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Volunteers from a local church deliver water to Katrina survivors in Bogalusa, La. (Photo by Win Henderson/FEMA)
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New Orleans’ Temple Sinai welcomes back residents after Katrina.

(Photo from Katrina's Jewish Voices/Jewish Women's Archive)

FOREWORDS

The Institute for Southern Studies has compiled an
admirable and comprehensive study on the power of
faith in action. We here in New Orleans experienced

this firsthand, as individuals and groups from around the
world arrived in the aftermath of one of the worst natural
disasters in modern history to hand out food, water, cloth-
ing and pastoral care. When the government wasted time
arguing over process, faith groups mobilized brigades of
willing volunteers and helped us muck out our homes,
churches and buildings.

And it has not stopped. We are three years on from Katrina and
Rita and the needs are still here, and the faithful are still coming.

The Gulf Coast was dealt a merciless blow from two hurri-
canes in succession, and yet it has also been transformed by
the boundless energy and generosity of strangers from far
and wide. These strangers come because they are called to
care for the weak, the poor and the needy, and in that process
they become friends and family to us all.

We thank the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility
for commissioning this report and hope that it helps to
explain the unique and important role of the church in not
only disaster relief and recovery, but in our society as a whole.

The Right Reverend Charles E. Jenkins III

Episcopal Bishop of Louisiana

Judaism’s explicit social protections make clear that the
moral test of any society is what it does for the most vul-
nerable. While America’s public institutions failed that

test when Hurricanes Katrina and Rita devastated the Gulf
Coast, many nongovernmental agencies did significantly
better. The Jewish community stood tall among them.
Millions of dollars and tons of relief supplies flowed from
the Jewish community to the affected region. Hundreds of
Jewish communities provided support to displaced evacuees
around the country and thousands of Jews have traveled to
join in rebuilding efforts. 

Despite these efforts, hundreds of thousands remain dislocated,
New Orleans faces an uncertain future, and ravaged com-
munities still flounder, powerless to address the structural
causes of deprivation that afflict them and their families.
The stricken faces of people airlifted off roofs and huddled
together in abandoned hospitals and shelters revealed an
ominous message about race and poverty. There is something
terribly wrong with our society when the victims of a natural
disaster are not random but rather the result of governmental
policies and risk assessments that betray our highest religious
and national values and the most urgent needs of our people.

So the Jewish community’s federations, synagogues,
denominations and activists like Jewish Funds for Justice
continue their varied efforts to heal the wounds of devastation
and despair. But not only Jews—really all of us—like the
prophets of old must become visionaries, advocates and
activists who demand a society in which the floods of inequity
and deprivation will no longer doom the poor and weak.
Rather, as the remarkable projects described in this report
make inspiringly clear, we can use our power to create that
society in which the waters that well up are called “justice”
and the mighty stream, “righteousness.” 

Rabbi David Saperstein, RDS

Director, Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism

Rabbi Marla Feldman, RMF

Director, Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism



faith in the gulf  3

Ruined choir robes

were still hanging at

Brooks United Methodist

Church in New Orleans

almost one year after

Katrina. (Photo by Mike

DuBose, United Methodist

News Service)

As one of the early responders to the devastation of lives
and property brought on by Hurricane Katrina, Catholic
Charities of the Archdiocese of New Orleans welcomes

the Institute for Southern Studies’ report, which captures the
impact that communities of faith have had in rebuilding our
area. As the report reveals, during the last three years people
of all faiths have worked side by side to bring help and instill
hope in the people of New Orleans. Through this experience
of working in partnership with the generous people of other
churches, synagogues and mosques, our own Catholic faith
has been made stronger.As one of the early responders to the
devastation of lives and property brought on by Hurricane
Katrina, Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New Orleans
welcomes the Institute for Southern Studies’ report, which 
captures the impact that communities of faith have had in
rebuilding our area. As the report reveals, during the last
three years people of all faiths have worked side by side to
bring help and instill hope in the people of New Orleans.
Through this experience of working in partnership with the
generous people of other churches, synagogues and mosques,
our own Catholic faith has been made stronger.

Communities of faith have provided much of the money,
manpower, and organization needed to begin the road to
recovery for the region.  Just as we have since the Ursuline
Sisters began ministering to the people of Louisiana in 1727,
the Catholic Church of New Orleans has responded to both the
immediate needs of people and helped to build a new future
for our community. Over the last three years, the generosity of
the Catholic community has enabled Catholic Charities to:

● give $15,035,538 in direct assistance to families who
needed it most to people to rebuild their lives.

● provide case management to 54,660 people.

● gut 1,925 homes, rebuild 113 homes with 717 more
homes under construction, and begin the process of
developing 1,524 homes. 

● distribute 156,489,689 pounds of food to the hungry and
agencies that feed the hungry.

● supply 61,715,858 meals to the hungry.

● offer crisis intervention and counseling to 864,547 people.

● serve 4,483 people with medical services. 

Our own statistics and the other examples in this report are
just a small snapshot of the work that faith-based communi-
ties are continuing to do in New Orleans. We are the forever
responders who will be here long after FEMA and other gov-
ernment organizations have gone. Catholic Charities is
pleased to be included among the stories of courage, com-
passion and vision of our partners in faith.

Jim Kelly and Gordon Wadge
Co-Presidents, Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans
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A STORM OF BIBLICAL PROPORTIONS

Square miles of the Gulf Coast declared a federal disaster area in
the wake of Hurricane Katrina:  90,000 1

People displaced by Hurricane Katrina: 1.3 million 2

Housing units across the Gulf Coast damaged or destroyed 
by Katrina and Rita:  302,000 3

Gulf Coast health care centers damaged:  100 4

Licensed childcare centers damaged in Alabama, Louisiana 
and Mississippi:  3,000 5

Estimated economic impact of Katrina alone: 
more than $150 billion 6

Houses of worship in the Gulf Coast damaged or destroyed:  900 7

Houses of worship in New Orleans that were still not in operation
two years after the disaster:  313 8

Age of some of the seven Torah scrolls destroyed by floodwaters 
in New Orleans’ century-old Beth Israel orthodox synagogue:

more than 250 years 9

Number of houses of worship that received grants for rebuilding

or repairs through the Bush-Clinton Katrina Fund:  1,151 10

THE FAITH RESPONSE

Within the first 48 hours after Katrina, meals being served per day
by Southern Baptist Disaster Relief volunteers:  500,000 11

Gallons of water purified by Southern Baptist Convention 
volunteers in the first year following Katrina: 21,595 12

Hot meals served by Salvation Army volunteers in the first year
following Katrina: 5,668,226 13

Pounds of food delivered to families and agencies by the Catholic
Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans since the storm:

156,489,689 14

Pounds of relief supplies collected and distributed by Jacob’s
Ladder, a relief project of the Union for Reform Judaism: 

more than 3 million 15

Emergency response kits distributed by Presbyterian Disaster
Assistance and Presbyterian Church USA in the two years after the

storm: 18,160 16

Individuals who received crisis intervention and counseling from
Catholic Charities caseworkers since Katrina: 864,547 17

In the two and a half years after Katrina, people receiving 
emergency care from the Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana’s Office 

of Disaster Response:  95,081 18

Number of volunteers sent to the Gulf during the first two years
after Katrina by the 35 Christian denominations in the National

Council of Churches:  120,000 19

Number of volunteers sent to New Orleans and other Gulf Coast
communities by the Mennonite Disaster Service as of April 2008:

almost 10,000 20

College student volunteers sent to the region by Hillel, a Jewish
campus organization:  more than 1,600 21

Volunteers hosted by the Jesuits of the New Orleans Province
since Hurricane Katrina: 4,000 22

Number of people assisted with financial and other services 
by Katrina Aid Today, a collaboration of nine national faith service
providers overseen by the United Methodist Committee on Relief:

192,888 23

FAITH AND KATRINA BY THE NUMBERS

Food being prepared in a New Orleansfield kitchen set up by the

Arkansas branch of the Southern Baptist Disaster Relief . 

