the most ethnically and 
religiously diverse city in the world. Virtually every religion is rep-
resented in the Los Angeles region. Many of these religions were 
transported by immigrants, but Los Angeles has also been a source 
of religious innovation, giving birth to global Pentecostalism in 
1906, as well as religious movements that revive old religious forms 
and create hybrid expressions of traditional spiritual practice.

Table 1: 
Number of Religious Congregations, 1990-2009    
All Religions (Congregations)

  
    

 Source: http://www.thearda.com/DemographicMap/ 
 Accessed 12/6/2010 
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The official count of religious congregations in Los Angeles County 
numbers nearly 6,000, but this certainly does not include the 
hundreds, even thousands of “store front” churches, immigrant 
congregations, and groups that are not listed in the phone book or 
do not have official IRS registration. The diversity of the city’s reli-
gious ecology is apparent on church marquees that sometimes list 
services in four or five languages. In addition, many churches host 
multiple congregations under one roof. Still others meet in homes, 
social halls, schools, warehouses and other unexpected venues.
 

Table 2: 
Number of congregations for major religious groups 
in Los Angeles County, 2009
     
Major Religious Groups (Congregations) 2009  

Evangelical Protestant 2,722
Mainline Protestant 773
Roman Catholic 276 
Historically Black Protestant 243
Jewish Congregations 171
Jehovah’s Witness 133 
Latter Day Saints (Mormon) 121
Orthodox Christian 65 
Buddhist 61 
Muslim 39
Hindu 11
Other 1,281
Total Number of Congregations 5,896   
     
Source: http://www.thearda.com/DemographicMap/    
Accessed 12/6/2010     

Note: Muslim count is based on the 2009 Islamic Shura Council of Southern 
California directory. Catholic count from all parishes listed on the Los Angeles 
Archdiocese website. These sources result in slightly different total counts of 
congregations between Table 1 and Table 2. These counts are for individual 
congregations, not adherents or membership within religious groups. For adherent 
and membership statistics, please see data sets available at www.thearda.com.   
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Los Angeles is quickly becoming an ethnic non-majority city. 
Latinos, the fastest growing segment of the population since at 
least 1990, now represent approximately 47% of the population. 
Over the same time period, the number of African Americans has 
declined with many having moved from historic inner-city enclaves 
to the suburbs, resulting in an increase in commuter congregations 
in their former neighborhoods. And the decline of the city’s white 
population has created major realignments of religiously based 
political influence, with many of the mainline denominations strug-
gling to redefine their identity as multi-ethnic communities.

Table 3: 
Number of Religious Non-Profits, 
LA County, 1995-2010     

Source: National Center for Charitable Statistics (http://nccs.urban.org/index.cfm).
Accessed 11/23/2010

1995 4,191   

1996 4,365    

1997 4,703   

1998 4,945   

1999 5,298   

2000 5,447

2001 5,902

2002 6,199

2003 6,931

2004 7,177

2005 7,295

2006 7,473

2007 7,802

2008 8,090

2009 8,388

2010 8,604
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Table 4: 
Race and Ethnicity in Los Angeles County 1990-2009  
  
 1990 2000 2009

Total Population (count) 8,863,164 9,519,338 9,848,011

Race
White 57% 49% 50%
African American 11 10 9
Asian 11 12 13
Other Race 21 24 25
    
Hispanic Origin 1990 2000 2009

Hispanic origin (of any race) 38% 45% 47%
Not Hispanic or Latino  55 53
White Alone  31 29
Black or African American Alone   7 
   
Source: The U.S. Census Bureau (http://factfinder.census.gov) Accessed 12/6/2010; 
updated 1/17/2011.   
 
Notes on the data: The 2009 data are U.S. Census Bureau estimates. The U.S. 
Census Bureau considers ”two minimum categories for ethnicity: Hispanic or Latino 
and Not Hispanic or Latino. The federal government considers race and Hispanic 
origin to be two separate and distinct concepts. Hispanics and Latinos may be of 
any race.” http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/epss/race_ethnic.html. The 1990 
Census data is not directly comparable to 2000 and 2009.   

  

Table 5: 
Diversity: English only spoken in home, Los Angeles compared to 
United States and New york City  

 2000 2008

Los Angeles County 46% 44%
City of Los Angeles 42 40
  
United States 80 80
New york City 52 52

Source: The U.S. Census Bureau (http://factfinder.census.gov) Accessed 12/12/2010 
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Successes, failures, 
and contributions of 
civic religion, 1992-1995

            mmediately following the civil unrest of 1992, faith groups 
            began to work toward creating a more unified city, with 
            informal partnerships or covenant relationships being a 
            prime expression of the desire to heal the breach in the 
social contract that binds together people from different social, 
economic, racial and ethnic groups. 

While most of these groups dissolved after a few years, there 
were other organizations that had larger aspirations. Perhaps most 
visible, both in 1992 and for years after, were the efforts of Rev. 
Cecil Murray of First African Methodist Episcopal Church (FAME). 
Murray had already established close ties between his church and 
city officials, as well as with other religious and civic groups. During 
the unrest and in its aftermath, he became a key actor in many 
additional community development efforts and programs in the 
city until his retirement in 2004. Another organization— New City 
Parish, a coalition that began with five Lutheran churches in Los 
Angeles—grew out of the responses of like-minded pastors whose 
initial aim was to provide food and clothing to people displaced 
by the unrest. The coalition grew to nine churches and developed 
into an organization that is still active today in the civic life of Los 
Angeles. These examples raise the question of what led to longer-
term success, in both organizational and programmatic terms, and 
ultimately what these and other groups have contributed to the 
civic life of Los Angeles since 1992. In what follows, we outline 
several reasons for both the short-term and long-term successes of 
these efforts.

