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The Needs

port physical and mental growth and development. Children who survive early childhood malnutrition often suffer
irreversible harm—including stunted physical growth,
compromised immune function, and impaired cognitive
ability.

Hunger in the World
After a two-year drought, famine has overtaken the Horn
of Africa. Nearly 12 million people from four countries
(Eritrea, Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Somalia) need emergency
food aid. Tens of thousands have fled their homes and walked
for weeks in search for food. Refugees from Somalia arriving
in Kenya and Ethiopia are exhausted and desolate, having
lost many of their young children to starvation along the way.
Most of the children who survive in refugee camps are critically
malnourished.

Water
In many places around the world, water is a
commodity in as critically short supply as food. If current
trends continue, humanity will use 40 percent more water
over the next 20 years than we use now. Of the world’s
6.6 billion people, 884 million lack access to safe water,
and 2.6 billion live without decent sanitation. Waterrelated disease is the second highest cause of childhood
deaths worldwide, taking the lives of 1.8 million children
each year. At any given time, half the population of the
developing world is suffering from one of the primary
diseases caused by unsafe water and sanitation.

Overview
The fundamental cause of hunger is poverty. One out
of five people on earth exists on less than $1.25 per day,
and nearly half of the world’s population exists on less
than $2.50 per day. Almost all of these “poorest of the
poor” live in the developing world. At least 80 percent of
humanity lives on less than $10 a day.
Virtually every country in the world has the potential
of growing sufficient food for the indigenous population
on a sustainable basis. This basic capability is too often
undermined by a variety of factors, some related to
technology and material resources (soil degradation, water
shortages and pollution, inappropriate or destructive
agricultural practices) and others related to human
frailty (war, ethnic rivalry, corruption, greed, political
oppression).

Hunger in the United States
In the United States, hunger is not the result of food
scarcity. We have more than enough food to feed every man,
woman, and child within our borders. Our supermarkets
are stocked to the ceilings with food. We have a network
of interstate highways and railroads ready and able to move
mountains of food wherever it needs to go. But none of this
capacity and availability matters for those who are not able
to buy food. Here in the U.S., the needy suffer malnutrition
within arms reach of every nutrient they lack.

Overview

Children
Almost 16,000 children die every day from hungerrelated causes, including preventable and treatable diseases
such as diarrhea,
acute respiratory
infections, measles,
and malaria. That’s
one child death
every five seconds.
Nearly nine
million children
die each year before they reached
their fifth birthday.
One third of these
deaths are caused
directly or indirectly by hunger and
malnutrition. Malnutrition means
not having enough
nourishing food,
including adequate
amounts of protein,
vitamins, minerals
and calories to sup2

More than half of all Americans live in poverty at
some time before age 65. Over 49 million Americans,
including 16.7
million children,
make up the
14 percent of
U.S. households
that regularly
experience hunger
or the risk of
hunger. People in
these households
miss meals, eat
too little, have
low quality diets,
or regularly seek
emergency food
assistance because
they do not have
the money to
purchase the food
they need.
In 2009, 57
percent of food-insecure households
participated in at

of these counties are rural.
Poverty is deeper and more
persistent in rural areas than
urban areas. The reasons for
this difference are telling.
Rural labor markets generally
offer fewer employment
options; average earnings are
lower; and jobs that do exist
are less likely to provide steady
employment and advancement.
Rural adults generally have
less formal education, making
an already competitive job
search even more intense.
Low-income workers in rural
areas have less access to
critical supports, such as public
transportation, job training,
and child care.

least one of the three major federal food assistance programs—
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly
Food Stamp Program), the National School Lunch Program,
and the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC).
Feeding America provides
emergency food assistance to
an estimated 37 million lowincome people annually, a total
that represents a 46 percent
increase since 2006.

Children
One in five children in the
U.S. lives below the poverty
line. Research indicates that
even mild undernutrition experienced by young children
during critical periods of growth
impacts their behavior, school
performance, and overall cognitive development. About
half of all American children
will receive SNAP benefits at
some point before age 20, and
half of all SNAP enrollees are
children. One in two babies born in the U.S. is enrolled
in WIC.