(Photo by Win Henderson/FEMA)
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THE LONG ROAD TO RENEWAL

Gulf Coast residents who were still living in temporary Federal
Emergency Management Agency trailers and mobile homes as of

June 2008:  42,000 24

Percent of Louisiana residents affected by the storms that believe
there are not enough services available for recovery:  80 25

Percent who feel that Gulf Coast rebuilding is not a priority 
for Congress and the president:  60 26

Percent who think “most Americans have forgotten about 
the challenges facing New Orleans”:  65 27

As of August 2008, portion of FEMA’s $11 billion post-Katrina Public
Assistance funds allocated for long-term rebuilding projects:  

49 percent 28

Of FEMA Public Assistance money for long-term rebuilding, portion
that has actually been spent to date in Louisiana and Mississippi:

29 percent 29

New affordable housing units built in New Orleans by five leading
faith-based organizations between 2006 and 2007:  350 30

Units now under construction or in development 
by these five agencies:  4,100 31

Hours it took 6,600 volunteers of CrossRoads Missions 
in Louisville, Kentucky to build 36 pre-fabricated homes for 

New Orleans in 2007:  7 32

“Hurricane Response Homes” built by Habitat for Humanity across
the Gulf Coast: 1,300 33

Volunteers that Habitat for Humanity New Orleans and the
Baptist Crossroads Foundation estimate they will need to build

300 homes in the Upper Ninth Ward over the next five years:
60,000 34

Amount raised by Catholic, Jewish, Mennonite and Baptist organi-
zations to launch the Isaiah Funds, an initiative to spur Gulf Coast

rebuilding through loans and grants:  $4.5 million 35

Amount of first loan made by Isaiah Funds in April 2008, to the
Gulf Coast Housing Partnership which has 1,000 affordable

homes in development:  $500,000 36

Rank of “the church” among places that Louisiana residents
affected by Katrina continue to turn for needed social services: 1 37

A Church World Service volunteer works to re-level houses in New

Orleans. (Photo by Matt Hackworth, Church World Service)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
When Hurricanes Katrina and Rita unleashed the largest natural disaster in U.S. history in 2005, the nation’s
response was equally historic. Even as the government struggled to respond, record numbers of Americans
swiftly and generously gave their time, talent and resources to help storm victims. This national outpouring
of support echoed what was happening in the Gulf Coast, where thousands of people—many whose lives
were also devastated by the storms—turned to help their neighbors in need.

People of faith and religious groups have led the unprece-
dented civic response to Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. In this
report, the most in-depth study to date of the faith response
to Katrina, we surveyed the work of more than 80 faith
organizations in the aftermath of the storms. Among the
findings of this report:

FAITH GROUPS HAVE BEEN LEADERS IN THE KATRINA

RESPONSE: For many Gulf Coast residents, faith groups—
from local houses of worship to national religious relief
organizations—were the most important relief and response
agency in Katrina’s aftermath. More than any other non-
governmental sector—and in many cases, better than gov-
ernment agencies—faith organizations were able to quickly
and effectively deliver the people and resources needed to
help storm victims in need.

SUCCESSFUL FAITH INITIATIVES SHARE COMMON 

INGREDIENTS: Among the elements that have made local
faith-based groups effective in the Katrina response are their
flexibility, ability to act quickly, and their close community
ties and understanding of local needs. These advantages
have often enabled religious groups to overcome barriers in
training, coordination and lack of resources.

NATIONAL FAITH SUPPORT HAS BEEN CRUCIAL FOR THE

GULF: The support of national faith institutions has also
been decisive in the effectiveness of Katrina response efforts.
In Katrina’s aftermath, religious groups across the country
have mobilized more than 200,000 volunteers and over $200
million in aid. Baptist, Catholic, Lutheran, Mennonite,
Methodist, Presbyterian and other national faith agencies
brought years of experience in disaster relief. The most suc-
cessful faith initiatives in the Gulf Coast have linked the peo-
ple, expertise and resources of national religious groups
with strong, locally based organizations.

FAITH GROUPS ARE A NECESSARY VOICE FOR BETTER

GULF REBUILDING POLICY: It is clear that faith-based 
initiatives in no way replace the need for bold government
action to rebuild the Gulf Coast. The scale of the rebuilding
task ahead will require effective leadership at all levels of
government. Faith groups have played, and will continue 
to play, a vital role in advocating for better public policy, by
bearing witness to the ongoing challenges faced by Gulf Coast
residents and serving as an inspiring example and catalyst
for effective action.

FAITH GROUPS ARE A VALUABLE VOICE FOR NATIONAL

ACTION: Faith-based initiatives in no way replace the need
for bold government action. The scale of the rebuilding task
ahead in the Gulf Coast will require effective leadership at all
levels of government. Faith groups have and will continue to
play an important role in advocating for better public policy,
by bearing witness to the ongoing need to help Gulf Coast
residents, and serving as an example and catalyst for effective
governmental action.

A New Orleans church steeple was knocked over by Katrina’s winds.

(Photo by Greg Henshall/FEMA)
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INTRODUCTION
“If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your community in any of your towns within the land that the Lord

your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor.” — deuteronomy 15:7

Religious faith has always been a powerful force in American life. Writing in the early 19th century, French
chronicler Alexis de Tocqueville observed that American civilization “is the result ... of two distinct elements,
which in other places have been in frequent disagreement, but which the Americans have succeeded in incor-
porating to some extent one with the other and combining admirably. I allude to the spirit of religion and the
spirit of liberty.”38 In a sense, the spirit of religion is closely related to the spirit of liberty in the United States, which after all
is a nation founded by people seeking refuge from religious persecution.

In the South and the rest of the country, the spirit of faith
has often served as the conscience of the nation and a catalyst
for change. In 1775, the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers)
established the first anti-slavery society in America39; later,
evangelicals and the various other Protestant denominations
involved in the religious revival movement of the early 19th
century expanded the faith-based fight against slavery.40 In the
1950s and 1960s, historically black churches in the South—
community institutions largely beyond the reach of Jim Crow
—served as centers for the civil rights movement.41 They
sometimes found allies in people of other faiths.42 In more
recent decades, faith institutions of all colors and denominations
have joined with human-rights groups and other nongovern-
mental organizations to urge debt relief for poor nations,
making progress in advancing the cause in Washington.43

People of faith also brought a sense of spiritual calling 
and social conscience to the tragedy of Hurricane Katrina, 
a catastrophe that laid bare historic inequities in the Gulf
Coast, South and nation. In the storm’s immediate aftermath,
faith groups carried out work that was in a sense pastoral—
that is, tending to the basic needs of congregants and the
wider community. Faith-led relief efforts took on enormous
importance because of the government’s inadequate response,
deemed a “failure of initiative” by a bipartisan Congressional
investigation.44

Fortunately, there was no such failure of initiative on the part
of faith-based organizations. In many communities across
the Gulf, volunteers from faith groups were the first to arrive
after the storm and played an important role in feeding,
clothing and sheltering survivors. Following the immediate
humanitarian crisis, faith volunteers stayed in the region to
help survivors with the hard work of cleaning flood debris
and gutting ruined homes. 

Today, three years after the storm, religious groups continue
to play an important role in the rebuilding of the region’s
homes and communities by providing not only materials and
labor but also much-needed financing. These efforts offer
ways for faith-based groups to leverage their considerable

resources to help families and communities in need, and to
create models of compassionate care for governments and
others to follow.

In the course of carrying out their relief and recovery work 
in the Gulf, people of faith witnessed injustices—families
trapped in toxic government-issued trailers, immigrant
workers abused by employers, affordable housing funds
diverted to other uses. This has led some faith-based groups
to work that is more prophetic in nature—that is, striving to
incorporate compassion in government policies. They have
been among the organizations advocating effectively for the
needs of Katrina survivors at the federal, state and local levels.
Involvement in this policy work is critical, because while
faith organizations play an important role after disasters,
their best efforts are no substitute for an adequate government
response to a catastrophe of Katrina’s scope, where the eco-
nomic impact is estimated in the tens of billions of dollars.

In this latest installment of the Institute for Southern Studies’
Gulf Coast Reconstruction Watch report series, we look at
the role faith groups have played and continue to play in the
region’s recovery and renewal since Hurricane Katrina. 
To date, there has been no in-depth study of the role of 
faith-based organizations in Katrina’s aftermath. This report
is by no means a comprehensive account, but we hope it
shows how important faith groups’ work has been in helping
Gulf Coast residents rebuild their homes and communities,
and in helping to fulfill the promise of America as a land of
religious liberty and justice for all.

Institute for Southern Studies
August 2008
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REFUGE FROM THE STORM:
FAITH LEADERSHIP IN KATRINA RELIEF AND RECOVERY

“…in the shadow of your wings I will take refuge, until

the destroying storms pass by.” — psalm 57:1

On the morning of August 29, 2005, one of the deadliest and costliest hurricanes in the history of the United
States struck the Gulf Coast. Hurricane Katrina, followed on September 24 by Hurricane Rita, had an enor-
mous impact on communities from Alabama to Louisiana. Katrina would claim more than 1,800 lives, dis-
place more than a million people from their homes, and cause as much as $150 billion in damage.45

From mega-churches to storefront houses of worship, from
mosques to synagogues, many faith institutions were them-
selves victims of the 2005 storms. They are also among the
many heroes of the disasters. Throughout the Gulf Coast,
survivors attest to the tireless work of faith groups large and
small in saving lives and homes. In the vacuum created by
the failed government response, faith institutions in the
region rushed to the aid of evacuees, often being first on the
ground to provide much-needed immediate relief and assis-
tance to victims through humanitarian aid and care.

The heroic response of local faith institutions was echoed 
by an outpouring of support from people of faith outside the
Gulf Coast. Hundreds of churches, synagogues and other
houses of worship across the country opened their doors to
displaced residents and evacuees, providing food, shelter,
job assistance, and financial aid.

Faith organizations also displayed an extraordinary ability 
to quickly, efficiently and effectively mobilize their extensive
networks to deliver people, resources and humanitarian aid
for the service of those devastated by Katrina. First hundreds,
then thousands of volunteers poured into the region. Faith-
connected charities and service organizations—as well as
individual houses of worship—collected millions of dollars 
in aid and quickly launched major service programs.