“Those organizations that 

really had their purpose in 

rebuilding L.A., a lot of us 

disappeared because what-

ever goals they set were met, 

at least to their satisfaction.” 

Chip Rawlings, Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter Day Saints

I
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Short-Term Crisis Response
Most of the efforts coming out of the 1992-era were organized 
with a short-term goal in mind, such as to clean up the areas af-
fected by the unrest or to create a sense of community among di-
verse groups of people. Many of these efforts received enthusiastic 
media attention despite their modest goals. Other efforts, such as 
“Hands Across L.A.,” organized by the Interfaith Coalition to Heal 
L.A., were largely symbolic efforts to show that people in a city as 
large and diverse as Los Angeles were more united than divided. 

Because these events and relationships were initiated primarily in 
response to a crisis and often oriented toward a particular issue, 
rather than the underlying conditions, they did not lend themselves 
to long-term efforts to address larger problems facing the city.
 
Organizational Capacity, Structure and Resources
Owing primarily to the fact that most of these efforts were born 
out of a crisis, most of these partnerships lacked any real organiza-
tional structure to sustain their efforts. Given the limited resources 
of many congregations, however, faith-based organizations often 
had no choice but to move on to the next critical issue that they 
were equipped to address. The few exceptions to this general rule 
were those organizations that had existing structures of commu-
nity development and policy advocacy that could be adapted to 
the new efforts as well as the relationships necessary to make the 
efforts successful. 
 

“When there is a crisis, a lot 

of good people respond. 

The sustainability is always 

questioned because there is 

so much going on.” 

Rabbi Emeritus Steven Jacobs, 
Temple Kol Tikvah
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The two examples noted above—the programs initiated and sus-
tained by First A.M.E. Church under Rev. Cecil Murray and the de-
velopment of the New City Parish in response to the 1992 crisis—
represent two different ways that organizational structures were 
effectively utilized. FAME used its existing organizational structure 
to create FAME Renaissance, a community development organi-
zation associated with the church. A key to the success of FAME 
Renaissance was the hiring of Mark Whitlock, a former banking 
executive, to become the executive director. FAME was able to 
capitalize on Whitlock’s knowledge of the financial world and 
create an expanded community development organization. New 
City Parish used the existing relationships among several Lutheran 
churches, first to create an organized response to the needs caused 
by the civil unrest, and then to develop a larger structure through 
which they could sustain ongoing programs to address the needs 
of the communities they serve.
 
Population Change
Among the factors that led to the 1992 civil unrest was the rapid 
demographic change that took place between the 1980s and the 
early 1990s in Los Angeles. As the Latino population increased and 
the African American population decreased in the same communi-
ties, many shared the view that the two groups were competing 
for resources such as jobs and housing, which stoked underlying 
tensions. This demographic trend has continued since the 1990s, 
one result being that many of the African American churches in 
South Los Angeles are now primarily commuter churches, with 
their members living as far away as Riverside and San Bernardino. 
A drive up Vermont Avenue, Hoover Street, or Figueroa Street 
reveals that many churches are only open for weekend services. 
This has the potential to reduce the commitment to the community 
where the church is located.4 
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Generational changes have also affected the demographic makeup 
of traditionally African American communities since 1992. In our 
interviews, we found that while the events of 1992 loom large in 
the minds and experience of some, the civil unrest has little to do 
with the lives of others. The leaders of several faith organizations 
were either too young to remember the civil unrest or they did not 
live in Los Angeles or California at the time. Thus, while 1992 re-
mains symbolically important as a sort of touchstone for many L.A. 
communities, it does not have the same resonance with many of 
the groups active today as it did for the first several years following 
1992.

Demographic change has also taken place in organizations—lead-
ers retire, move to other positions or geographic locations, and 
members move away or drop off. The effect of the changes on 
organizations can be variable, but what is clear is that in faith-
based groups most of the energy for community engagement 
usually comes from a motivated individual within the organization, 
and that knowledge is rarely institutionalized in such a way that it 
can live on after the individual has left the organization. The result 
is that each time a key person leaves, the knowledge they have 
gained over time often leaves with them. 
 
In sum, the urgency of the crisis in 1992 created the key impetus 
for mobilizing the faith community in Los Angeles to enter the 
public sphere in a significant way. Even though most of the efforts 
lasted less than three years, they accomplished the primary tasks 
that they had set out for themselves, to create a greater sense of 
interfaith and interethnic understanding in the city. For those few 
groups with larger goals, the key to their success was the leader-
ship of a key individual and the ability to leverage existing relation-
ships and organizational structures to support their programs. 
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The social context of 
faith-based organizations 
in Los Angeles, 1995-2010

            variety of events and political developments since 
            1995 have served to motivate the faith community 
            to become more active in a public way. Beginning 
            with former President Clinton’s Charitable Choice/
welfare reform legislation in 1996, and continuing through the 
faith-based initiatives of former President George W. Bush and 
current President Barack Obama, the opportunity for faith orga-
nizations to undertake civic engagement has been aggressively 
promoted by public agencies, resulting in a larger range of faith-
based organizations engaged in public life.5 Public institutions are 
also increasingly looking to utilize faith-based services, outreach, 
and leadership because of their unique access to different popula-
tions, their presumed effectiveness in a wide range of arenas, and 
because they may have the organizational ability to deliver specific 
services to their local community. 
 