Obesity and Poverty
Recent studies have
demonstrated a paradoxical
relationship between poverty
and childhood obesity in the
U.S. For families living on a
tight budget, junk food and fast
food is usually more accessible
than nutritious food. In some
neighborhoods, grocery stores have disappeared, to be survived largely by convenience stores and fast food outlets.
Children who face chronic food shortages in these settings often fill up on high-fat foods and sugary soft drinks.
Low-income children are also more likely to live in unsafe
neighborhoods, lack adequate supervision, and face health
problems like asthma--all conditions that hinder outdoor
play, so critical for reducing the incidence of childhood
obesity. Understanding the causal connection between
poverty and obesity is important for overcoming the natural assumption that the presence of overweight children in
poor communities implies abundant access to food.

Seniors
Nearly nine percent of older Americans live below
the poverty line. Elderly households are much less
likely to receive help through SNAP than non-elderly
households. Seniors constitute eight percent of all clients
served by Feeding America. Nearly one-third of these
client households indicated that they have had to choose
between food and medical care and between food and
utilities.

Work and Poverty

Hunger in Texas

A common misconception is that people who are
poor and hungry do not have jobs. The truth is that the
overwhelming majority of low-income families have at
least one working family member, and nearly one in three
working families are low income. More than 30 percent of
children live in low-income working families, and threefourths of single mothers who head households work.

What we fund as a state reflects what we value as a state.
Texas was recently ranked as the best state in which to do
business at the very same time that we ranked 43rd in child
poverty, 48th in teen pregnancy, and 50th in food insecurity.
We also rank last in the overall share of children who have
health insurance, a position which we have occupied for 11
straight years. While Texas spends a relatively large proportion
of its overall spending on human needs and especially on
child-related needs, our overall per capita spending is low
enough compared to other states that we rank at or near the
bottom of most human well-being categories. This is not a
recent phenomenon, but an enduring pattern which reveals the

Rural Poverty
One in eight counties in the U. S. are labeled
“persistent poverty counties” because they have
demonstrated poverty rates of 20 percent or more during
each of the last four decades. Almost all (over 95 percent)
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sounds an unmistakable theme which runs throughout the
gospel:

dominant preference of those we elect to public office. Texas is
a low-tax, low-spending state, and we seem to value that status
more highly than the immediate needs of the “least of these” and
the long-term human needs of the state as a whole.

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed
me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the
blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of
the Lord’s favor.		
(Luke 4:18-19)

Overview
The percentage of people who live in poverty in
Texas is more pronounced than in the nation (17.2
percent versus 14.3
percent). Poverty
rates are much
higher than the
state average for
the state’s large and
growing Hispanic
population (24
percent) and for
African-American
Texans (22.9
percent). Texas had
the 6th worst rate of
child poverty among
the states, with one
in four kids living
below the poverty
level, compared to
one in five for the
nation as a whole.
The poverty rate among senior Texans is also higher than
the national average for seniors (11.8 percent versus 9.5
percent). Nearly one in four Texans (23.8 percent) does
not have health insurance.

Part of the drama of this account
turns on an intriguing choice of scripture: Isaiah 61:1-2;
58:6. The content
(The Spirit of the
Lord . . . has anointed me), context (at
the beginning of
Jesus’ public ministry) and dramatic
detail (“the eyes of
all them that were in
the synagogue were
fastened on him. . .
Today this scripture
has been fulfilled in
your hearing”) all
suggest that this
moment constitutes a messianic announcement. The text
of Isaiah offered a number of passages which would have
appealed more directly to conventional messianic expectation, e.g., “For a child has been born for us, a son given to us;
authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace”
(9:6); “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse. . . The
spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord” (11:1-2).
Jesus’ followers should take note of his choice of
texts over against the more “promising” alternatives.
Jesus evidently thought the bringing of good news to the
multitudes of desperately poor Palestinian peasants who
outnumbered the Pharisees, Sadduccees, Zealots, and
Essenes combined was central to his messianic calling
and the inbreaking kingdom of God. This embrace of
the disenfranchised--the poor, the captives, the blind, the
oppressed--served as the crucial frame of Jesus’ inaugural
messianic announcement.
The unique witness of each of the Gospels makes it
clear that the ministry of Jesus was bound inextricably
to his love for the hungry multitudes about whom Mark
remarked in his preface to the feeding of the five thousand,
“he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep
without a shepherd” (Mark 6:34). Luke’s account alone
includes numerous healings of the lame, the lepers, the
diseased, the blind, and the demon possessed. The Lukan

Children
More than half of Texas’ 4.7 million public school
kids are considered economically disadvantaged. Over
27 percent of Texas families with children have difficulty
buying food.