These faith institutions also displayed an extraordinary 
willingness to cross faith lines, forming groundbreaking
partnerships and interfaith coalitions that contributed greatly
towards the success of Katrina emergency efforts.

An August 2006 editorial in the New Orleans Times-Picayune
pointed out what many in the city had come to believe:
“Faith-based organizations and churches have been a god-
send for the metro area ... showing an ability to organize,
mobilize and get things done that has frequently eclipsed
the public sector.”46

FAITH GROUPS AS FIRST RESPONDERS

“… for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty

and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger 

and you welcomed me …” — matthew 25:35

To many in the Gulf Coast, faith groups were the first line 
of defense in seeking refuge from the storms. Locally and
nationally, faith institutions mobilized thousands of local and
national volunteers in the largest domestic disaster relief effort
to date. After Katrina passed and the floodwaters receded,
faith groups swung into action, dispatching small armies of
work crews, counselors, and religious leaders. These volun-
teers found and delivered thousands of hot meals and tons
of supplies, shuttled desperate families in need of trans-
portation, and staffed mobile medical units to attend to those
suddenly without care, especially the elderly. 

“There’s a lot of talk about first responders—but a lot of
times, churches and faith groups get there before the police,
fire departments and others even arrive,” said Landon
Williams, director of housing and small business development
with the Louisiana Disaster Recovery Foundation. “[People]
know that, regardless of their faith, they will rarely get
turned away if they’re in need.”47

The scale of the immediate response mobilized by faith
institutions is staggering:

● In the year after Katrina, Catholic Charities distributed 
40 million pounds of food and Salvation Army volunteers
served 6.6 million hot meals.48 After 115 days in operation,
Christ in Action from Manassas, Virginia had served over
420,000 meals and repaired 500 houses in Gulfport,
Mississippi.49

● In the first six months after the storm, 6,000 Southern
Baptist Disaster Relief volunteers from 36 states descended
on the Gulf Coast to deliver hundreds of “pop up” shelters
and run mobile kitchens and recovery sites.50

● The evangelical Operation Blessing delivered 11.4 million
pounds of supplies in the first year, delivered nearly $5
million in cash grants, and staffed a free dental clinic.51
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Faith organizations quickly became the go-to resource for tens
of thousands of hurricane victims—stretching the ability of
religious groups to respond. As the Mississippi NAACP noted
in a report a year after the storms, “[T]he faith community
that was the first responders and most effective in delivering
services are still called to perform similar duties without much
assistance, compensation and training for what they do.”52

The fact that local faith leaders found their capacity to
respond far outstripped by the scale of the tragedy at hand
was compounded by the chaos of the overall emergency
response, as well as the fact that many Gulf Coast faith leaders
were themselves storm victims. Yet despite these challenges,
faith organizations created a patchwork safety net that allowed
hundreds of thousands of residents to meet basic needs. 
As an Aspen Institute report on the religious and nonprofit
Katrina response found:

Their response was not perfect. Sometimes the
shelters created by small churches and organizations
did not conform to acceptable standards and created
unhygienic situations. Sometimes the pressure of
the situation exacerbated tensions between organi-
zations, and they fought over territory or engaged
in one-upsmanship about who could do the job
better. In the rush to be helpful, others assumed
roles too far outside of their professional expertise,
or descended helter-skelter upon victims with
duplicative or confusing service options. Yet overall
their quick action produced a web—however fragile
and imperfect—of social and human services that
sustained many during a particularly precarious
time. Whereas in a normal emergency, they might
be depended upon to provide secondary assistance
to the natural first responders such as the American
Red Cross, Salvation Army, and Catholic Charities,
in this disaster they too became primary responders.53

THE DIVERSE FAITH RESPONSE TO
THE GULF COAST DISASTER

While this report focuses on the role played in the

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and Rita by the

nation’s largest religions and denominations, the

response to the disaster reflected the diversity of

faith traditions in the United States. People from

various spiritual traditions participated in relief

efforts, raised money and sent volunteers to the

storm-struck region. 

● By the second anniversary of the disaster, for

example, Islamic Relief USA had provided more

than $3.2 million in aid that benefited more than

62,000 people.54 Islamic Relief is one of 10

Islamic groups that participated in the Muslim

Hurricane Relief Task Force, which worked to

coordinate Islamic aid efforts after the storms.

In the first month following Katrina, the task

force disbursed more than $2 million in aid.55

● The Tzu Chi Foundation, a Buddhist relief organ-

ization, deployed volunteers throughout the Gulf

Coast and made eight trips to South Mississippi

in the first 10 months after the hurricanes, donat-

ing nearly $1.2 million to the region’s recovery.56

Tzu Chi mobile clinics also drove through Houston,

providing dental and medical assistance to

Katrina evacuees.

● Other smaller faith groups also took action in

the Gulf. Hindus in Atlanta worked with Sewa

USA, a Hindu volunteer organization, to assist

families who had been relocated to Atlanta.57

The international humanitarian nonprofit United

Sikhs launched the Ghanaia Katrina Hurricane

Relief project, which sent teams of volunteers

including medical professionals to aid the 

displaced.58

Islamic Relief USA’s hurricane disaster relief center in

New Orleans. (Photo courtesy of Islamic Relief USA)

Many Gulf Coast residents came to 
view the services provided by faith 

organizations as the most reliable and
effective in serving their needs.
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FROM RESPONSE TO RELIEF SERVICES

“Give, and it will be given to you.” — luke 6:38

The swift and agile response of faith institutions in the
immediate aftermath of the storms established their reputa-
tion as reliable and effective service providers. In the months
after Katrina, faith organizations further solidified this repu-
tation, expanding their services to assist tens of thousands
of families across the region.

The Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana’s response to the disaster
is illustrative of how faith organizations took action and 
performed pastoral care in the first year after the storm. 
“We wanted to respond in a comprehensive manner to the
needs of the New Orleans community; we wanted to ensure a
holistic recovery,” said Nell Bolton, director of the Office of
Disaster Response with the Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana.59

In the storm’s immediate aftermath, the diocese set up the
office to coordinate volunteers helping with the distribution of
food, water, and cleaning supplies. They also set up feeding
ministries and a mobile medic unit that traveled into the
affected neighborhoods. By June 2006, the Office of Disaster
Response had organized volunteers to gut over 900 homes.
In 2007 alone, its mobile medical units served almost 9,000
people, and its feeding program served more than 75,000.60

In the later recovery phase of the response, many faith insti-
tutions took up case management work and provided social
services that were scarce after the storms. They included the
Episcopal Diocese, whose Office of Disaster Response part-
nered with G.R.A.C.E. Community Services—a faith-based
organization headquartered in Houston that specializes in
disaster response—to provide disaster case management services.

Similar social service initiatives, such as the work of the
Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans, have been
helping survivors find jobs, housing and psychological 
support. In the first two years following Hurricane Katrina,
Catholic Charities provided case management to more than
45,000 affected families and individuals, and crisis intervention
and counseling to more than 852,000 individuals.61

The United Methodist Committee on Relief managed a 
$66 million grant from the Federal Emergency Management
Agency that allowed UMCOR to organize Katrina Aid Today,
a consortium of case management organizations helping
victims of the 2005 hurricanes. The original grant period of
two years was extended by six months through March 2008.62

At its peak, the consortium had 138 offices in 34 states, and
as of early June 2007, Katrina Aid Today had delivered nearly
$50 million in services to over 130,000 individuals.63

Many Gulf Coast residents came to view the services provided
by faith organizations as the most reliable and effective in
serving their needs. A Louisiana State University survey found
that the state’s residents scored faith groups’ responses
higher than those of city, state, and federal governments.
“Louisiana residents rated the response of religious organiza-
tions as highly effective, giving them an 8.1 on a scale from
1–10 with 1 being highly ineffective and 10 being very effec-
tive,” the survey reported. “Respondents evaluated the effec-
tiveness of government response—at all levels—much more
negatively. Respondents rated New Orleans city government
and state government at 4.6, local governments other than
New Orleans at 6.5, and the federal government at 5.1.”64

A camp housing Presbyterian

Church volunteers in D’Iberville,

Miss. (Photo by FEMA/Mark Wolfe)
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ANCHORS FOR THE COMMUNITY

“Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes 

with the morning.” — psalm 30:5

In the three years since Katrina, the return of churches, 
synagogues and mosques has been a driving force in the city’s
overall recovery. In some cases, religious institutions have
provided the spark for reviving entire neighborhoods.

An estimated 900 houses of worship in the Gulf region were
damaged, destroyed or unusable after the hurricanes, according
to the Religion News Service.65 Roofs and doors were ripped
off by winds, and rain flooded sanctuaries. Congregations
lost buildings, sacred materials, records and holy texts. The
storm displaced entire faith communities, scattering mem-
bers and leaders across the country.