Beyond political developments, events like 9/11 and the 2006 im-
migration reform protest marches in Los Angeles have also served 
as motivators for the inclusion of an even larger and more diverse 
set of faith organizations to be involved in the public sphere. In 
particular, Muslim organizations, from mosques to medical clinics, 
have become more and more involved in interfaith endeavors, and 
in working on different social justice campaigns in Los Angeles. 
Also, immigrant residents have capitalized on using organizing 
skills learned in their home countries to engage issues here in Los 
Angeles.  

A
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More recently, the recession of 2008-2009 has dominated many of 
the efforts of the faith-based community. Not only are more people 
out of work, and in need of affordable housing and food, clothing 
and short-term shelter, but various faith groups have been work-
ing with both public agencies and financial institutions to create 
a system that rewards entities that establish community-minded 
business strategies. Other groups have worked with nonprofits and 
financial institutions to establish mortgage modification programs. 
Faith-based organizations are playing a key role in advocating for 
the rights of L.A.’s most vulnerable populations.
 
These expanded efforts resulted in multiple programs, committees 
and organizations that mirrors the pluralism represented in the Los 
Angeles faith community. The primary difference between 2010 
and 1992 is that faith groups are, in many ways, expected to play 
a public role in Los Angeles, whereas in the 1990s, there was no 
such expectation, even though many religious organizations did so 
on a regular basis and others rose to the challenges presented by 
the unrest. Today, groups are also expected to fill gaps left by the 
shrinking ability of public agencies to meet basic needs. Further, 
in 2010, there are not only many different faith groups—both 
congregations and FBOs—but there are seemingly almost as many 
different approaches to addressing pressing issues, each within 
their own networks and with varying levels and kinds of success 
in their endeavors. The result is that as opposed to the citywide 
efforts at unity in 1992, there is now a greatly expanded, though 
fragmented, imperative for faith-based groups to effect positive 
social change.



21



22



23

Faith groups 
in the civic sphere 
of Los Angeles

        urrently, faith groups in Los Angeles exhibit five dif-
        ferent, although sometimes overlapping, approaches 
        to meeting the needs they see in the public sphere: 
1) Charity in the form of volunteerism and service provision in 
which groups seek to alleviate immediate problems for individuals 
and families; 2) Organizing efforts intended to nurture commu-
nity leadership and develop public policy initiatives; 3) Advocacy 
that involves speaking out on behalf of marginalized populations 
or addressing particular issues of discrimination or injustice; 4) 
Community development to improve economic opportunities and 
well-being of communities; and 5) Interfaith dialogue to foster 
understanding between different religious traditions, often using a 
variety of the strategies listed above.

Charity
A recent report on volunteerism in American life from the National 
Conference on Citizenship6 showed that over 35 percent of those 
who perform volunteer service do so through a religious organiza-
tion. Much of the work of faith-based organizations and congrega-
tions is staffed by volunteers who want to put their beliefs into 
action in a tangible way. Charitable activities include food programs 
and the provision of clothing and short-term shelter. These projects 
can be found in individual congregations, as well as denomination-
al structures and large-scale formal organizations. 

For individual congregations, charity services operate in addition 
to their other programs and ministries but may also be related to 
other civic efforts, such as interfaith alliances or community orga-

C
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nizing. The Islamic Center of Southern California, for example, has 
focused many of its public efforts around interfaith initiatives and 
outreach with other community groups, but in the last few years 
has also opened up a food pantry that partners with the Los An-
geles Regional Foodbank to serve needy families in the surround-
ing community. In addition, the Islamic Center has established an 
alliance with QueensCare, a Christian faith-based organization, in 
order to provide basic healthcare screening, such as blood pressure 
testing and flu shots. 

Examples of this sort can be multiplied many times over across the 
Los Angeles area. Many congregations and FBOs have a fundamen-
tal commitment to provide the basic necessities for the neediest 
members of their communities. In fact, charity is the primary mode 
of civic engagement for most groups rather than community orga-
nizing or development. This is not to suggest that these groups are 
not interested in effecting positive social change in Los Angeles; 
rather, the particular way they understand how change happens is 
expressed through action that aligns with their religious worldview. 
One example of this would be the Dream Center located in Echo 
Park. The Dream Center, a large Pentecostal Christian organiza-
tion, operates over 200 social outreach ministries with a reported 
budget of $650,000 per month. These ministries range from food 
distribution to personal recovery programs for addicts. The Dream 
Center operates programs from a religious perspective that is 
intended to provide assistance and to bring about personal trans-
formation. Transforming the individual, when multiplied thousands 
of times, is the way organizations like the Dream Center envision 
achieving larger social change.

Food Trucks go out to serve the community five days 

a week, going to 31 sites in some of the poorest areas 

of Los Angeles, including many of the inner city proj-

ects and high crime areas, to both the young and the 

elderly. They reach 1,500 people in over 400 families 

each day they go out. Each month they’re able to 

feed over 32,000 people in over 9,000 families.7

Dream Center website description

“We have, on average, about 

100-120 families that we feed 

each week on Saturdays and 

they come here to receive 

bags of groceries and other 

items.”

