Global Poverty & the
Church’s Response
‘When we look at modern man, we have to face the fact that modern
man suﬀers from a kind of poverty of the spirit, which stands in glaring
contrast with a scientiﬁc and technological abundance.
We have learnt to ﬂy the air as birds, we’ve learnt to swim the sea as
ﬁsh, yet we haven’t learnt to walk the earth as brothers and sisters’
-Martin Luther King Jr.

'The oppressor must be liberated, just as surely as the oppressed.'
-Nelson Mandela

Main picture: A little girl born and raised in a refugee camp along
the border between Myanmar and Thailand who has never seen her
home because of conﬂict and has never known food security.
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Introduction

No-one questions whether or not we as Christians should reach out
to those in need. It is an accepted and integral part of our faith – to
spend ourselves on behalf of the poor and to love the hungry, the
naked, the prisoner and the stranger as if we are loving Christ himself.
But there is more to this than fulﬁlling a Christian duty. Taking time to
probe into why we reach out and how we reach out is a vital exercise.
Action without reﬂection can do more harm than good.
What is the Christian witness in a world of suﬀering, where the majority of the world is kept
poor by systems controlled by a small percentage of privileged, entitled people? Equally,
what is the Christian witness as distinct from charities, NGOs and Government aid
programmes to poor countries? And what is the Christian witness in the face of gross
injustices all around the world, as well as on our own doorsteps?
For the past twelve months, diﬀerent groups within the Church of Ireland have been
examining the concepts, issues and realities around global poverty and the church’s response
to it. 200 clergy, lay readers, youth workers, youth club members and committee members
met in small groups to explore such concepts and the subsequent actions required.
This booklet attempts to start a conversation stemming from these workshops. It is not a
cosy read. It challenges us in our comforts and our complacencies to be a true follower of
Christ in a world that has disconnected from God, from each other and from Creation. This
call to reconnection is costly and time consuming but ultimately it is the call placed on all
who claim to follow Jesus.
Alongside reﬂection, the booklet oﬀers guidelines and recommendations for how we might
engage, whether it’s through fundraising, supporting mission agencies, parish to parish
partnership links or through overseas visits.
I hope you ﬁnd value, support and renewed vigour for justice among these pages.
Lydia Monds, Education Advisor, Bishops’ Appeal

Living Justly & Walking with God
We must recognise our interconnectedness.
We must acknowledge the broken systems and structures under which many of us beneﬁt,
but under which many more of us are left destitute.
We must constantly challenge our own perspective on poverty, on helping others, on
Christian witness so that ‘my way’ does not become ‘the way’.
We must be aware that there are ways to engage that are helpful and ways to engage that are
harmful. Taking action is a must. How we take action must be evaluated.
We must recognise the need for our engagement beyond giving money. Raise our voices,
speak out against injustice, advocate for another way that is more just.
We must live lives worthy of the calling we have received. Jesus calls us to a life that is costly
– laying down greed, laying down comforts derived from other’s poverty, laying down desires
to accumulate wealth and security for ourselves and our nearest and dearest.
We must answer God’s call to be a listening people, a church without privileges, a church with
others. Our listening is not to ﬁx, not to solve, but to be truly present.
And when change comes, it starts with me.

Guidelines for Short Term Mission Trips

Only engage in overseas mission with prayerful consideration, personal preparation and
cultural awareness training.
This develops the right attitudes for engaging:

The Global Reality & Impact of Inequality

Inequality:
facts & statistics

Richest

There are 27million slaves in the world today
-more than there was during the time of the
slave trade.
Each horizontal band
represents an equal ﬁfth
of the world’s people

4.5 days of global military spending is the
amount needed to provide basic education to
every child on the planet.
Today 2.1billion people are forced to defecate
in the open because of lack of toilets and 850
million people are dependent on surface
stagnant water for drinking and cooking.

This can also include not giving money to individuals and instead listening to local
groups on the most appropriate way to contribute.
Be aware that in some cultures, if you turn up and oﬀer to do a project, it is polite for
people to say yes even if they don’t want or need it. There is a cultural imperative not to
oﬀend. Show equal respect by listening ﬁrst, and make sure any work you do in and with
the community is needed and worthwhile.
Put yourself in their shoes: what would your reaction be if a group of foreigners turned
up at your church with no knowledge of your local community’s needs and started
telling you what you should do? Build some humility into your plans and listen.
(Edited version of Tearfund's online overseas mission resource)

Elephant and Mouse were best friends.
One day Elephant said, ‘Mouse, let’s have a party!’
Animals came from far and near. They ate. They drank.
They sang. They danced. And nobody celebrated more
and danced harder than Elephant.