In New Orleans East, Mary Queen of Vietnam Church stands
as an example of a house of worship that has served as an
anchor for every level of a community’s recovery. After Katrina
devastated much of New Orleans East—including the 9,000-
strong Vietnamese-American community of Versailles—
many officials wrote off this area in the northeast corner of
the city. In the storm’s aftermath, Mayor Ray Nagin even
asked residents to not come back. But the vision of Fathers
Vien Nguyen and Luke Nguyen of Mary Queen ended up
turning New Orleans East into one of the Katrina recovery’s
most inspiring success stories—a revival that all started with
a candlelight service. “We spread the word that we were having
a Mass, for people to come back,” said Father Luke Nguyen,
another pastor at the church. “On our first Mass on October
9, 200 people came.”66

Mary Queen of Vietnam Church became a one-stop recovery
center. Potable water was driven in every day. Cafeteria-style
meals were cooked up on gas generators. Dozens of medical
volunteers were organized into a free clinic. And one by one,
the community came back. Six months after Katrina, 2,000
people were attending weekly Mass. Forty-seven of the 53
Vietnamese-American owned businesses had reopened.
Almost every house with wind damage had a new roof.

The church’s ability to provide an anchor for community action
proved essential when the area became increasingly involved
in local politics—including the city’s decision to place near-
by the Chef Menteur landfill, a massive dump for hurricane
debris that threatened water supplies. Mayor Nagin, who used
his post-storm emergency powers to open the dump, even-
tually closed the facility under intense community pressure.

Many houses of worship across the Gulf Coast came to see
their role much like Father Vien described the evolution of
Mary Queen of Vietnam—as a place that not only tended to his
parishioners’ spiritual need, but their desire to have a voice in
a better future for their community. “It’s not the act of God
that we struggle with, the act of God is done,” he said. “The
problem is the human acts, that is what we struggle with.”

The Main Street Missionary Baptist

Church in Biloxi, Miss. held services

outdoors after Katrina. 

(Photo by FEMA/Mark Wolfe)

An estimated 900 houses of worship in
the Gulf region were damaged, destroyed

or unusable after the hurricanes
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ADDRESSING GOVERNMENT BARRIERS
TO FAITH-BASED ASSISTANCE AFTER
DISASTERS

The enormous amount of aid that faith-based groups

provided to disaster victims in the aftermath of the 2005

Gulf Coast hurricanes was delivered despite barriers

that in too many instances were created by the govern-

ment itself.

So concluded the 2006 official White House report titled

The Federal Response to Hurricane Katrina: Lessons Learned.

Based on a review led by Homeland Security Advisor

France Fragos Townsend, the report found that faith-

based groups and other nongovernmental organiza-

tions (NGOs) had not been adequately integrated into

the National Response Plan, which at the time served

as the federal framework for disaster response. “We

must recognize that NGOs play a fundamental role in

response and recovery efforts and will contribute in ways

that are, in many cases, more efficient and effective than

the Federal government’s response,” the report said.67

In March 2006, the Bush administration created a Center

for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives in the Depart-

ment of Homeland Security to better integrate faith

groups into disaster preparedness and response efforts

at every level of government.68 And in January 2008, the

White House replaced the National Response Plan with

the National Response Framework, which shifted pri-

mary responsibility for coordinating federal support for

mass care from the Red Cross to the Federal Emergency

Management Agency, a division of Homeland Security.

The NRF puts FEMA in charge of convening voluntary

organizations that provide emergency support services

and responding to requests for assistance from the

states, which continue to hold principal responsibility for

post-disaster mass care needs.69

In February 2008, the Government Accountability Office,

the oversight arm of Congress, released an audit of the

NRF that found lingering problems in coordination of

government and volunteer sectors. While the Red Cross

agrees that FEMA should be the primary agency for

mass care since it has the authority to direct federal

resources, the shifting roles present implementation

issues, according to the GAO. “For example, while FEMA

has enhanced responsibilities for coordinating the

activities of voluntary organizations, it does not currently

have a sufficient number of specialized staff to meet

this responsibility,” the report said.70

Also holding a key role following emergencies is National

Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters, an umbrella

organization of 49 agencies that includes many faith-

based groups. Like the Red Cross, NVOAD has an official

emergency support role in the NRF, but the GAO says

the group’s limited staff resources “constrain its ability

to effectively fulfill its role in disaster response situations.”

GAO found that FEMA made progress in addressing

problems faced by churches and other local voluntary

organizations in accessing public assistance reimburse-

ment for mass care-related expenses after Katrina. For

example, local voluntary organizations sometimes had

trouble getting accurate information about reimburse-

ment opportunities following the disaster. But GAO said

FEMA still had not addressed some communication

problems, including a lack of staff training on reim-

bursement policies and poor presentation of public

information on its website.

Speaking at a May 2008 White House-sponsored round-

table on the role of faith-based organizations following

emergencies, Homeland Security Secretary Michael

Chertoff acknowledged that other barriers remain as well.

Among the problems he said still needed to be addressed

was the need to improve credentialing so volunteers

can quickly get to work helping those in need, and better

manage logistics to connect those who want to offer

help with those who need it.

“We want to do everything we can to harness this energy

and the broad network of faith-based and community

groups into our planning and execution so that we can

bring the maximum resources to bear most quickly and

most effectively in communities that are affected by 

disasters,” Chertoff said.71

A Biloxi, Miss. landmark since the 1800s, this church was

destroyed by Katrina. (Photo by FEMA/Mark Wolfe)
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A NATION MOVED BY FAITH

“...Yet better it is for him who volunteers good.”

— the quran 2:184

Local houses of worship and religious networks in the Gulf
Coast responded heroically in the face of tragedy, but they
couldn’t do it alone. Another critical ingredient to the success
of the faith response to Katrina was the national outpouring
of support from hundreds of faith-based organizations
across the country. More than any other group outside the
public sector—and often more effectively than governmental
agencies—faith organizations nationally mobilized people,
resources and expertise that allowed Katrina survivors to
rebuild their lives.

In the storms’ immediate aftermath, hundreds of faith insti-
tutions in 48 states opened their doors to hurricane victims.
Turning Point Ministries International in Houston sprung
into action when 250,000 storm refugees came to the area.
Working with Somebody Cares America, they raised $1.5
million in gift cards for evacuees, distributed $30 million in
emergency supplies, made grants to 113 organizations totaling
$1.2 million, and raised another $5 million to help other
agencies who were already on the ground working such as
Genesis Food Bank in Mississippi and Good News Camp
distribution centers in New Orleans City Park.72

Faith organizations also took the lead in dispatching tens of
thousands of volunteers to the Gulf Coast. In the first two years
after Katrina, more than 1.1 million volunteers poured into
the Gulf Coast, providing more than 14 million hours of
service in what is the largest volunteer response to a disaster
in the nation’s history, according to the Corporation for
National and Community Service.73 An analysis of volunteer
records by the major faith organizations that sent volunteers
to the region suggests that faith-related groups were the sin-
gle biggest sector represented among Katrina volunteers.74

Busloads of volunteers from every faith tradition staffed relief
centers, delivered vital services, and delved into the monu-
mental task of cleaning up debris, gutting houses, repairing
buildings and beginning the long road to recovery.

Student religious associations were a critical piece of the
faith volunteer effort, sending thousands of volunteers to 
the Gulf Coast during spring and winter breaks. For example,
the Hillel Alternative Break program continues to bring
Jewish college students to the region to help rebuild houses.
By April 2008, Hillel—the world’s largest Jewish campus
organization—had sent more than 1,600 college students to
assist the people of New Orleans and other communities in
the region.75

Faith organizations were also unique in their ability to quickly
mobilize resources, especially sorely needed relief funds. 
Of the over $6 billion in charitable contributions made in the
wake of Hurricane Katrina, a substantial share was mobilized
by and channeled through faith-based organizations.76

For example, according to a 2008 report released by the
National Council of Churches—an ecumenical coalition of
mainline Protestant, Orthodox, African-American and historic
peace churches—more than $160 million was collected for
Gulf Coast Recovery by 18 of the Council’s denominations.77

A survey of all of NCC’s 35 members found they sent around
$250 million in financial aid to local churches and relief
agencies.78 The United Methodist Committee on Relief ranked
sixth in Newsweek’s 2006 “Big Names in Katrina Relief ” in
terms of total amount raised, which by 2007 amounted to
around $67 million.79 United Jewish Communities and the
Jewish Federations of North America rallied the Jewish com-
munity to raise more than $28 million for Katrina relief by
the storm’s second anniversary.80 Lutheran Disaster Response,
a collaborative ministry of the Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America and the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, held
its first spring break project in March 2006, sending 1,100
students and faculty from 54 different colleges and universi-
ties to New Orleans and other Gulf Coast communities81

Hand-painted sign that stood on the former grounds of St. Clare

Catholic Church in Waveland, Miss. following the hurricanes. All that

was left of the once large brick church was its foundation. 

(Photo from St. Clare Recovery)

Out of the over 1 million national 
volunteers that went to the Gulf Coast in
the first two years after Katrina, faith-
related groups were the single biggest

sector represented.
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CROSSING FAITH LINES

Let there be one nation of you, calling to good...”