Work and Poverty
As is the case nationally, most low-income families
in Texas are working families. Three-fourths of families
living in poverty have at least one or more workers in
the family. Relatively low wages in many of the state
economy’s growth sectors, coupled with limited public
assistance benefits, contribute to Texas’ large working but
low-income population. Texas workers also rank near the
bottom of the nation in terms of access to job-sponsored
health insurance, pensions, workers’ compensation
coverage, and unemployment benefits.

The Mandate
The Gospels
For Christians, the witness of scripture regarding
hunger and poverty begins with Jesus himself. According
to the gospel of Luke, Jesus’ inaugural sermon at Nazareth
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luxury in full view of Lazarus’ misery. The rich man begs
for mercy, but

beatitudes, “Blessed are you who are poor, . . . you who are
hungry now, . . . you who weep now” (6:20-21) are followed
by the story of the raising of the dead boy at Na’in, “the
only son of his widowed mother,” (7:11-17) and Jesus’ answer
to John the Baptist’s question, “Are you the one who is to
come, or are we to wait for another?”

Abraham said, “Child, remember that during your
lifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus in
like manner evil things, but now he is comforted here,
and you are in agony.” (Luke 16:25)

In that hour he cured many of diseases and plagues and
evil spirits, and on many that were blind he bestowed
sight. And he answered them, “Go and tell John
what you have seen and heard. The blind receive their
sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf
hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news
preached to them. And blessed is he who takes no
offense at me. (Luke 7:21-23)

The connection between the kingdom of God and the
stewardship of wealth is extended in the story of Zacchaeus
(Luke 19:1-10). Zacchaeus solemnifies his decision to
follow Jesus by vowing to restore fourfold what he had
taken illegally as a tax collector and to give half his wealth
to the poor. Jesus’ affirmation is immediate and definitive:
“Today salvation has come to this house.”
These and other passages confirm two important
gospel teachings:

Jesus’ last sentence in his reply to John is telling. In
effect, he says, “Blessed are those who take no offense at
this messianic vision.” While some may look for other
messiahs to bring in other kingdoms, we are blessed if we
cast our lots with this messiah who brings in this kingdom.
Continuing with Luke’s sequence, Jesus multiplies
bread loaves and fish among a crowd of hungry listeners
(Luke 9:10-17) and offers the parable of the compassionate
Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37) and the parable of the spurned
host who invites “the poor and maimed and blind and lame”
to his banquet (Luke 14:15-24). The latter parable
reinforces Jesus’ advice to the Pharisee who had invited
him to dinner: “When you give a
feast, invite the poor, the maimed,
the lame, the blind, and you will
be blessed, because they cannot
repay you” (Luke 14:14).
Jesus’ special attention to
the vulnerable is closely connected to numerous warnings
regarding the use of wealth.
Luke 16:10-31 brackets a series
of these warnings. First, teachings on stewardship end with
the well-known injunction, “No
slave can serve two masters; for a
slave will either hate the one and
love the other, or be devoted to the
one and despise the other. You
cannot serve God and wealth”
(16:13 ). The indicting commentary about the Pharisees,
(“The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all this, and
they ridiculed him”) is followed
by the account of the rich man
and Lazarus. The details and
context make it difficult to
escape the conclusion that the
rich man’s demise in Hades is
directly related to his life of

 Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingdom of God and his

messianic vision were closely bound to his embrace
of the peasant multitudes who thronged to hear his
words of power, forgiveness, and healing.
 Jesus held up stewardship of wealth toward the poor

as an important mark of discipleship.
The parable of the last judgment in Matthew 25 drives
home both points: “And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I
tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are
members of my family, you did it to me’” (Matthew 25:40).

The Old Testament
Jesus’ convictions about
the poor are deeply rooted in
Hebrew scripture. The Law
(Torah), for example, details
regulations of the Sabbatical
(or seventh) year in which the
land was to lie fallow, in part
at least, “so that the poor of your
people may eat” (Exodus 23:1011; cf. Leviticus 25:2-7).
The Jubilee year (i.e.,
the fiftieth year marking
the Sabbath of Sabbaths)
provided that slaves be set
free and debts be forgiven,
which provision granted a
new start to Hebrews who had
sold themselves into slavery
or fallen into debt (Leviticus
25:8-17). During the year of
Jubilee all land would return
to its original owners without
compensation, apparently with
the understanding that God
wanted to restore the original
(and presumably equitable)
distribution of land. In an
5