Jihad Turk, Director of Religious Affairs, 
Islamic Center of Southern California
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While the provision of basic services is a vital part of the civic 
efforts of faith-based organizations, these efforts are by definition 
stop-gap measures, or as more than one person told us, a 
“band-aid” on the problems in Los Angeles. Nevertheless, without 
these efforts, many more people would go hungry or find them-
selves living on the street. For example, a majority of the groups 
that work with the Los Angeles County Regional Foodbank 
network, which is currently providing food assistance to about 10 
percent of the population in Los Angeles County, are religion-
related organizations. Our calculations show that 71 percent of 
food pantries, 50 percent of kitchens and 30 percent of shelters 
are run by faith-based agencies affiliated with churches, mosques, 
synagogues and other religious organizations.8 However, while 
faith-based organizations that provide this and similar types 
of charity relief are an essential part of the social safety net in Los 
Angeles, it is important to keep in mind that these efforts do 
not seek to solve the underlying causes of homelessness, hunger, 
lack of housing and other related issues.

“Shelters are not housing. 

They are not a fix; they are 

a band-aid and there are not 

enough.”

Susan Stouffer, Peace with Justice Organizer, 
United University Church
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“Every major faith tradition 

speaks to justice. Every major 

faith tradition says pretty 

firmly that there is a God who 

believes in justice. What we 

try to do is to translate those 

collective religious values into 

the creation of just public 

policy.”

Jared Rivera, Former Executive Director, 
LA VOICE-PICO

Faith Communities and Organizing
There are several organizing groups in Los Angeles that involve 
faith communities, each of which has a general focus on policy 
issues in areas such as education reform, building healthy and safe 
neighborhoods, addressing issues of housing and homelessness, 
health care, immigration, and prisoner reentry. Two of the most 
well known groups are the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) orga-
nization One LA, and the PICO9 affiliate, LA Voice. One LA, which 
was formed in July 2004, is the product of several years of work to 
combine many related IAF organizations into one regional orga-
nization. Its goal is to “publicly recognize and take responsibility 
for civic life in Los Angeles County.”10 LA Voice is the result of the 
2006 merger of two PICO affiliates. In contrast to One LA, which 
also includes in its membership groups beyond the faith com-
munity such as schools, unions and secular nonprofits, LA Voice is 
rooted exclusively in religious congregations focused in four parts 
of Los Angeles: West L.A., Hollywood, East L.A., and South L.A. 
Its 26 member congregations include Catholic, Protestant, and an 
increasing number of Jewish and Muslim congregations.

Two other important organizing groups in Los Angeles are Clergy 
and Laity United for Economic Justice (CLUE), and Regional Con-
gregations and Neighborhood Organizations (RCNO). CLUE was 
founded in 1996, bringing together religious leaders of differ-
ent faiths to “support low-wage workers in their struggles for a 
living wage, health benefits, respect and a voice in the corporate 
and political decisions that will affect them.”11 CLUE is also an 
interfaith organization and includes diverse religious representa-
tion: mosques, synagogues, and various Christian congregations 
(African American, Latino Pentecostal, Korean, and others). RCNO 
was originally established in Philadelphia, but was relocated to Los 
Angeles in the mid-1990s. Unlike the other organizations noted 
above, RCNO has a particular niche in the faith-based organizing 
world, focusing on small to medium size (250-member or less) Afri-
can American congregations as the site of most of its efforts. 
 



27

Beyond their differing strategies of community engagement and 
core constituencies, these groups share a commitment to pursue 
social justice and to build the social capital and leadership capabili-
ties of the people in the communities they serve, with the goal of 
producing more active participants in the civic sphere. This in turn 
increases the capacity of communities that have often been shut 
out of public discussion and expands the public square to include 
a broader range of voices and perspectives on important public 
matters. When we asked about successes in their work, leaders 
from these organizations pointed to a number of “wins,” like 
getting a “living wage” law passed and working with Los Angeles 
City Council members to pass a “responsible banking” ordinance12 
intended to reward banks for community-minded business 
strategies. 

But they also measured success in other ways. For instance, they 
pointed to the importance of nurturing the kind of deep relation-
ships that would be essential if their organizations were to have 
success at promoting positive social change over the long term. 

Another area that organization leaders highlighted as a measure of 
success are the many community leaders that these organizations 
have cultivated. These civic fellow travelers, many from immigrant 
backgrounds, now understand the role that faith communities can 
play in addressing policy issues and other community concerns. 

“It’s a long, slow, patient work 

of one-on-one meetings, of 

training sessions and debating 

and arguing with people that 

you really like, but who might 

not think the same way as 

you do.” 

Samuel Chu, Chair and Board President, 
One LA-IAF
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Advocacy 
Many groups from within the faith community pursue advocacy 
efforts for or against different social and political issues. These ef-
forts, however, are not univocal; individual religious groups often 
harbor different or even competing perspectives. The debate on 
Proposition 8 (2008), which restricted the right to marry to hetero-
sexual couples, provides a case in point. Several religious groups, 
most notably the Latter Day Saints and the Catholic Church (includ-
ing Cardinal Roger Mahony), were strong proponents of the pas-
sage of Proposition 8, while the Episcopal Diocese of Los Angeles13 
and the Board of Rabbis of Southern California lobbied against it.14 
Other groups, such as the Muslim Public Affairs Council, declined 
to take a position on the matter. 