— the quran 3:104

The faith response to Katrina was also marked by a unique
level of interfaith cooperation that proved essential to success.
A powerful example of this collaboration is St. Gabriel the
Archangel Roman Catholic Church, an African-American
congregation in New Orleans’ Gentilly neighborhood that sat
under 12 feet of water for three weeks. The majority of the
surrounding community’s housing was destroyed, and three
members of the parish died in the storm.82 When Father
Doug Doussan was able to return to his church five weeks
later, he found a place devoid of life. “The mud and the silence
seemed to say ‘there is only death here.’” Father Doussan told
himself at the time, “It is impossible to think that St. Gabriel’s
parish could ever come back to life.”83 

But come back it did. Father Doussan quickly set to work
phoning and emailing his parishioners—350 families displaced
to 22 states—with updates, spiritual encouragement, and
information about how St. Gabriel could help them return.
He opened up the church to the wider community, allowing
organizations to hold meetings there. To encourage parish-
ioners to come home, the church helped them purchase up
to $1,800 worth of building materials.

A December 2007 article in the Journal of American History

pointed out that Father Doussan was able to communicate
effectively to archdiocese leaders “the church’s capacity to
rebuild and the role the church needed to play in rebuilding
the neighborhood.”84 It went on to say that the resiliency
and sacrifice of St. Gabriel “epitomizes the best features of
the African American church experience” in New Orleans.
The article quoted Kermit Mogilles, a St. Gabriel parishioner
who has participated in the church’s outreach efforts, saying
that the churches will be “beacons of hope to the revitaliza-
tion of communities.”

National interfaith support also helped St. Gabriel serve as
vital force for reviving Gentilly. Doussan estimates volunteers
helped about 100 families return in the first year by cleaning
out and gutting homes. And it was volunteers with the
Philadelphia-based Jewish-Catholic Interfaith Community
Building Group—formed in 1996 in response to a spree of
black church fires in the South—who restored the church’s
statue of St. Gabriel to mint condition.

A religious statue stands next to a New Orleans house with markings

indicating rescue workers searched it and found no bodies. 

(Photo by Jocelyn Augustino/FEMA)

Father Doussan praised the work of national faith groups
for helping to resurrect New Orleans after Katrina. “This
city is being rebuilt by the determination of residents
coming back, the tens of thousands of volunteers, and
financial contributions from churches and other institu-
tions,” he said. “The outpouring of physical labor and
financial assistance has helped to rebuild this city.”
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Today, the region faces a different and daunting challenge:
shifting from hurricane relief and recovery to the long-term
task of rebuilding and reviving entire communities. 

From Biloxi to New Orleans, tens of thousands of families
remain uprooted and displaced due to a shortage of affordable
housing. Vital institutions such as schools, hospitals and
childcare centers have yet to return to pre-Katrina levels.
Neighborhoods remain in shambles and thousands of people
have yet to fully piece their lives back together.

Faith organizations will be critical to the success of the 
long-term rebuilding effort. The leadership of faith organi-
zations in the wake of the storms has uniquely positioned
religious groups to be at the forefront of rebuilding initiatives.
Perhaps more than any other civil society organizations,
faith groups also bring a long-term vision, moral commitment
and coordinated expertise and resources that will be critical
ingredients to rebuilding the region.

The Gulf Coast is now at a critical moment. While national
attention to the Katrina aftermath has faded, vital decisions
remain about the region’s future. After three years of hardship,
many families and communities are still waiting for rebuild-
ing efforts to reach the critical mass needed to succeed.

Speaking in New Orleans’ Jackson Square on September 15,
2005, President George W. Bush said: “To all who carry a
burden of loss, I extend the deepest sympathy of our country.
To every person who has served and sacrificed in this emer-
gency, I offer the gratitude of our country. And tonight I also
offer this pledge of the American people: Throughout the area
hit by the hurricane, we will do what it takes, we will stay as
long as it takes, to help citizens rebuild their communities
and their lives.”

Faith organizations can play a catalytic role in ensuring that
our country lives up to its promise of rebuilding communi-
ties and lives in the Gulf Coast.

FAITH IN THE FUTURE: 
REBUILDING AND THE SPIRIT OF RENEWAL IN THE GULF

“Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; you shall 

be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in.” — isaiah 58:12

In the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, the speed, coordination and effectiveness of the immense
faith response to the disaster earned religious groups a national reputation and the respect and gratitude of
storm victims across the Gulf Coast. 

(Photo by National Council of

Churches USA)
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THE LONG-TERM CHALLENGE OF REBUILDING

“Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker, 

but those who are kind to the needy honor him.”

— proverbs 14:31

The Gulf Coast has come a long way since Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita struck in 2005, but immense barriers remain to
rebuilding and renewal in the region.

According to one estimate, the total economic losses the Gulf
Coast sustained from Katrina alone came to over $150 billion
dollars.85 Given the scale of the tragedy, officials estimate it
will take up to 10 years for the region to fully rebuild.86

The pace of renewal has been greatly slowed by a lack of
resources, especially from the federal government. As of
August 2007, two years after the storms, total federal spending
in response to Hurricanes Katrina and Rita totaled $116 billion
—a considerable sum but still far short of the total needed
to revive the storm-ravaged region.87

What’s more, the lion’s share of federal spending since
Katrina struck has been spent on emergency relief and response,
not long-term rebuilding needs. According to an August 2007
analysis by the Institute for Southern Studies, only about $35
billion of the $116 billion total appropriated by Washington
had gone towards long-term rebuilding.88

Meanwhile, the federal funds that have been directed to
long-term rebuilding have often failed to reach those in need.
In the same study, the Institute also found that out of the
$35 billion that had been earmarked for long-term rebuilding

by the two-year mark, more than half had not been spent.89

As of August 2008, city leaders in New Orleans reported they
had only $1.3 billion in federal funding available to cover the
city’s remaining rebuilding projects.90

Compounding the lack of adequate public resources for
rebuilding has been a massive shortfall in private insurance
dollars reaching hurricane victims. Following the disaster,
insurance companies paid out more than $40 billion for 
hurricane damages. But a class-action lawsuit brought by
homeowners argued that thousands were wrongfully denied
coverage argued that thousands of homeowners were wrong-
fully denied coverage, limiting their access to much-needed
rebuilding funds.91

In the aftermath of Katrina, people of faith and religious
groups confronted this shortfall of public and private resources
by leading a record-setting level of charitable giving for the
Gulf Coast. As of August 2007, over $6.5 billion in charitable
giving had been made for Katrina causes, far out-pacing
contributions made in the wake of 9/11 (under $3 billion)
and the Asian Tsunami (under $2 billion).92 A substantial
share of these contributions were made by, and coordinated
through, people of faith and faith-based organizations.

Yet even the combination of government, insurance and
charitable giving has not been enough to address the stag-
gering scale of what’s needed. Put together, the total amount
of federal rebuilding funds, private insurance claims and
charitable gifts—the bulk of which were made soon after the
storm and targeted for emergency response—has amounted
to $80 billion, far short of the total required to address the
challenge of Gulf Coast rebuilding.93

The Rev. Irvin Boudreaux 

discusses recovery efforts at

Brooks United Methodist Church

in New Orleans nearly a year

after Katrina. (Photo by Mike

DuBose, United Methodist News

Service)
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AFFORDABLE HOUSING: THE KEY BARRIER

“The bricks have fallen, but we will build 

with dressed stones.” — isaiah 9:10

One of the biggest obstacles to rebuilding in New Orleans
and the Gulf Coast is the shortage of affordable housing.
The hurricanes destroyed or damaged 302,000 housing units
across the Gulf Coast.94 Poor and low-income residents 
were especially hard-hit: Seven out of ten of the destroyed or
damaged units—216,000 in all—were affordable to low income
households, and 92,000 were affordable to very low 
income households.95

Almost three years after the storm, some 42,000 people in
the Gulf Coast were still living in temporary FEMA trailers
and mobile homes.96 In one survey, the majority of families
in temporary housing reported low to moderate incomes,
and about a third are disabled or elderly.97 With affordable
housing in short supply, 55 percent of those in temporary
housing say they have nowhere else to live.98

Currently, federal, state and local leaders have put forward
no policy to ensure adequate levels of affordable housing. 
In Louisiana, the highest estimate of what officials plan to
replace is 25,000 affordable housing units—30 percent of
the total destroyed by Katrina.99 Mississippi’s programs aim
to repair or rebuild 47,000 units—barely half of the more
than 90,000 that suffered moderate to severe damage.100

Faith organizations have taken aggressive action to confront
the affordable housing crisis in the Gulf Coast. After sheltering
thousands of Katrina victims and mobilizing an army of vol-
unteers to gut and repair tens of thousands of homes after
the storms, faith institutions have now shifted their focus to
rebuilding homes and entire communities. 

Some religious housing initiatives are small in scale, centered
around a neighborhood or house of worship. Others are
large-scale developments that aim to bring 100 to 300 units
of rental housing on the market at a time.

Given the large number of projects underway, the precise
number of homes and rental units built by religious groups
is difficult to determine. As of October 2007, five of the lead-
ing home building groups in New Orleans—the Episcopal
Diocese of New Orleans’ Jericho Road Project, First Evangelist
Baptist Church, Habitat for Humanity, Providence Community
Housing, and Volunteers of America—had brought 350
housing units on the market.101 Today, these same five agen-
cies have more than 4,100 housing units under construction
or in development, with several hundred due to be available
by the end of the year.102

The number of housing units being built by faith-based
groups is small in relation to the scale of the Gulf Coast’s
affordable housing crisis. But when clustered in target
neighborhoods such as Central City New Orleans, New
Orleans East and Biloxi, Mississippi, they are providing to be
a vital spark for neighborhood revival. In these communities
they have also played a catalytic role in stimulating other
governmental and private investment in housing and other
services that can help tip the scales towards renewal.