agrarian society land was capital,
and with capital returned, the
poor could again earn their way.
Leviticus 19:9-10 says that
fields and vineyards must be
harvested so that generous
gleanings are left for the poor
to pick up and consume. In the
story of Ruth, the gleaning law
becomes the stage for Ruth’s
encounter with Boaz.
A number of the
commandments regarding the
poor cited above (as well as
many other commandments in
Israel’s legal code) include the
closing statement, “I am the
Lord your God.” The people
of God are given to understand
that the commandment reflects
the character of God and bears
God’s signature--“I am the
Lord your God.” To obey the
commandment is to become a
part of God’s reign in the world.
Other passages could be
cited which reinforce the point
that Israel’s law embodies God’s concern for the poor. In
fact, the Law affirms that this special concern lies at the
heart of divine justice:

midst of the gods he holds
judgment: How long will
you judge unjustly and show
partiality to the wicked?
Give justice to the weak and
the orphan; maintain the
right of the lowly and the
destitute. Rescue the weak
and the needy; deliver them
from the hand of the wicked.
		
(Psalm 82:1-4)

The Early Church
Just as Jesus embodied
this powerful tradition from
Hebrew scripture in his own
life and ministry, the early
church followed Jesus. The
Book of Acts offers this
description:
There was not a needy
person among them, for
as many as owned lands
or houses sold them and
brought the proceeds of what
was sold. They laid it at the
apostles’ feet, and it was
distributed to each as any had need. (Acts 4:34-35)
Because many in the church were poor, those who had
material means liquidated their assets to provide for needy
members of the fellowship. Acts says that by this practice
the early church bore a powerful witness for Christ in the
world:

For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of
lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not
partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the
orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers,
providing them food and clothing. You shall also love
the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of
Egypt. (Deuteronomy 10:17-19)

And day by day, attending the temple together and
breaking bread in their homes, they partook food with
glad and generous hearts, praising God and having
favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their
number day by day those who were being saved.
		
(Acts 2:46-47)

The prophets demanded that this understanding of
divine justice be reflected in Hebrew society. One of
their most common complaints was that the people had
neglected and oppressed the poor in their midst (Isaiah
5:8; Amos 8:4; Micah 2:2). Amos thundered that the
Israelites “trample the head of the poor into the dust of the
earth” (2:7), and Isaiah commended justice toward the
poor over empty ritual:

The story of the selection of the Seven (traditionally
regarded as the first deacons) in Acts 6:1-7 reinforces this
emphasis. Stephen, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon,
Parmenas, and Nicolaus were chosen to oversee the
distribution of food to the poor in the congregation.
When the Jerusalem church was struck by famine in
the middle of the first century, the apostle Paul undertook
the work of collecting an offering in their behalf from the
churches in Asia and Macedonia. To the Corinthians he
wrote:

Your new moons and your appointed festivals my soul
hates; they have become a burden to me, I am weary
of hearing them. Wash yourselves; make yourselves
clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my
eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice,
rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the
widow. (Isaiah 1:14,16,17)

I do not mean that there should be relief for others and
pressure on you, but it is a question of a fair balance
between your present abundance and their need, so that
their abundance may be for your need, in order that there
may be a fair balance. (II Cor. 8:13-14).

The same theme appears repeatedly in the Psalter:
God has taken his place in the divine council; in the
6