The richest 1% own 80% of the world’s
resources.

Poorest

World Population
Richest 20%
Second 20%
Third 20%
Fourth 20%
Poorest 20%

World Income
82.7%
11.7%
2.3%
1.9%
1.4%

'And he said to them, “Take care, and be on
your guard against all covetousness, for one's
life does not consist in the abundance of one's
possessions.”
-The teachings of Jesus, Luke 12:15

He looked for his friend and then shrank back in horror. There at Elephant’s feet lay Mouse.
His little body was ground into the dirt. He had been smashed by the big feet of his exuberant
friend, Elephant.

‘‘In the long run men inevitably become the
victims of their wealth. They adapt their lives
and habits to their money, not their money to
their lives. It preoccupies their thoughts,
creates artiﬁcial needs, and draws a curtain
between them and the world.”

‘Sometimes, that is what it is like to do mission with you Westerners’, the African story teller commented. ‘It is like dancing with an Elephant.’

-Herbert Croly,
U.S. political philosopher (1869- 1930)

After the party was over, Elephant exclaimed
‘Mouse, did you ever go to a better party?’
But Mouse did not respond. ‘Mouse, where are you?’ Elephant called.

In industrialised countries, consumers throw
away 286 million tonnes of cereal/grain
products. That is the equivalent of 763billion
packets of pasta…. and half the world is
hungry.
The billions lost in tax dodging by
corporations could fund entire national
welfare systems, transform healthcare
programmes and develop new industry
globally.
250 million children in developing countries
are forced to work, many in sweatshops.
Studies show that doubling the salary of
sweatshop workers would only increase the
consumer cost of an item by 1.8%, while
consumers would be willing to pay 15% more
to know a product did not come from a
sweatshop.
For more statistics on inequality see
www.bishopsappeal@ireland.anglican.
org/news

The Biblical Imperative Versus the Current Reality

Biblical Imperative/Kingdom Reality
Frequently in scripture, tzadeqah (“righteousness” - a life of right
relationships) and mishpat (justice) are placed alongside one another.
Where relationships have become distorted, injustice ﬂourishes
- see Job 29:12-17 (For information on Gender Based Violence and how
to address it locally and globally, download the Church Resource Pack at
www.restoredrelationships.org)

Current Reality
Currently 65 countries worldwide are involved in war. 35% of women
globally have experienced gender based violence. In Ireland this
statistic stands at 1 in every 6 women, in the UK it is 1 in every 3
women. The distortion and disintegration of relationships that allows
controlling and violent behaviour, diminishes life and must end on
every level.

Jubilee is the pinnacle of codiﬁed rules that include resting every 7th
day, leaving the land fallow every 7th year and the pardoning of debt
and returning of land every 50 years. This was a safeguard to minimise
the gap between the richest and the poorest in order that all may
ﬂourish. It reminded people that the earth is the Lord’s and everything
in it and it stopped them from acquiring property, land or debt
repayments that exponentially widened the gap between people, thus
causing disconnect from God. Lev 25:1-34

Today globally we have a crisis in debt and land grabbing:
(a) Increase in landless farmers, loss of livelihoods, no land rights, no
property rights and no alternative to working for/being exploited
by the large corporations that take over the land for proﬁts.
(b) Developing countries bound by Debt repayments. 60% of GNP in
the Philippines goes to paying back debt for projects that
impoverished the poorest even further.

The Torah Rules were crystal clear on how to treat people in need: Leave
the edges of your ﬁelds for others to glean, rest the land, tithe for the
beneﬁt of the poor. In doing this you will be blessed for doing what is
right is synonymous with honouring God. Lev 19:9-10 and 23:22.

Today the opposite seems to be true: accumulate riches, wealth far
beyond your needs and you will be blessed. Wealth is seen as more
important than right relationships with those around you. Making
them invisible makes it easier to exploit them for your own gain.