“Each project may seem small on its own,” said Landon
Williams, who heads up housing initiatives at the Louisiana
Disaster Recovery Foundation. “But together, these faith-based
housing initiatives are beginning to reach critical mass.”103

Key to the success of faith-led home building projects has
been their ability to tap a large base of volunteers, many with
valuable construction expertise. Mennonite Disaster Service
has earned a reputation for quickly deploying highly skilled
construction teams. Presbyterian Disaster Assistance has
rebuilt 565 homes and has pledged to build 350 new homes
a year.104 Baptist Builders—a collaboration of six leading Baptist
organizations—organized the “2007 Baptist Blitz Build” to
build 12 homes in 12 days for relocated families in Baton
Rouge.105 The group Baptist Men sent 16,000 volunteers to
the Gulf Coast by early 2007, building 400 homes in Gulfport,
Mississippi alone.106 Several of these projects were coordinated
through Habitat for Humanity, the Christian housing ministry
that has built 101 homes in New Orleans since Katrina.107

Faith organizations have also brought a valuable ability to
leverage national resources and technical assistance.
Providence Community Housing—a Catholic nonprofit that
aims to restore, rebuild or construct 7,000 homes in five
years for 20,000 residents—has partnered with Enterprise
Community Partners, a national affordable housing developer,
and attracted over $265 million in state and federal tax 
credits.108 “We bring resources, visibility, expertise, planning
—all the pieces needed to make affordable housing happen,”
said Andreanecia Morris of Providence.109

As of October 2007, five leading faith
groups in New Orleans had brought nearly
350 new affordable housing units on the
market. Today, these same five agencies
have more than 4,100 units under con-

struction or in development.
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Faith groups working in the Gulf have also put aside religious
differences to cross denominational and faith lines. One of
the most innovative partnerships is the Jericho Road project
spearheaded by the Episcopal Diocese in New Orleans.
Targeting Central City, a large swath of downtown that was
once a center of African-American commerce but has become
a symbol for urban blight, the Episcopal Church wanted a
housing program that not only built homes but could play a
part in the revival of the wider community. “Hurricane Katrina
was a call to arms for disaster relief,” said Jericho Road
Director Brad Powers. “It was also a call to end 40 years of
urban neglect.”110

Since the one-year anniversary of Katrina, Jericho Road has
constructed 17 houses eligible to low- and middle-income
residents. It wouldn’t have happened without a pioneering
alliance with CrossRoads Missions, an evangelical Christian
charity based in Louisville, Kentucky.

Drawing on its experience in ministries from Appalachia to
Mexico, CrossRoads mobilized its volunteers to quickly pro-
duce pre-fabricated homes that could be pieced together in
Central City. “They’re assembled, numbered, Bible verses are
written all over them, they’re disassembled, and then they’re
shipped across the country,” said Bill Miller of CrossRoads
Missions’ New Orleans operation. One Saturday morning in
2007, a group of 6,600 CrossRoads volunteers in Kentucky
built 36 homes in just seven hours. Nearly half have been re-
assembled in New Orleans by volunteers.111

MORE THAN HOUSES

“Be hospitable to one another without complaining. 

Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve 

one another with whatever gift each of you has received.”

— 1 peter 4:9–10

Reviving communities involves more than building houses,
and faith organizations have played a unique and important
role in helping renew other key pieces of the Gulf Coast’s
devastated social and economic infrastructure.

Houses of worship themselves have often been key to a 
community’s recovery. It’s been a challenge: Nearly two years
after the storm, 30 percent of New Orleans’ 1,502 houses of
worship had yet to return to operation.112 However, the return
of a church, synagogue or mosque has often been a spark
for a community’s revival.

Rebuilding houses of worship has also allowed faith institutions
to resume or expand social services they were forced to shut
down or scale back after the storms. For example, Katrina
devastated most of the 122 churches with which Frances
Hawkins of the Baptist-based McFarland Institute had been
working to promote Christian health ministries in New
Orleans. As of fall 2007, that number had slowly built back
up to 90, but many were still getting back on their feet.113

Faith-based groups have also invested tens of millions of
dollars in rebuilding schools, colleges, hospitals and clinics
and other vital pieces of the Gulf Coast social infrastructure.
CHRISTUS Health, the Catholic health system, has invested
over $2 million in Louisiana recovery projects, including proj-
ects to stabilize the region’s devastated health care system.114

Mennonite Economic Development Associates has teamed up
with Good Work Network—a nonprofit that helps connect
small entrepreneurs with needed resources—to support the
re-opening of child care centers throughout New Orleans.115

Less quantifiable—but just as important, according to New
Orleans residents—is the vital role that the rebuilding of faith
institutions plays in nourishing the social, psychological and
spiritual needs of storm-ravaged communities.

“Bringing back houses of worship is important for our souls,”
said Mary Baudouin with the Jesuits of New Orleans.116

Mennonite volunteers from Maryland clean up after Katrina on

Grand Isle, La. (Photo by Marvin Nauman/FEMA)
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INVESTING IN COMMUNITIES

“...be patient; surely God is with the patient.”

— the quran 8:46

Faith organizations have also taken a role in helping com-
munities address economic barriers, especially the lack of
what some call the “patient capital” required for long-term
rebuilding.

The biggest and most promising initiative to date is the
newly launched Isaiah Funds, a partnership of Catholic,
Jewish, Mennonite and Baptist institutions that has raised
$4.5 million for Gulf Coast rebuilding. Using a creative mix
of loans and grants, the Fund is aiming to invest in affordable-
housing projects, promising small business ventures and
community centers in areas devastated by the hurricane. The
group made its first commitment for $500,000 this spring to
the Gulf Coast Housing Partnership, which has finished
about 600 units of affordable housing since the storm and is
working on an additional 500 units, including projects in
New Orleans’ Central City neighborhood.117

The founding backers of the Fund are all faith groups that
have earned a reputation for their extensive involvement in
Gulf Coast recovery from the beginning: the American Baptist
Home Mission Society, CHRISTUS Health, Jewish Funds for
Justice, Jesuits of the New Orleans Province and Mennonite
Mutual Aid Community Development Investments.

The project draws on key ingredients that have made faith
initiatives after Katrina successful, including focusing on close
partnerships with local organizations and working across a
broad range of faith traditions. “There was a massive, beau-
tiful, immediate cash response by people all over the United
States and people all over the world,” said Jeffrey Dekro of
the Jewish Funds for Justice. “But very little was put aside for
capital investment. As a consequence, especially in low-income
communities, there’s a paucity of financial capital to do work
that needs to be done today. That’s especially true given that
public sector money has continued to be so delayed.”118

The Isaiah Funds build on previous efforts by faith groups to
inject financial resources into storm-ravaged communities.
Religious organizations have used their dollars to help shore
up community banks and credit unions, institutions that are
especially critical institutions in neighborhoods where the
only access to credit and capital often comes from pawnshops
and predatory lending operations. “People simply cannot come
back to New Orleans unless they can get some start-up capital
to repair or rebuild,” said Lynette Colin, formerly a Central
City branch manager with HOPE Community Credit Union
and now the executive director of the O.C. Haley Boulevard
Merchants and Business Association in Central City.119

The Jewish Funds for Justice has mobilized more than $3
million in grants, loans and deposits to institutions including
HOPE, ASI Federal Credit Union and Liberty Bank & Trust.
These organizations concentrate on underserved communities;
ASI, for example, estimates one out of 10 of its members did
not have bank accounts prior to joining.120 These financial
institutions also provide community services such as grants,
financial literacy classes, and low-interest loans and training
to business start-ups that can help kick-start economic activity
in struggling neighborhoods.

Religious groups have understood the need to nourish Gulf
residents’ ability to take advantage of economic opportunities.
CrossRoads Missions and Jericho Road, for example, have
teamed up with Café Reconcile, an innovative job training
center in New Orleans, to match local youth with an initiative
to construct 36 homes in Central City.121 Mennonite Economic
Development Associates is launching a program where
established construction companies will mentor small busi-
nesses engaged in new construction.122

“Faith groups have been invaluable to our efforts to rebuild
Central City,” said Colin. “They were here from the start,
and they’ve shown they intend to stay as long as it will take.”

The biggest and most promising faith-
led rebuilding effort to date is the newly

launched Isaiah Funds, which have raised
$4.5 million for grants and loans—

the “patient capital” needed for 
long-term rebuilding.



20 faith in the gulf

A PROPHETIC VOICE FOR A BETTER FUTURE

“Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other.” 