term differences. Consult publications, media, and other
resources which probe the extent, causes, and solutions to
hunger and poverty.
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say
Third, share your financial resources with the poor and
you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save
hungry.
The Texas Baptist Offering for World Hunger
you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily
(TBOWH)
supports dozens of specific ministries around
food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep
the world. Give regularly and faithfully to the Offering.
warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply
Even small gifts make an enormous difference when they
their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by
are multiplied throughout the Body of Christ. Consider
itself, if it has no works, is dead.			
adopting a monthly giving pattern, starting with a modest
(James 2:14-17)
and realistic amount. What amount can you share on a
John makes the claim that sharing with those in need
monthly basis with hungry people that you would hardly
is the sign of real love:
miss? If just one out of twenty Texas Baptists gave ten
We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us
dollars each month, the Offering would increase fifteenand we ought to lay down our lives for one another.
fold. In Texas alone, the Offering currently touches
How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the
the lives of hundreds of thousands of people. Imagine
world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and
the worldwide possibilities of regular and consistent
yet refuses to help? Little children, let us love, not
hunger giving. Give your gifts online (texasbaptists.org/
in word or speech, but in truth and action. (I John
worldhunger) or through your church with designation to
3:16-18)
TBOWH.
Fourth, consider the impact of lifestyle decisions on the lives
From this perspective, Jesus’ choice of a text for his
of others. How do we balance personal needs and wants
message to the Nazarene synagogue is not surprising at
against the needs of the poor and hungry? With regard to
all. He rightly understood the heart and soul of Israel’s
spending on ourselves, how much is enough? How much
covenant with God, and he incarnated that faith in his
can we share with people in need? How can we be faithful
own self-understanding and ministry. Jesus recognized that
to God in living out the “simplicity maxim”--live simply so
real faith is reflected in his followers’ attitudes and actions
that others may simply live?
toward the poor. By so believing and living, we embody
Fifth, become personally involved in helping people in need.
the character of Jesus: “For you know the generous act of our
Start
with your own congregation. Make the effort to
Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes
know people who have lost jobs or have suffered financial
he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich”
crises. Help to organize and sustain effective ministry
(2 Corinthians 8:9).
initiatives and to do regular self-examination regarding
The Opportunity
church programming. In what concrete ways can we
The biblical mandate to reach out to the poor and
embody the early practice of sharing resources to help the
hungry is clear, but in the face of such overwhelming
needy? When people in our own congregation are faced
needs, we often struggle to know what we can do to make
with financial crises, how are we prepared to help?
a difference. The following are good starting points:
Sixth, help others in the Christian community to learn
First, pray for the
what you have learned
hungry. To spend time
and experienced. Share
each day praying for
helpful resources and
people in need is to
encourage others in
become a part of God’s
your congregation to
movement in their
reach out to people
behalf. It is important
in need. Start a
to consistently include
hunger advocacy
a focus on the poor and
group and work with
hungry in public and
others to plan and
private worship.
carry out churchSecond, become more
based emphases and
knowledgeable about
ministries. Distribute
hunger and poverty.
and highlight TBOWH
Discover where hunger
resources to church
and poverty exist
members.
locally and globally and
Seventh, become
what people are doing
public
policy advocates
Jules Adolphe Breton, The Last Gleanings
to make short- and long7
James makes ministry to the poor central to his
argument about the inseparability of faith and works:

On the occasion of his
on behalf of the poor.
anointing by the woman
Systemic injustice and
at Bethany, Jesus defends
destructive policies
the lavish use of costly
can undermine years of
ointment (which might
church-based ministry on
have been sold to benefit
behalf of the poor. Help
the poor) to prepare him
the congregation to ask
for burial:
and answer the basic
question, “How does this
Let her alone; why do
policy initiative impact
you trouble her? She
the poor?” Christian
has performed a good
citizen groups like Bread
service for me. For
for the World provide
you always have the
important information and
poor with you, and
insight regarding critical
you can show kindpublic policy priorities.
ness to them whenever
These groups also provide
you wish; but you will
training for effective
not always have me.”
communication with
(Mark 14:6-7)
elected representatives.
Read in this
Every session of the
fuller context, Jesus’
Texas legislature clearly
emphasis is clearly on
exemplifies the need for
rightly appreciating the
citizen advocacy. Faced
woman’s gift and not the
with a regressive and
inevitability of poverty.
outdated tax system,
What Jesus suggests
legislators have had to
here and demands
make hard choices. Not
elsewhere is that our
surprisingly, well-funded
response to poverty
Justino Magalona, The Feeding of the Five Thousand
and well-represented
should not take the form
constituencies fared the
of fatalistic resignation but gracious initiative. In fact, some
course of these choices better than constituencies like the
commentators believe that Jesus’ reply directly alludes to
poor who have relatively little political power.
Deuteronomy 15:11:
As Texas remains ranked toward the bottom of state
Since there will never cease to be some in need on the
rankings in all categories of assistance for the poor, we
earth, I therefore command you, “Open your hand to
are left to ponder sobering questions. How would the
the poor and needy neighbor in your land.”
biblical prophets have evaluated the legislative process?
How would Jesus have assessed the treatment of “the least
We have the knowledge, the opportunity, and
of these”? How might the impact of legislative sessions
resources to make critical, life-saving, and life-affirming
been altered by an effective grassroots campaign against
differences in a world of hunger and poverty. God insists
balancing the state budget on the backs of the poor?
that we be faithful followers of Jesus and good stewards of
our opportunities.

Conclusion

Jesus’ remark, “For you will always have the poor with
you,” is commonly quoted in the context of inevitability
and in some ways characterizes our approach to hunger
and poverty. Because the poor are a permanent part of the
human landscape, we are at least to some extent resigned
to poverty as a fact of life.
The context of the saying requires a different reading.
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