Manna in the Desert. As the Israelites wandered in the desert God
provided for them daily. If anyone hoarded and accumulated more than
they needed for the day it became maggot infested. Similarly, when
Jesus taught us to pray he said, ‘Give us today our daily bread’ which
means all of us coming to know, understand and live by the concept of
enough.
Exodus 16:9-26 & Matthew 6:9-13

Accumulation of wealth means hoarding by the few whilst the many go
hungry. And it beneﬁts neither the rich nor the poor. A recent study
shows that earning beyond €70,000 or £60,000 does not increase
happiness or wellbeing. It does however increase a sense of
entitlement, waste and the overuse of energy. This is part of a
consumeristic lifestyle that we are told we must live in order to be
happy. Instead it devalues the life and worth of the producer of our
goods and foods and it destroys the environment.

Prophetic Outcry was to critique economic and political power and
provide a vision of an alternative, more just society. Isaiah 58 cries out
against the hypocrites who follow their religious practice without
realising that the way they are living is completely at odds with what
they are praying for. The Biblical prophets questioned the structures and
practices which many took for granted. They brought fresh revelation
and helped encourage hope and imagination, which discovered new
ways of doing things and recovered old practices.

The Church must be a prophetic voice against systemic injustices. It
must speak out for the values of the Kingdom, where all have worth as
all are made in the Image of God. Too often the church stays silent on
structural injustice and becomes assimilated into the prevalent culture
rather than being counter-cultural. We must reclaim our prophetic role
in society. Many mission and Christian development agencies are
paving the way, but it must become a collective voice of
discontent and vision for a Better Way.

Jesus taught his listeners that the greatest commandment is to ‘Love
the Lord your God and Love your neighbour as yourself.’ You simply
cannot have one without the other. He then went on to challenge any
tribal notions of a neighbour by including women, the marginalised,
foreigners and enemies in the category. The borders of our call to love
were opened wide.
Luke 10:25-37

In Ireland the Direct Provision system has seen people seeking asylum
living in hostels and isolated in centres for up to a decade and more.
They have been denied the right to work, to contribute, to access third
level education, to cook for themselves, to have a decent private space
for their families. In other parts of Ireland and the world, society is
segregated into ghettos and people who are ‘diﬀerent’ are relegated to
slums or camps or even detention centres. Our treatment of our
neighbour is far from any concept of Love.

The Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) is a harsh reminder to us of
the chasms that we can put between each other and how that puts a
chasm between us and God. Jesus names the poor man and does not
name the rich. What does that say about his counter-cultural message?
Jesus teaches that we cannot serve both God and mammon (Mt 6:24)
and that serving the poor is a means to serve God – ‘Truly I tell you,
whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of
mine, you did for me.' (Mt 25:40)
For more biblical imperatives see www.bishopsappeal.ireland.anglican.org/prayer

Big corporations have logos and brands that are instantly recognised,
‘the poor’ remains a silenced category that denies the richness of
people’s stories, worth and voices. The named exploit the nameless in
the form of sweat shops, land grabs, exploitative labour, tax loopholes
and unfair trade. There is a call that to see value in human life beyond
what that life contributes – the elderly, the children, those with
disabilities etc This is invaluable to the Christian faith. Equally
important is the recognition of those who contribute so much toil and
who are so underpaid and undervalued that their life remains one of
suﬀering and lack.

Partnering Overseas:

Rethinking the traditional donor/recipient model
The term companion is a signiﬁcant one. It speaks
of people who eat together, who journey together
as equals, sharing news and concerns, telling
stories, praying together, supporting each other.
The early church, the ekklesia or gathering of the
followers of Jesus, was a multi-lingual,
multi-ethnic association scattered across the
Roman Empire. No part of this world-wide
fellowship was entirely self-suﬃcient: Christian
communities helped each other as need arose. In
his vivid image of the ekklesia as the body of
Christ, St Paul reminded the believers in Rome and
Corinth just how much they needed each other.
They were not self-suﬃcient and were not meant
to be so. `The eye cannot say to the hand, I do not
need you.'
The Church exists for and by mission
Empowered by the Holy Spirit, a praying,
worshipful, obedient community of believers was
sent out into the world to carry – and teach – the
message of God's kingdom throughout the world:
1. to challenge and subvert the world's values;
2. to bring the good news of God's Kingdom;
3. to bring his justice to every community and
nation;
4. and to make disciples of every nation.
They were to help one another in the task.
We are Incomplete without Others
We are what our culture has made us: our
Christianity is part of our culture. We read the
Bible in our own language and it is full of
resonances which arise from past cultural
experiences. How then can `the veil be taken from
our eyes'? The only way in which the gospel can
challenge our culturally conditioned
interpretations of it is through the witness of
those who read the Bible with minds shaped by
other cultures. We have to listen to others.
This is exciting, because it means that the Holy
Spirit will guide you into all truth. In exchanges
with companions overseas people discover that
God can, through other people, reveal insights to
which they have hitherto been blind.
A large measure of humility is required if we are to
take this seriously. Openness to others demands
trust, honesty and care, for sometimes hard things
may have to be said. If companionship' is to work,
we have to grant other members of the Body of

