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Sermon 01-1/2-2020 

What do you do to fight poverty? – Rev. Markus Wegenast  

Isaiah 58:6-10 

 
6 Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, 

    to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 

7 Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 

    and bring the homeless poor into your house; 

when you see the naked, to cover them, 

    and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 

8 Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 

    and your healing shall spring up quickly; 

your vindicator[a] shall go before you, 

    the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. 

9 Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; 

    you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am. 

If you remove the yoke from among you, 

    the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 

10 if you offer your food to the hungry 

    and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, 

then your light shall rise in the darkness 

    and your gloom be like the noonday. 

 

1) 

It’s Monday morning. The buzzer in my office rings: “Markus, there is a person 

here who would like to talk to a pastor. Are you able to see him?” ‘No, I’m not!’ 

I’m thinking to myself. ‘Right now is really not a good time,’ but of course, I go 

and meet the person. 

On my way to the library, were the person is waiting for me, I wonder: Who 

might it be – is it a vendor who wants to sell a product – but why would they want 

to talk to a pastor? Is it an area leader who wants to meet me and connect? But 

deep down I can’t deny the voice in me that says:  

‘No, this is a person asking for financial help.’  

I enter the library and meet a man:  

“Hi Pastor, my name is Larry, I was wondering if you could help me out 

today with a gas card, I really am in a pickle and you are my last hope…” 

 

90% of the time when I get told that a person wants to talk to a pastor, it is indeed 

someone asking for money. Meeting people who are in a financially tough 

situation and ask for money is always tough for me. It’s tough because as a church 

we don’t give out any kind of money or tokens anymore. Years ago we decided 

that effectively fighting poverty in our community is not done by giving a well 

meant token here and there. Instead, we give money to community organizations 

that were formed specifically for that purpose.  

Many of those organizations were founded by churches. Did you know that 

LEAVEN, one of the largest organization in the Fox Valley to help people out of 

poverty, was founded by a local church pastor? In the 1980s Friar Robert 

Udulutsch of St. Joe’s had the vision that all churches in the area work together in 

fighting poverty? 
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I have to tell you it is always hard to turn someone down. We always give people 

information on where to get assistance but oftentimes they have already been there. 

It felt so good in the past when we could send the Larry’s of our community away 

with a bus pass, a gas card or a gift certificate. It was easier on the conscience; but 

at the same time: I know that poverty is fought a 100x more effectively when we 

connect people to the organizations in our community that go for holistic help - it’s 

worth putting up with a bad conscience for that. 

 

Sometimes I wonder if we should just put up a big sign at our church doors, telling 

people that we don’t give tokens away anymore. It would save time and energy for 

everyone involved, the person asking and the person being asked? But I believe 

there is a redeeming quality to these painful visits – it reminds us in the church that 

poverty is real and has faces – faces like that of Larry, and it is because of people 

like him that we are doing what we are doing. 

 

Poverty has more faces than those that show up at our church. There is a hidden 

form of poverty that we often don’t get to see. There is poverty amongst the elderly 

that can’t even get to a church. There is poverty amongst families where both 

parents work, live in a decent home, but still don’t have enough to provide a warm 

meal for their kids every day. In December our church reached out to 

neighborhood schools and we learned about the high numbers of food insecure 

families in our Appleton area school district (…). 

 Brian and Christine from our church staff went to distribute over $3,000 

worth of Christmas offerings to Columbus Elem., Wilson Middle and West 

High School. (There’s a neat picture in our February newsletter…)  

We are going to continue to support these schools with our special Lenten offerings 

and we continue to support other community organizations that fight poverty. 

 

2) 

Is it worth putting forth all that effort? Yes! A thousand times yes! There is nothing 

more rewarding than meeting the needs of our community and world – there are 

many needs and one of them for sure is poverty. 