Those of us who supported Prop 8 and worked for 

its passage did so for one reason: We truly believe 

that Marriage was instituted by God for the specific 

purpose of carrying out God’s plan for the world and 

human society. Period. 

Cardinal Roger Mahony15

The Board of Rabbis of Southern California therefore 

urges its members and the Jewish community to op-

pose Proposition 8 which would eliminate the equal 

rights of gay men and lesbians to civilly marry and 

deny them equality under the law. 

Resolution from the Board of Rabbis of Southern California16

As Episcopal Bishops of California, we are moved 

to urge voters to vote “No” on Proposition 8. Jesus 

calls us to love rather than hate, to give rather than to 

receive, to live into hope rather than fear.

Statement from the Episcopal Bishops of California17



29

At the same time, religious groups that oppose each other on one 
issue are often strong partners on other issues. For example in 
contrast to its stand on Proposition 8 and its attempt to limit rights 
to one segment of the population, the Catholic Church and Car-
dinal Roger Mahony have strongly promoted immigration reform, 
prompting many Catholic parishes to partner with liberal mainline 
churches to address this issue. 

Our highest priority today is to bring calm and rea-

soning to discussions about our immigrant brothers 

and sisters…. Let’s not allow fearful and ill-informed 

rhetoric to shape public policy. Let’s put a human 

face on our immigrant friends, and let’s listen to their 

stories and their desires to improve their own lives 

and the good of the nation. 

Cardinal Roger Mahony18 

These cases point to the diversity of perspectives in the faith com-
munity, and suggest the challenges of maintaining alliances on 
important issues facing the region.
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Community Development
Several faith-based community and economic development organi-
zations were active in Los Angeles before the civil unrest of 1992, 
while others were established in the mid-1990s. Most famously, 
First African Methodist Episcopal Church (FAME) launched FAME 
Renaissance in 1992 with the intention of rebuilding south Los 
Angeles “economically, socially, mentally and politically.”19 Over 
the 13 years that Mark Whitlock was in charge of FAME Renais-
sance, the organization raised over $400 million through various 
public and private partnerships, including federal, state, county 
and city agencies, as well as from prominent corporations like 
ARCO, Disney, Warner Brothers, DreamWorks, Wells Fargo Bank, 
Bank of America, Comerica Bank, CitiCorp and City National Bank. 
Among the array of initiatives established at FAME Renaissance 
was a transportation program through which people in the com-
munity were able to get to jobs and to health clinics, a welfare to 
work program, a venture capital fund, and a small business loan 
program. 

Since the retirement of Rev. Murray in 2004, the West Angeles 
Community Development Corporation (West Angeles CDC) has 
taken a leading role in Los Angeles faith-based community devel-
opment. West Angeles CDC has had a number of successes such 
as building affordable housing, establishing small business develop-
ment and many different public education programs, particularly 
around financial literacy and homeownership. West Angeles CDC 
also demonstrates its leadership by providing symposia and confer-
ences to create learning opportunities for other community devel-
opment organizations. 
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Our mission is to increase social and economic jus-

tice, demonstrate compassion, and alleviate poverty 

as tangible things of the kingdom of God, using the 

vehicle of community development. What we’re say-

ing then is that livable wage jobs, decent affordable 

housing, and an atmosphere of peace are things that 

demonstrate God’s love to his people, and we’re to 

be walking, living, breathing examples of that com-

munity. 

Dr. Lula Ballton, Chief Executive Officer, West Angeles Community Development 

Corporation

There are a number of other faith-based community development 
organizations in Los Angeles, although few have achieved the suc-
cess of FAME Renaissance in its heyday. Still, these are vital institu-
tions in their communities, providing needed energy for affordable 
housing and homeownership assistance, education, small business 
development programs and similar efforts. Three such organiza-
tions are Ward Economic Development Corporation (WEDC), 
an “independent affiliate” of Ward African Methodist Episcopal 
Church; Korean Churches for Community Development (KCCD); 
and the Vermont Village Community Development Corporation, 
which is associated with the Crenshaw Christian Center. While 
each of these organizations is Los Angeles-based, the Christian 
Community Development Association (CCDA) is national in scope 
but has 11 affiliates in the Los Angeles region. 

The common thread that holds all of these faith-based community 
development organizations together is their emphasis on the need 
to approach community development in a holistic way, addressing 
not only issues of economic development but also the well-being 
of the people who live in the communities they serve. 

“Everything that we have 

done, we have done through 

partnership. And as a result 

of that we have people of all 

colors who care about our 

success because our success 

is their success. Our failure is 

their failure.” 

Hyepin Im, President and CEO, Korean 
Churches for Community Development
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Interfaith Dialogue

If most of the energy of faith-based organizations is directed 
toward charity work, then the development of interfaith groups 
is the area that has seen the most growth since 1992. Many of 
the original efforts to “bring the community back together” after 
the civic unrest were oriented around dialogue within religious 
traditions, such as between Catholics and Protestants, as well as 
between different traditions, such as Christians and Jews. Outreach 
between ethnic congregations also figured into the mix. Although 
interfaith efforts in Los Angeles obviously pre-date the terrorist at-
tacks of September 11, 2001, since 9/11 Muslims have become key 
participants in every interfaith dialogue group, whereas this was 
not true in 1992. After 9/11 most interfaith groups understood 
that they needed to include Muslims to be truly “interfaith.” Still, 
it is important to note that the primary impetus for this develop-
ment came from Muslim leaders themselves, who understood the 
importance of becoming more visibly involved in interfaith efforts 
and more deeply engaged in the civic life of Los Angeles. 

