February 28, 2005

Hello, folks in South Bend!

Thanks so much for your note inquiring for opinions about zoning and tax-exempt issues.  We’ll do our best to share our thoughts and experiences with you.

On tax status, you could say our community feels very strongly about NOT being tax-exempt as a Catholic Worker.  Karen House, our sister Co-Housing Community, and all our properties are not tax exempt.  Karen House has survived on private donations for 29 or so years now.  While times have been both good and bad financially, we have managed to get along.  I think you can probably think of this as the ‘Why you shouldn’t get a 501(c)3’ side of your debate!

A few thoughts...

Dorothy Day was not ambiguous about whether the CW should be tax-exempt or not. She wrote about it on several occasions, stating “Our refusal to apply for exemption status in our practice of the Works of Mercy is part of our protest against war and the present social "order" which brings on wars today.”  We’ve included a two of her writings on the subject.

We find that this issue touches on many of the principles outlined in the CW Aims and Means:

Personalism-  Many CW’s apply for 501(c)3 so that they can grow, get a bigger building, serve more people in more ways.  But does this allow for better personalism, more love?  We think that it doesn’t, rather that ‘bigger’ is not necessarily better, and that personalism is born out of relationships between guests and workers, not miles-long soup lines. By having to ask people in your community for the help, you are building relationships, allowing people the ‘chance to do good’ (Peter Maurin) and spreading personalism.  No one from the government will come to your house because they want to meet your guests, whereas someone from the community might be moved by an appeal letter you write to find out more about you and your ministry.  Furthermore, it takes significant labor to apply for, and maintain the status– is this what you want volunteer’s experience of the CW to be? 

Decentralized society– Peter Maurin said that we should give to the poor ‘at personal sacrifice,’ Dorothy emphasized personal responsibility and said we should not depend on the government to do what we ourselves can do.  Tax-exempt status removes this element of personal sacrifice, enabling the rich to actually themselves benefit financially by donating. Furthermore, it in a certain way makes you an agent of the government, which we believe is in conflict with CW principles and general practice. 

Nonviolence– the less money we give the government, especially considering the present circumstances of endless war, the better.  The more we resist the destructive policies of the government, the better. The essence of the CW is both service and justice.  In a tax-exempt organization, justice work could indeed be curtailed.  A 501(c)3 is a government stamp of approval, a mandate, which can be used to influence the politics of an organization.  Don’t think us conspiratorial; we just mean that the more a group is aligned with ‘empire’, the more complicit it is in its policies, and the less integrity and ability it has to resist.  One quick example– the federal telephone tax goes straight to military spending, and many CWs refuse to pay it, (and many do much more war tax resistance than this,) which is a punishable crime.  How would having a 501(c)3 influence your decision in this 
matter?  Would you hold a regular vigil at a government office or recruiting center, as many CWs do, with a CW sign?  From the Aims and Means on nonviolence:  “Refusal to pay taxes for war, to register for conscription, to comply with any unjust legislation; participation in nonviolent strikes and boycotts, protests or vigils; withdrawal of support for dominant systems, corporate funding or usurious practices are all excellent means to establish peace.”

Voluntary Poverty-  Attempting to practice voluntary poverty at the personal and house level, we feel that having an official status with the government would make us more of a corporation, more of a service agency, and less of a house of hospitality.  When I describe our house (which offers hospitality to 13 women and 14 kids), I ask volunteers to think of it as several of their friends buying a house together and taking in several homeless women (rather than writing by-laws, filling out tax applications, and creating more structure than is necessary to serve the poor.)  Dorothy often wrote about taking on the element of pecarity that goes along with poverty.  We feel like applying for a 501(c)3 violates this important ideal, and that there is real value in people of privilege taking on a bit of the precarity that our less wealthy sisters and brothers endure every day.  

Basically in terms of 501(c)3s, we feel like CWs shouldn’t get them, don’t really need them, and often become solely focused on charity work (leaving out an essential part of the Worker, and mimicking every other social service agency in town) when they do get them.

We wish you luck in your discernment, and hope things are going well for your new community!

Peace-

Jenny Truax

for the Karen House CW Community