— 1 corinthians 10:24

It is clear that faith groups cannot replace the central role 
of government leadership in rebuilding the Gulf Coast. After
surveying the critical role that nongovernmental agencies,
including faith-based groups, have played post-Katrina, an
October 2007 report by the Public Affairs Research Council
of Louisiana and the Nelson A. Rockefeller Institute of
Government concluded:

“The scale of devastation is so vast in Louisiana and
across the Mississippi Gulf Coast that only the govern-
ment has the capacity to handle significant rebuilding.
The nonprofit sector was not meant to replace gov-
ernment as the primary agent of recovery.”123

The report goes on to state that religious and other nonprofit
groups can “buttress” and “fill in the gaps” of government
programs, drawing on their unique strengths. “For the [Gulf
Coast] recovery to proceed in a timely and substantial way,”
the report found, “government must take the lead while the
nonprofit, community-based, and faith-based organizations
play a strong supporting role with their focus on the human
element of the disaster.”124

Other interfaith coalitions have been among the strongest
advocates for New Orleans residents and a speedier, fairer
recovery. All Congregations Together, a congregation-based
community organization, and Louisiana Interfaith Together,
part of the PICO national network of faith-based community
groups, led efforts to accelerate and expand assistance to
homeowners and renters and addressed other recovery issues.

Many leaders of faith-based projects in the Gulf Coast agree.
“What we’re doing is important, but only government can
take on a job this big,” said Brad Powers of the Jericho Road
project in New Orleans. “We need to take an active role
advocating for a better government response.”125

This has led several faith organizations to complement their
rebuilding and investment initiatives with efforts to strengthen
the voice of Gulf Coast residents in decision-making and
remind Washington leaders—and the public at large—of
their obligations to rebuild the Gulf Coast.

In New Orleans, the Jeremiah Group—an interfaith organiza-
tion affiliated with the Industrial Areas Foundation—brought
its 13-year history of organizing on housing, education and
other neighborhood issues to the challenges faced by Katrina
survivors. Their community outreach found key issues stand-
ing in the way of rebuilding: “No matter who we talked to,
the people would come together and say housing was their
main priority,” recalled Jeremiah’s lead organizer, Jackie
Jones. “People could not afford the increasing rents, and the
process of getting money to help repair and get back into
their homes was much too slow.”126

The combined political muscle of several congregations
enabled Jeremiah to score some important victories. The
group helped push through reforms to Louisiana’s troubled
Road Home compensation program for homeowners, getting
an amendment to the state’s contract with private adminis-
trator ICF International that added performance benchmarks
of at least 10,000 grant closings per month. Jeremiah leaders
also prevented Louisiana from cutting funds for more afford-
able rental units—a big win for renters in New Orleans.127

The Jeremiah Group is now promoting Project Homeowner-
ship, which calls on Louisiana officials to set aside 50 percent
of properties sold back to the Road Home program for those
wanting to buy homes, with a $50,000 per home subsidy to
make them affordable for working families.128

“These leaders have been able to do all this while rebuilding
their own congregations. It’s very powerful,” said Brod Bagert
Jr., the local IAF organizer. “Congregations are coming on
board to be at the policy-making center of rebuilding in 
New Orleans.”129

The scale of devastation is so vast in
Louisiana and across the Mississippi Gulf
Coast that only the government has the

capacity to handle significant rebuilding.
The nonprofit sector was not meant 

to replace government as the primary
agent of recovery.
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Faith groups have also been instrumental in advocating for
better post-Katrina rebuilding policy on the Mississippi Gulf
Coast. A third of the groups making up the STEPS Coalition,
an umbrella of grassroots organizations in Mississippi, are
faith-affiliated. STEPS has spearheaded efforts to ensure that
Mississippi lives up to its legal obligation to ensure 50 percent
of federal recovery funds go to benefit low-income residents;
as of December 2007, only 23 percent had gone to low-
income Mississippians.130

The support of national faith organizations has also been vital
to the success of advocacy efforts in the Gulf Coast. For
example, the Hispanic Apostolate of the Catholic Church in
New Orleans teamed up with national allies including Inter-
faith Worker Justice of Chicago to draw attention to problems
facing the region’s burgeoning new immigrant workforce.

Gulf Coast advocacy has found critical support from faith-
linked foundations and charities. The Catholic-affiliated
Campaign for Human Development, Jewish Funds for Justice,
and the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations-
Unitarian Universalist Service Committee Gulf Coast Relief
Fund have channeled millions of dollars directly into support
for grassroots-led efforts to mobilize communities around
pressing needs.131

Nationally, faith organizations have also played a vital role 
in keeping the issues of Gulf Coast renewal on the public
policy agenda. In 2005, for example, the National Council 
of Churches established a Special Commission on the Just
Rebuilding of the Gulf. The following year it released a Gulf
Coast report card documenting the triumphs and failures of
rebuilding in the region, and called on its network of 100,000
churches representing over 45 million congregants to con-
tinue advocating for speedy and fair recovery policy.132

In a similar vein, in 2006 the Samuel DeWitt Proctor
Conference—an interdenominational consortium of African-
American faith leaders and congregations—established the
Katrina National Justice Commission to examine the local,
state and federal response to Hurricane Katrina from the
perspective of the African-American church community. The
Proctor Conference convened hearings in Washington, D.C.,
New Orleans and Houston similar to the 9/11 Commission
hearings to gather accounts of problems in the disaster’s
aftermath and to identify critical next steps for long-term
reconstruction and restoration.133 The Conference coupled
its findings—released in a 2006 report titled “The Breach:
Bearing Witness”134 —with policy education and lobbying to
hold federal agencies accountable. As Proctor Conference
General Secretary Dr. Iva E. Carruthers stated: “We are called
to help those who have been further marginalized by Katrina.
We are called to take care of those who have been displaced.
We are called to restore hope in Katrina victims and in this
nation, as we seek to redress the effects of this disaster and
to fulfill the promises of American democracy.”135

Today, people of faith and religious institutions continue to
play a key role in keeping the Katrina tragedy and Gulf Coast
rebuilding on the national radar in another way: by continuing
to sponsor service trips and deploy thousands of volunteers
a month to the region. In addition to supplying much-needed
time, energy and expertise, they have become valuable
ambassadors for change in the Gulf Coast. The first-hand
testimony of volunteers who have returned to their home
communities has provided a vital link between the Gulf
Coast and broader public. The ongoing efforts of national
faith communities to remember and respond to Katrina has
made religious organizations nationally one of the most
important allies Gulf Coast residents have for mobilizing
needed federal support.

“Tell everyone you know about what’s happening down here,”
said Pam Dashiell, a longtime leader in the Holy Cross
neighborhood in the Lower Ninth Ward. “Don’t let them
ever forget.”136

Archbishop Alfred Hughes greets parishioners following the first

services held at New Orleans’ St. Louis Cathedral after Katrina.

(Photo by Greg Henshall/FEMA)
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All Congregations Together

1050 South Jeff Davis Pkwy.
New Orleans, LA 70125
Phone: (504) 495-5338
www.actnola.org

American Baptist Churches USA 

(includes National Ministries, Baptist Men,

American Baptist Home Mission Society)

P.O. Box 851
Valley Forge, PA 19482-0851
Phone: (610) 768-2000
www.abc-usa.org

American Red Cross 

2025 E Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20006
Phone: (703) 206-6000
www.redcross.org

ASI Federal Credit Union

5508 Citrus Blvd.
Harahan, LA 70123
Phone: (504) 733-7274
www.asifcu.org

Baptist Crossroads Foundation

C/o Inman Houston
Phone: (504) 482-5775
www.baptistcrossroads.org

Café Reconcile 

1631 Oretha Castle Haley Blvd.
New Orleans, LA 70113
Phone: (504) 568-1157
www.cafereconcile.com

Catholic Campaign for Human

Development

3211 4th St., N.E.
Washington DC 20017-1194
Phone: (202) 541-3000
www.usccb.org/cchd

Catholic Charities Archdiocese 

of New Orleans

1000 Howard Ave.
New Orleans, LA 70113
Phone: (504) 523-3755
www.ccano.org

Christ In Action 

P.O. Box 4200 
Manassas, VA 20108 
Phone: (703) 368-6286
www.christinaction.com

CHRISTUS Health

Las Colinas Corporate Center II 
6363 North Highway 161, Suite 450 
Irving, TX 75038 
Phone: (214) 492-8500
www.christushealth.org

Commission on Social Action 

of Reform Judaism

Union for Reform Judaism 
633 Third Ave.
New York, NY 10017-6778 
Phone: (212) 650-400
http://urj.org/csa

Congregation Beth Israel

4000 West Esplanade Ave.
Metairie, LA 70002
Phone: (504) 454-5080
http://bethisraelnola.com

Corporation for National and

Community Service

1201 New York Ave., NW
Washington, DC 20525
Phone: (202) 606-5000
www.nationalservice.org

CrossRoads Missions

3700 Hopewell Rd.
Louisville, KY 40299
Phone: (504) 287-9424
www.crossroadsmissions.com

Enterprise Community Partners

10227 Wincopin Circle
American City Building 
Columbia, MD 21044
Phone: (800) 624-4298
www.enterprisecommunity.org

Episcopal Diocese of Louisiana

New Orleans Office

(includes Office of Disaster Response)

Norland Center
1623 7th St.
New Orleans, LA 70115
Phone: (504) 895-6634
www.edola.org