9/11 was the defining moment for the entire country 

and brought out the best and the worst in people. 

That no major anti-Muslim event happened spoke 

volumes about the character and tolerance of the 

American people. Although there was and is a lot 

of Islamophobia, there was also an awareness about 

Islam and Muslims. Muslims moved and made a con-

scious effort to move into the mainstream and be-

come part of the local polity.

Dafer Dakhil, Director, Omar Ibn Al Khattab Foundation
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These interfaith groups tend to be dominated by the more pro-
gressive elements of their participant traditions, although they are 
not exclusively the domain of progressives. Nor should the term 
“progressive” suggest that participants are somehow less commit-
ted to the particularity of their faith expressions, rather, that people 
participate in interfaith groups because of their strong religious 
convictions and experiences.
 
This also does not mean that interfaith groups are the exclusive 
domain of people who agree on everything. On the contrary, the 
groups tend to succeed because of the relationships forged during 
disagreements. 

Sometimes we disagree. When you talk about Propo-

sition 8, that was a campaign that was very heavily 

supported by the Roman Catholics and the Mormons. 

Well, I have relationships with the Roman Catholics 

and the Mormons, so it’s a balancing act. We walk a 

fine line here of being true to our principles, being 

prophets, and at the same time being decent ordi-

nary human beings who respect other people.

Rev. Albert Cohen, Executive Director, Southern California Ecumenical Council

The respect accorded to others illustrates the importance of inter-
faith groups and their work. The first and most obvious benefit of 
interfaith efforts is to expose people of different faith traditions to 
each other in order to expand mutual understanding. For example, 
the Christian-Muslim Consultative Group (CMCG) has developed 
an educational curriculum to help people understand traditions 
other than their own. The CMCG was founded in 2006, when a 
meeting of Christian and Muslim leaders in Los Angeles and Or-
ange County was convened by Rev. Dr. Gwynne Guibord, then ecu-
menical officer of the Episcopal Diocese of Los Angeles, and Jihad 
Turk, religious director of the Islamic Center of Southern California. 
The group discussed the need for an ongoing leadership conclave 
that could address issues of common concern to Christians and 
Muslims in the post-9/11 context. The educational curriculum that 

“No one is asking you to 

change [your beliefs]. You can 

be a part of this because they 

want you to be authentic.” 

Michael Mata, Urban Development Director, 
World Vision USA
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CMCG has developed is the “Standing Together” study pro-
gram that can be used in different settings, such as churches and 
mosques, to “bridge the gap between Christians and Muslims.”20 

There are many other interfaith groups operating in Los Angeles, 
each committed not only to exposing members and their con-
gregants to other religious perspectives, but to genuine dialogue 
and understanding of other faiths. Some of these groups, such 
as the Interreligious Council of Southern California and the South 
Coast Interfaith Council, have been in existence for many years. 
Others, such as the Interfaith Communities United for Justice and 
Peace (ICUJP), and New Ground: A Muslim-Jewish Partnership for 
Change, were established in response to recent events beyond Los 
Angeles, but have resonance in the local multi-faith religious com-
munity.

Summary Conclusions
The net result of the many programs and faith organizations 
operating across these five general areas (Charity, Organizing, 
Advocacy, Community Development, and Interfaith Dialogue) is 
that there is now a “new normalcy” attached to the inclusion of 
faith groups in an array of civic efforts across the city and county. 
Still, networks across the spectrum of the faith community, regard-
less of which area of activity they emphasize, are, for the most 
part, closed organizational systems that rarely interact with other 
networks. Instead, they tend to focus their efforts on particular 
issues—neighborhood economic development, easing tension 
between different constituencies, and narrowly defined policy 
initiatives—that limit the scope of their work. This has led to the 
paradox of a significant amount of activity on the part of different 
faith groups, but few opportunities for existing networks to grow 
or to partner with other networks, in order to create synergy across 
the religious spectrum and across all of Los Angeles. 
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Future Challenges

        he challenges facing the Los Angeles region in the 
        coming years are immense, and we are just beginning 
        to understand them. For example, the economy is 
slowly recovering from the recession of 2008-2009, and although 
some economists have declared that the recession is over, others 
have argued that full recovery will take a decade to attain, if indeed 
full recovery is possible. The effects of the recession and the slow 
recovery extend beyond economic issues and impact the everyday 
lives and futures of individuals, families and communities. 