Christ permission to challenge us in love. What is
our responsibility, for example, when the ekklesia
in any place is overly timid in certain things:
evangelism, prophecy, protecting the weak or
sharing its resources? Or if the church itself
becomes an oppressor?
Giving and receiving
Companion Links can be particularly
uncomfortable when relatively rich churches meet
real poverty for the ﬁrst time. It is neither virtue
nor faithfulness which has given Western churches
the lion's share of the total ﬁnancial resources at
the disposal of the Christian family. It is an
accident of geography. But the gap between rich
and poor continues to grow. So, in the words of
South African theologian David Bosch, a hard
lesson for the rich church in Europe is how to
become again what it originally was and was
always supposed to be: the church without
privileges. Dietrich Bonhoeﬀer's phrase the church
for others has been enthusiastically adopted in
mission agency circles but has often been glossed.
Yes, the church for others but we know what they
need. The challenge, therefore, is to be not only
the church for others but the church with others.
In facing this tough challenge dioceses need to
draw on the wealth of experience and advice of
the Mission Agencies.
To summarize:
The ekklesia that shuts itself oﬀ from the rest of
the church soon becomes complacent,
introspective and sterile. Companion Links
therefore, serve far greater a purpose than token
responses to poverty. They serve:
• To help break down our insularity and
parochialism, our obsession with ourselves and
our own concerns.
• To help us take a fresh look at the way we've
always done things.
• To help us to see that the Holy Spirit is working
in new and diﬀerent ways all around the world.
• To challenge us to take a fresh look at our own
priorities.
• To put a human face on the world-wide church
• To remind us that we need to receive as well as
to give.
(Edited version of the Anglican Alliance guidelines
on forming Links. Notice the emphasis on money
is so diminished and such exchanges are born out
of relationship)

Guidelines for Giving:

If sending money directly or indirectly for a
community initiative overseas there are
some basic questions you should ask:
1. Is the project community sought and
community led?
2. Is it culturally appropriate – does it focus
on solutions, time management,
deadlines, results, rather than on
community participation, relationship
building, discussion and mutual learning?
3. Who is contributing ? (money, time, ideas
etc) Also, who is dictating the terms of
the funds spent. ? This refers to both
potential paternalism on the side of the
donor and accountability on the side of
the recipient. All of this needs to be
discussed and ironed out before the
project commences ?
4. Who is beneﬁtting from the project?
5. Are the materials, the labourers, the
companies, the suppliers, the trainers,
and the employees local? This speaks to
(a) ownership of the project and (b) how
the project beneﬁts the local economy
where possible.
6. If as a donor you cannot engage directly,
are you working with a mission agency
/missionary that has established a strong
relationship with the community ?
7. Will once oﬀ funds create a project that
cannot be sustained? If it is long term
giving is it creating dependence?
Things to Think About When Sending
Goods Overseas:
In some exceptional circumstances it can be
vital to ship goods overseas. Where disasters
and emergencies have devastated local
markets, there is simply no alternative.
It’s easy for us to get others to donate things,
to get excited about our cause and to feel
like we’ve made a positive impact through
making a sacriﬁce.

It is vital, however, that the beneﬁt we
experience from giving something away is
not a primary driver in any decision to send
goods overseas.
What about the environment ?
Shipping of goods is one of the world’s
biggest polluters. The environmental cost of
shipping your goods may be greater than
the value added your goods bring, or the
savings you thought you were making.
There are often cheaper local alternative
products that will do the job just as well and
cost much less than the goods you are
shipping.
What about the local economy ?
Really think through whether you could
harm the local economy. If you send an
inﬂux of goods, local retailers can be aﬀected
by market saturation as this reduces demand
and prices, and by unfair competition. Your
donations can be resold at 100% proﬁt,
undercutting local retailers.
Your goods might be great quality or
cheaper than local alternatives, but are there
parts available and people with the skills to
ﬁx them?