First Evangelist Baptist Church

1801 Willow St.
New Orleans, LA 70113
Phone: (504) 524-8349

Genesis Food Bank

435 Hiawatha St.
Jackson, MS 39204-2914
Phone: (601) 354-3663

Good News Camp

3613 North M-30
Gladwin, MI 48624
Phone: (989) 426-9074
www.goodnewscamp.org

Good Work Network

1824 Oretha Castle Haley Blvd.
New Orleans, LA 70113
Phone: (504) 309-2073
www.goodworknetwork.org

G.R.A.C.E. Community Services 

2626 South Loop W, Suite 350 
Houston, TX 77054 
Phone: (713) 839-9300
www.gracecommunityservices.org

Gulf Coast Housing Partnership

1614B Oretha Castle Haley Blvd.
New Orleans, LA 70113
Phone: (504) 525-2505
www.gchp.net

Habitat for Humanity

New Orleans Area Affiliate
7100 St. Charles at Broadway
New Orleans, LA 70175
Phone: (504) 861-2077
www.habitat.org

CONTACT INFORMATION 
FOR ORGANIZATIONS MENTIONED IN THE REPORT
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Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish

Campus Life

Charles and Lynn Schusterman
International Center

Arthur and Rochelle Belfer Building
800 Eighth St., NW
Washington, DC 20001-3724
Phone: (202) 449-6500
www.hillel.org

Hispanic Apostolate Community

Services

Archdiocese of New Orleans
Phone: (504) 310-6909

Hope Community Credit Union

1726 Oretha Castle Haley Blvd.
New Orleans, LA 70113
Phone: (504) 581-4673
www.hopecu.org

Industrial Areas Foundation

220 West Kinzie St., Fifth Floor
Chicago, IL 60610
Phone: (312) 245 9211
www.industrialareasfoundation.org

Interfaith Center on Corporate

Responsibility

475 Riverside Dr., Room 1842
New York, NY 10115
Phone: (212) 870-2295
www.iccr.org

Interfaith Community Building Group

c/o Romero Interfaith Center
321 Wellesley Rd.
Philadelphia, PA 19119 
Phone: (267) 825-6989
www.romerointerfaithcenter.org

Interfaith Worker Justice

1020 W. Bryn Mawr Ave., 4th Fl.
Chicago, IL 60660
Phone: (773) 728-8400
www.iwj.org

The Isaiah Funds

c/o Jeffrey Dekro, Senior Vice President
Jewish Funds for Justice
Phone: (215) 483-4004
http://isaiahfunds.org

Islamic Relief USA

P.O. Box 5640 
Buena Park, CA 90622
Phone: (714) 676-1300
www.irw.org

The Jeremiah Group

2028 Paxton St.
Harvey, LA 70058
Phone: (504) 328-1784
www.jeremiahgroup.org

Jericho Road Episcopal Housing

Initiative

1631 Seventh St.
New Orleans, LA 70115 
Phone: (504) 895-6763
www.jerichohousing.org

Jesuits: New Orleans Province 

of the Society of Jesus

710 Baronne St., Suite B 
New Orleans, LA 70113-1064 
Phone: (504) 571-1055 
www.norprov.org

Jewish Federation of Greater New

Orleans

Goldring-Woldenberg Jewish
Community Campus

Harry and Jeanette Weinberg Building
3747 West Esplanade Ave.
Metairie, LA 70002
Phone: (504) 780-5600
www.jewishnola.com

Jewish Funds for Justice

330 7th Ave., Suite 1902
New York, NY 10001
Phone: (212) 213-2113
www.jewishjustice.org

Katrina Aid Today

475 Riverside Dr., Room 330
New York, NY 10115
Phone: (800) 554-8583 
www.katrinaaidtoday.org

Liberty Bank and Trust 

P.O. Box 60131
New Orleans, LA 70160-0131
Phone: (800) 883-3943

Louisiana Disaster Recovery

Foundation

445 North Sixth St., Suite 200
Baton Rouge, LA 70801
Phone: (225) 383-1672
www.louisianahelp.org

Lutheran Disaster Response

8765 West Higgins Rd.
Chicago, IL 60631
Phone: (800) 638-3522, ext. 2748
www.ldr.org

Mary Queen of Vietnam Church

14001 Dwyer Blvd.
New Orleans, LA 70129
Phone: (504) 254-5660
www.maryqueenofvietnam.org

The McFarland Institute

400 Poydras St., Suite 2525
New Orleans, LA 70130
Phone: (504) 593-2320
www.tmcfi.org

Mennonite Disaster Service

1018 Main St.
Akron, PA 17501 
Phone: (717) 859-2210
http://mds.mennonite.net

Mennonite Economic Development

Associates

1821 Oregon Pike, Suite 201
Lancaster, PA 17601-6466 
Phone: (717) 560-6546
www.meda.org

Mennonite Mutual Aid

P.O. Box 483
Goshen, IN 46527
Phone: (574) 533-9511
www.mma-online.org

Mississippi State Conference NAACP

1072 West J.R. Lynch St.
Jackson, MS 39203
Phone: (601) 353.6906
www.naacpms.org

Muslim Hurricane Relief Task Force

www.mhrtf.net

National Council of Churches USA

Special Commission for the Just
Rebuilding of the Gulf Coast

110 Maryland Ave., NE
Washington, DC 20002
Phone: (202) 544-2350
www.ncccusa.org/justrebuilding
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National Voluntary Organizations

Active in Disaster

1501 Lee Highway, Suite 206
Arlington, VA 22209-1109
Phone: (703) 778-5088 
www.nvoad.org

O.C. Haley Boulevard Merchants and

Business Association

Venus Gardens Condominiums Bldg.
1712 O. C. Haley Blvd., Unit 302
New Orleans, LA 70113
(504) 528-1806
http://ochaleyblvd.org

Operation Blessing International

977 Centerville Turnpike
Virginia Beach, VA 23463
Phone: (757) 226-3401
www.ob.org

PICO Louisiana

4550 North Blvd.
Baton Rouge, LA 70806
Phone: (225) 248-9595
www.picolouisiana.org

Presbyterian Church USA

(includes Presbyterian Disaster Assistance)

100 Witherspoon St.
Louisville, KY 40202-1396
Phone: (888) 728-7228
www.pcusa.org

Providence Community Housing

1050 South Jeff Davis Pkwy., Suite 301
New Orleans, LA 70125
Phone: (504) 821-7222
www.providencecommunityhousing.org

Religious Action Center 

of Reform Judaism

Arthur and Sara Jo Kobacker Building
2027 Massachusetts Ave. NW, at Kivie

Kaplan Way
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: (202) 387-2800
http://rac.org

Salvation Army—New Orleans

200 Jefferson Highway
New Orleans, LA 70121
Phone: (504) 835-7130
www.salvationarmyusa.org

Samuel DeWitt Proctor Conference

4533 South Lake Park Ave.
Chicago, IL 60653
Phone: (773) 548-6675
www.sdpconference.info

Sewa International USA

P.O. Box 14622
Fremont, CA 94539
www.sewausa.org

Somebody Cares America

P.O. Box 570007
Houston, TX 77257
Phone: (713) 621-1498 
http://katrina.somebodycares.org

Southern Baptist Convention—

North American Mission Board

(Baptist Builders, Operation NOAH Rebuild,

Southern Baptist Disaster Relief )

4200 North Point Pkwy.
Alpharetta, GA 30022-4176
Phone: (770) 410-6000 
www.namb.net

St. Gabriel the Archangel 

Catholic Church

4700 Pineda St.
New Orleans, LA 70126
Phone: (504) 282-0296
http://stgabe.net

STEPS Coalition

610 Water St.
Biloxi, MS 39530
Phone: (228) 297-7648 
www.stepscoalition.org

Turning Point Ministries International

P.O. Box 570007
Houston, TX 77257
Phone: (713) 621-1498

Tzu Chi Foundation

U.S.A. National Headquarters
1100 South Valley Center Ave.
San Dimas, CA 91773-3728
Phone: (909) 447-7799 
www.us.tzuchi.org

Union for Reform Judaism 

Commission on Social Action of
Reform Judaism

633 Third Ave. 
New York, NY 10017-6778 
Phone: (212) 650-4160
http://urj.org/csa

Unitarian Universalist Association 

of Congregations

25 Beacon St.
Boston, MA 02108
Phone: (617) 742-2100
www.uua.org

Unitarian Universalist Service

Committee

689 Massachusetts Ave.
Cambridge, MA 02139-3302
Phone: (800) 388-3920
www.uusc.org

United Jewish Communities/Jewish

Federations of North America

P.O. Box 30 
Old Chelsea Station 
New York, NY 10113
Phone: (212) 284-6500
www.ujc.org

United Methodist Committee On Relief

475 Riverside Dr., Room 330
New York, NY 10115
Phone: (800) 554-8583 
www.umcor.org

United Sikhs

GHANAIA Katrina Hurricane Relief
P.O. Box 7203
New York, NY 10116
Phone: (347) 561-3348
www.unitedsikhs.org

Volunteers of America of Greater 

New Orleans

4152 Canal St.
New Orleans, LA 70119
Phone: (504) 482-2130
www.voagno.org
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