Economist Daniel Flaming, writing in the recently released “An-
nual State of the City Report,”21 has shown that job losses in the 
current recession are much more severe in Los Angeles than in 
other parts of the United States. Flaming argues that with the loss 
of employment and income, families are “more likely to sink into 
poverty, require public assistance, lose their homes, experience 
family dysfunctions, and have increased susceptibility to health 
problems.”22 However, this is not simply an issue of losing employ-
ment. There is also the reality that younger people just coming 
onto the job market, either from college or high school, may face 
years of unemployment or under-employment, potentially creating 
a generational cohort that may never know full-time employment 
in their lifetime. At the same time, as demographer Dowell My-
ers has argued, Los Angeles has an increasingly aging population 
that is moving inexorably toward retirement. Myers shows that the 
ratio of older Los Angeles residents to working age residents will 
more than double between 2000 and 2030, resulting in a flood of 
retirees who will threaten to overwhelm public resources with the 
needs of aged dependents.23 

T
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These developments, brought into sharper relief as a result of the 
recession and the significant loss of jobs, are symptoms of the 
increasing inequality of American society. While the immediate 
needs of food, shelter and clothing are necessary and important 
concerns, there are also larger social effects that correlate with 
inequality and present significant challenges to the fabric of life not 
only in Los Angeles, but in American society generally. For example, 
recent research suggests that the extreme levels of inequality we 
are seeing now in the U.S. can undermine social trust and commu-
nity life, effectively corroding society from the inside out.24 Social 
unrest and riots are a predictable consequence of failed expecta-
tions and dramatic levels of social inequality.

A second challenge facing Los Angeles is immigration. One-third 
of Los Angeles residents are immigrants, with almost one-half of 
the workforce foreign born, and two-thirds of those under the age 
of 18 are the children of immigrants.25 The future of Los Angeles 
is in large part dependent upon how well these immigrants and 
their families are successfully integrated into its social, civic and 
economic fabric. Not only do immigrants and their families repre-
sent the future economically—who else will shoulder the burden of 
paying for the aging baby-boomers?—but they are important more 
generally in terms of the social and political health of the city. Un-
fortunately, many barriers block the advancement of immigrants, 
especially in the area of quality public education, which is the key 
to better economic opportunities and fuller social participation 
and civic engagement. Education is the key not only to economic 
success, but has effects beyond purely financial considerations. For 
example, college graduates have a much lower unemployment rate 
than non-college graduates. Also, they are more likely to make it to 
the middle class, and have more stable marriages and family lives. 
Hence, improving access to quality public education and encour-
aging completion of high school and college are not only crucial 
components to the inclusion and advancement of immigrants into 
the social fabric of Los Angeles, but to the future of the region.26 
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A third, perhaps more frightening problem that seismologists de-
scribe as inevitable, is the occurrence of a sizable earthquake that 
will destroy important components of the Los Angeles infrastruc-
ture, including roads and buildings, and disrupt daily life for mil-
lions of people. In the worst case scenario, portions of the region 
will be cut off from outside assistance, including communication, 
medical resources, food and water. Those with a memory of Los 
Angeles that stretches back to the early 1990s and the Northridge 
earthquake, or even earlier to the 1970s and the Sylmar earth-
quake, can remember the collapse of portions of Interstate10 and 
Interstate 5. With “the big one,” those results may be multiplied 
many times, and we must ask which institutions in the region will 
be able to care for the immediate needs that result and assist in 
recovery over the longer term.
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The role of the 
faith community

           hile the faith community is not equipped to solve 
           the current economic crisis, to bring about immi-
           gration reform solely on its own, or to address all 
the problems associated with a large natural disaster, it does have 
a legitimate role to play in both the civic discourse and practical 
plans of action intended to address the challenges that are fac-
ing Los Angeles. For example, the large number of Baby Boomer 
retirements in the next decade, as well as the numbers of currently 
unemployed and under-employed, represent an opportunity for 
the faith community to tap into a large pool of talent that could 
be used in creative and important ways to meet the challenges 
confronting Los Angeles. In this, the faith community could take a 
leading role in organizing retirees, the unemployed and under-
employed into an army of volunteers to help provide needed 
services that the government will find increasingly difficult to 
offer, from staffing libraries and parks, to tutoring and mentoring 
young people.

Looking toward the next decade, there are three basic responses 
that the faith community might make to address the challenges 
listed previously. The first possibility is that faith-based coalitions 
remain vital but largely uncoordinated and fragmented. The second 
possibility is that faith communities retrench and pull back from 
public engagement and look primarily to the care of their own 
members. The third possibility is that the faith community could 
seize on the immense challenges facing Los Angeles and forge 
creative, coordinated ways to partner together in social policy 
advocacy, charitable work, and community and civic engagement. 
Rather than waiting for the next occasion of civil unrest, the faith 

W
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community could address the fundamental issues that lead to riots 
and unnecessary bloodshed and destruction of property.

This third option holds the most potential for dynamic and inven-
tive approaches to the problems facing Los Angeles in the coming 
decade. Beyond any practical approaches to addressing challenges, 
such as mobilizing retired Baby Boomers and large numbers of 
unemployed people, perhaps the most powerful contribution 
that the faith community can make is to the civic discourse of Los 
Angeles by reframing the challenges that face the region as issues 
that demand a moral response, rather than simply as political or 
economic problems. The faith community has the opportunity to 
provide a moral frame for seeking solutions to important issues 
confronting our city rather than simply striving for pragmatic short-
term solutions. The reason the great religions have persevered is 
that their sacred texts and traditions are strewn with examples of 
moral failure. But it is in the midst of despair that the prophets find 
their voice. And this is such a time.

Despite its limitations, the faith community, rightly organized 
around its highest ideals, can be both an example of a principled 
commitment to the public sphere and the source of a commitment 
to creating a Los Angeles in which all of its citizens can flourish. 
Moral imagination seems to be in short supply these days. Mayors, 
governors, and members of congress simply have their red pens in 
hand, axing programs, cutting budgets, and thinking about survival 
rather than imagining what this country could and should be. We 
are in a moral recession, driven by an economic recession, in which 
people have lost their vision for what is humanely possible. As a 
result, issues are being framed in extremely limited and defensive 
ways, and creative thinking about solutions has diminished. 