 

God has a passion for helping the poor – he’s always had, he’s always encouraged 

his people to care for the poor, he’s always been a God who is with the poor and 

among the poor, for the poor and totally in love with the poor. Whether that 

poverty is self-imposed due to poor choices doesn’t matter to God – he loves the 

poor, and he loves when someone cares for the poor.  

 

The powerful scripture passage from the prophet Isaiah that we heard today even 

says that if you care for the poor, God will respond favorably. Check out the 

underlined statements in today’s passage (…) 
[This is not the only place in the Bible that makes such a promise (e.g. Dtn 15:10).] 



Page 3 of 4 
 

Behind these promises stands a whole lot of criticism. Back then God was 

criticizing his people for their hypocrisy – on the one hand they were trying to live 

a devout live and do things like religious fasting but they wouldn’t act on it and 

just watch their poorer neighbors suffer. It’s easy for you to fast one day a week 

when the 6 other days you get to eat luxury foods. But God is not interested in 

fasting as acts of piety in and of itself – piety has to go hand in hand with actions 

of justice and care. 

 

The book of James in the New Testament goes as far as to say that true religion is 

the one that looks after the needy (James 1:27). 

 

Religion can’t be detached from economic realities. Sometimes that makes us 

uncomfortable because we feel it goes into the realm of politics, but we can’t let 

that distract us from doing what God is so passionate about: Caring for the poor – 

caring for each other. Faith and good works go together. 

 

That’s the heart of our Jan/Feb message series. 

 

3) 

> Explain how all the themes of this series (worship, giving, prayer, good deeds, 

fighting poverty, healthy living, and using scripture) fit into one of the four 

categories of vital religious living (see diagram). Point out how this is Methodism 

(or plain: Christian faith!) at its best. < 

 

If you apply today’s Bible text to this diagram you have to say: none of those on 

the bottom (acts of piety) can be detached from those on the top (acts of mercy) – 

they belong together. 

 

In the 17th and 18th centuries there was a great revival in Europe’s Christianity. 

Pietists and later Methodists embraced practices of the faith anew, got serious 

about praying and studying the Bible. Up until today you can hear the criticism that 

people who focus on personal and communal practices of piety (see diagram) are 

inward focused and detached from world and neighbor – but that’s not true. True 

pietism is always resulting in deeds of action that serve the needs of the neighbor. 

That’s what the Pietists of Germany did, that’s what the Methodists of England and 

America did and that’s what every healthy expression of religious piety 

exemplifies! 

 

Let’s leave church history behind. The very same is true for you as an individual – 

your fulfillment level will spike if you find a balance between the quadrants (see 

diagram). Of course, each of us has their own preferences and strong suits – that’s 

why we are church together and encourage each other for opportunities in all areas. 

 

Since today’s focus is on acts of mercy/justice I want to ask you:  
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What are some of the things you are already doing in terms of helping the poor?  

And what are some of the things you could be doing? 

 

- Today we have the souperbowl of caring and our annual soup event that 

raises funds for the poor. 

- Earlier today we heard about the new Mission of the Month with help for 

homeless 

- Quite a few of you have started sponsoring a child through Compassion 

international which brings your caring for the poor to other countries (by the 

way, this is the last week I’ll have kids available for you to sponsor…) 

- I am amazed about how many of you regularly volunteer in area shelter, or 

the Community Clothes Closet, or LEAVEN, or other poverty fighting 

institutions. 

 
When I came to this part of my sermon preparation I got really excited when I 

thought about all the things that so many of you already do and then I had an idea. 

Wanna hear it? 

 

I want to learn more from you, in fact, I think we should all learn from each other. 

On the colorful insert in your bulletin, would you please take a moment to write 

down the things that you do and the things that you could do to fight poverty and 

help the poor? I want to assemble your information and next weekend we’ll 

publish it or we put it in the next newsletter. Maybe this list will help you to find 

new ways to put your piety into actions of justice toward the poor.  

God will love it and so will the poor. Amen. 

 
 
 