The Ludicrous
Cycle of Aid

in
illegal
ﬁshing

as a result of
climate change

We give to communities out
of compassion, having been
moved by the audacity of
in health worker migration &
their suﬀering. And yet
compensating for skills gaps
even as money leaves
churches in rich
countries to support these
communities, multiples of
in tax evasion and other
ﬂows facilitated
these donations come back illicit ﬁnancial
through tax havens
from the ‘poor’ countries to
the rich in the form of debt
repayments, tax evasions by
rich international corporations
and unfair trade policies.

This must not dampen our drive to have an
impact, rather, it must compel us to raise our
voices on issues of injustice that bleed
countries dry and reduces aid to a sticky
plaster on an amputation. Churches can
direct funds to grassroots initiatives where it
will be utilised to help communities lift
themselves out of poverty. But this action
cannot replace our duty to challenge the
unjust systems and structures that keep
people in vicious cycles of poverty. The two
must go hand in hand.
Over the years Bishops’ Appeal has
supported several projects in partnership
with CMS Ireland and the Diocese of Kajiado
Kenya. These have been for Masai Rural
Training Centres, water reserves and a
demonstration farm that not only trains
people in good agricultural practices but
provides food for livestock during drought,
water for several local schools and
businesses, and creates income to keep
many of the programmes running.
These communities are surrounded by large
ﬂower farms, some Kenyan owned and some
international. Increasingly frequent drought
has not hindered these farms as their
boreholes drill deep, drawing water from

in overseas aid

in debt payments often
following irresponsible loans

in illegal
logging

in proﬁts made by
multinational
companies

ancient sources that used to service the
communities. With livestock and agriculture
failing, people then seek employment in the
very farms that have destroyed their
livelihoods and are then subjected to fumes
from pesticide spraying, long hours and low
wages. Those ﬂowers are shipped to
Amsterdam and then on to the UK and
Ireland. This is just one of many examples of
how we are connected to the crises of
poverty and how our aid is often a response
to gross injustices that have been created
because our interconnectedness has been
exploited and abused.
There are many more examples of people
being left completely destitute. To learn
more visit www.bishopsappeal.ireland.anglican.org/projects
Our generosity must be coupled with our
outrage. Our outrage must be coupled with
our willingness to change. Changing things
must be coupled with an acceptance that
this will mean a loss of an identity rooted in
consumerism. This loss of identity will
challenge us to become again the Church
without privileges, the Church for others, the
Church with others, a People whose identity
is not in ownership of stuﬀ but instead is
rooted in Christ.

Re-envisaging Poverty
If we see poverty as material lack we will try to ﬁx it by giving people food, shelter,
medicine etc. When disaster hits, this kind of humanitarian assistance certainly ﬁts
the bill. But if this is our only view of poverty and we implement this response in
other situations, it can cause damage. We must be aware of the diﬀerent layers of
poverty and the appropriate responses.
People living in poverty describe it as shame, humiliation, depression,
hopelessness and powerlessness. Therefore, not being allowed to participate in
the solutions identiﬁed to ‘ﬁx’ them makes people feel more worthless, more
powerless and only further exacerbates the sense of poverty. This is one of the
main underlying reasons why so many projects fail.

Adjusting our Response
Therefore our response to people living in dire poverty is relationship.
We look to see where our lives are causing others pain and we strive to change.
We lobby for fairer trade, safer working conditions and most importantly we listen.
We listen to communities who have been stepped over by so many and whose
opinions, perspectives and voices matter.
Engaging without listening results in abandoned buildings, unused machinery,
broken water pumps, misused resources and frustrations on both sides of the
partnership. It creates distorted relationships of god complexes in the donor
and worthlessness in the recipient.
It does not have to be this way. Engaging can be an enriching experience
for all involved. See examples of successful engagement at
www.bishopsappeal.ireland.anglican.org/projects

If I can live a life whereby I am more of a consumer than a human being and
can demand cheap products living in ignorance at the cost to other people's
lives, then I am relationally poor and am in need of transformation. It is
clear that we all need change. People in poverty need deliverance and
people beneﬁting from that poverty need redemption.
When we acknowledge our broken connection/broken relationships
with God, with others, and with creation we realise that we are all
impoverished in some way.
Responding to physical poverty can only happen in the context
of restored relationships. Therefore, in all things, especially
in our eﬀorts to reach out to those who are suﬀering, we do
so recognising our own need of God, of reconnection, and
we move closer to others in order to see the face
of God in them.

A little girl looks on as her mother
practices writing as part of a
Literacy Programme run by the
Mothers' Union in Burundi.