Rising above the current tide of pessimism will not be easy. Many 
of the leaders we interviewed commented on the difficulty of put-
ting together a coherent approach to addressing important social 
issues in Los Angeles. Both the geographical and political fragmen-
tation of Los Angeles, and the diversity of the city’s many active 
faith organizations, offers little hope that the religious community 
can be unified in its response to current and future challenges. yet 
a diversity of opinion about solutions, based on legitimate differ-



43

ences, is the essence of a vital democracy. The role of the faith 
community then is not necessarily to speak with a unified voice—
this only happens when there is state-supported religion—but to 
be a moral conscience for the different interest groups and policy 
makers in the city and region. 

One practical way to address this fragmentation and diversity of 
perspectives is to develop a series of “mini-summits” including 
faith and community leaders, representatives of the business com-
munity, and leaders from different public agencies, organized both 
regionally and thematically around the issues that face Los Angeles. 
This would result in at least two important developments for the 
faith community. First this would be an important first step toward 
developing new relationships and mutual learning within the faith 
community and between the faith community and important 
community stakeholders and policy makers. Second, these sum-
mits would provide occasions for high-level moral debate between 
different religiously motivated actors, and between leaders of the 
faith community, public officials and other community leaders. The 
summits would be the opportunity for public officials, business 
leaders, and others who generally have to deal with short-term 
solutions to acute problems, and the faith community, whose 
responsibility is to hold up larger issues such as equality and justice, 
to have important discussions about how to meet the challenges 
we face. While the social services that faith groups provide are 
important, and in many ways indispensible, they should augment, 
rather than come at the expense of theologically and philosophical-
ly grounded debate about what constitutes a good society where 
all can flourish.

However else the faith community responds to the challenges 
facing the Los Angeles region, it must recover what seems to have 
been lost—its prophetic voice. Many leaders we interviewed noted 
that the role of religion in the public square has largely been re-
duced to addressing issues related to individual rights and personal 
morality. Similarly, the increasingly popular “prosperity gospel” has 
limited the scope of religious faith to individuals seeking blessings 
from God, usually with material rewards like cars, clothing and 
houses. This is perhaps understandable for people struggling to be 
a part of the American dream, but it is at root a withdrawal from 
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the public square that serves to enrich religious leaders and their 
institutions, and impoverish their followers and communities.

Without minimizing the importance of individual rights and the in-
herent discrimination in initiatives like Proposition 8, or the appeal 
of the prosperity gospel to those who feel left out of the American 
dream, the faith community must recapture its collective prophetic 
voice as it addresses social issues that go beyond debates over 
individual morality. Given the challenges outlined above, it must 
demonstrate a more forceful commitment to reduce the extreme 
inequality in American society, and to remove the roadblocks to 
upward mobility for immigrants and others. Members of the faith 
community can speak most powerfully from within their own 
traditions, but also from common ground across different tradi-
tions. At the same time, it is important to remember that religion 
is an incredibly volatile and powerful medium, and while it has 
great potential to advocate for good, it also has the potential, and 
history, of being a force for evil in the world. Thus voices of reason 
and compassion from within all religious traditions need to prevail 
in the conversation about the public good. 

Ideally, the common denominator linking all of the diverse reli-
gious groups in Los Angeles is their commitment to help the poor, 
disenfranchised and downtrodden. “Speaking truth to power” is a 
legitimate and time-honored tradition reaching back to the He-
brew prophets, and echoed in Christianity and Islam, who sought 
to keep rulers and the privileged accountable to the people they 
served. This is a necessary counterweight to the general call for the 
individualized spirituality that currently dominates discourse about 
the role of religion in the public sphere. As such, the faith commu-
nity in Los Angeles must regain its public voice, with the intention 
to keep politicians, policymakers, the business community and 
media accountable to the public and the public good. 
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aPPendix: Methodological note

We began our research efforts for this project with a list of orga-
nizations and individuals who were actively a part of the many 
efforts in the post-1992 era. This list included the famous, whether 
politicians, actors, or other public figures, and the unknown—to 
the public anyway—people who had different visions for improv-
ing both their local communities and the city of Los Angeles. As 
we interviewed people from this list, we asked questions related to 
their experiences in 1992, and also utilized a “snowball” sampling 
frame to ask what organizations and individuals within the faith 
community that they were currently aware of, that were work-
ing in different ways to serve the people of Los Angeles. We also 
utilized organization websites, library sources, media reports and 
other similar sources, and were able to visit a few events by differ-
ent organizations, in order to round out our understanding of the 
many different ways that the faith community is engaging the civic 
sphere. In the end, we interviewed sixty individuals that are repre-
sentative of the different efforts from the 1992 era and of current 
organizations and their efforts. 

In addition to this report, we have produced a map of all the faith 
groups that we are aware of as well as a list that provides loca-
tion, contact information, and a brief statement of the goals and 
activities of each group, as described by the groups themselves. 
These can be found at http://crcc.usc.edu/religion-in-LA. The list is 
not intended to be an exhaustive list of all faith groups active in the 
city, but are representative of the many different types of groups 
that are pursuing civic engagement as a fulfillment of their religious 
commitments. We hope that these resources can be used by both 
faith groups and public officials as they all work to improve the 
lives and communities of Los Angelenos.
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