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Foreword

“What is hidden in the roots will be revealed in the shoots.”
This has been one of the lifelong principles by which I have sought to

live and build.  Experience tells us that what the roots of the plant are like,
and what they feed on, determines what sort of fruit grows; where the
foundations of a building are shaky, time and disaster will reveal it; where
the most simple flaws are not spotted, dreadful disasters can follow – as
when a basic defect in the fuel system of the Challenger space craft cost
the lives of seven brave astronauts.

So it is with people. What we believe in our hearts will eventually
determine how we live, how we build and what we end up with.

This “Roots and Shoots” series is not so much an attempt to define
the distinctives of our family of churches, but rather to ensure that all our
beliefs and practices are firmly rooted in the Scriptures.

Many people have asked us over the years: “Who are you and what do
you believe?” While our structure may appear to be somewhat nebulous,
nevertheless the understanding of our common beliefs needs to be clear
and unambiguous.

We are a family of churches that believe we are to be “sons of the
kingdom” sown into God’s earth. The key that transforms “the word of the
kingdom” into “sons of the kingdom” is understanding (Matthew 13:23).
In the Lord’s first parable of the kingdom (the Sower), the ‘word’ of the
kingdom – the seed – when properly received and understood produces
fruit. In the second parable of the kingdom (the Weeds), we discover that
the fruit has become the seed, and that the seed is “the sons of the kingdom”.
The word, bearing fruit, producing seed as sons of the kingdom, planted in
the world!  That is our prayer for this series of books.

Barney Coombs
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Introduction:

How My Journey Began

I can’t say that I have always been concerned about the poor. In fact,
I can remember being unaware of people in great need who lived only a
few miles from my doorstep. I grew up among friends and neighbours of a
similar middle-class background to myself and was, therefore, well insulated
from the possibility of meeting poor people. The only times I can remember
even seeing people I would have considered poor were on the occasional
trips I took downtown. A person I met on one of those trips stands out in
my memory like a punch in the face!

When I was a teenager, my friends, Rob and Kevin, and I took a trip
to downtown Winnipeg one Friday night. All we were after was a little fun
at a bright, noisy arcade. Our money spent and the hour late, we were on
our way home when it happened. We were waiting at a bus stop when a tall
man, unsteady in his approach and smelling like a discarded bottle of
whiskey, asked Rob if he had any spare change. The arcade had drained us
of all the money we had brought with us except for our bus fare. Rob really
had no spare change! Being a little drunk, the man became aggressive with
Rob, insisting that he must have some money. Fearing that things could get
worse than a little pushing, Kevin tried to flag down a passing police car.
The police saw nothing, but our opponent did. Our hopes of help fading as
the car quickly passed out of sight, the man suddenly swung a long arm out
at Kevin, cutting Kevin’s cheek with a large ring he was wearing. At that
moment, a bus pulled up and we bolted onto it, relieved to be safely on our
way back to our familiar middle-class world where no one asked for spare
change.
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The poor cannot be fairly characterised as violent, drunken people
who demand your money on dark corners. Yet that was one of my few
early experiences among them. It was an experience that had been
threatening enough to push any compassionate consideration of them out
of my youthful mind for years to come.

Thankfully, God knew how to change my heart. As I grew as a
Christian, passages like Matthew 25:31-46 clanged discordantly in my ears
like a broken bell. Was Jesus really saying that the way we responded to the
poor and needy decided whether we went to heaven or to hell? I heard what
sounded like similar discord as I read James. Why did James emphasise
works in seeming contradiction to Paul’s message of grace? Why did James
back up his argument by challenging people on how they responded to the
poor? I didn’t find myself doubting the consistency of the Bible so much as
I found myself struggling with the absence in my own life of the kind of
good works the Bible appeared to rate so highly.

As time went by, I began to better understand how much concern God
has for the poor and needy, and how much he wanted me to be ministering
among them. My eyes began to be opened to the vast numbers of people in
this world who are living in poverty. In a sense, I was just growing up and
learning to take my eyes off myself. But God was doing more than that.
God was planting a conviction in my heart that it is not enough to simply
take my eyes off myself. It is necessary for me to then make choices that
enable me to see the poor and be a blessing to them.

This has been a conviction that has had to grow amidst resistance.
The challenging climate of a segregated society and the shifting soil of my
own heart have tested the hardiness of this conviction many times. But its
roots have grown right down to the foundational bedrock of the Word of
God so that I can make difficult choices with confidence that it is worth the
cost to minister among the poor.
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Chapter 1

Getting Started:
Recognising God’s Heart

“What Should I Do?”

John had driven me to an appointment and was waiting for me in the
parking lot. When I came back out and jumped in the car, John just sat
there. I looked at him, wondering what the problem was.

“Well, let’s go!” I said. “I’m done.”
“We can’t,” he retorted. “Some guy asked me for some money for

food.”
I looked around and saw no one. I looked back at John, and he was

looking questioningly back at me.
“So, what should I do?” he asked.
I didn’t understand this. Someone asked John for money and was no

longer around, and John wanted to know what he should do. Drive, that’s
what! The guy was gone!

“No, he’s over there,” said John, pointing to the far end of the parking
lot.

John explained that because he had not known what to do when this
man approached him, he had asked him to wait until I came back. I would
know what to do!
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This really puzzled me. John was a man who had been a Christian for
a couple of years, and he had no idea about what to do for a hungry person
asking for help. I guess John may have wondered if the man could be
trusted or if his request was worth even bothering with. How was he to
evaluate the situation? How was he to determine what to do?

John had encountered one of the two essential elements for ministry
among the poor: a person in need. The problem was that he was missing
the second element, which is understanding and embracing God’s heart
for the poor. John was obviously growing in this area or he would have
simply told the man to shove off and leave him alone! However, he was not
yet sure what God would want him to do instead.

I have come to realise over the years that John’s difficulty in that
situation is not unique. The poor among us are usually not really among us.
We feel separate from them; different from them; unable to understand or
even trust them. Even when face to face with them, we can feel uncertain
about how we should respond to them. All we may want to do is to disengage
ourselves from them as quickly and painlessly as possible.

To his credit, that had not been John’s response. He simply wanted to
wait for instructions. We called the man over and asked if we could buy
him some groceries. He was agreeable to that, and after buying him some
bread, meat and a drink, I received one of the warmest handshakes I have
ever received! Holding my hand in both of his, he looked me right in the
eyes and said quietly and appreciatively, “This will really fill my stomach!”

I know our response to that man was not perfect. But I also know that
despite our own limitations in accurately expressing God’s heart, we
understood enough for God to use us in bringing a little provision to a man
in need.

One Verse per Page

Understanding and embracing the heart of God for the poor is essential
in getting started in ministry among the poor. I have found over the years
that there is no shortage of Biblical material from which to learn. I have
personally counted 1,176 verses in the Bible that address the topics of
wealth, poverty and the relationship between the two. That averages about
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one verse per page in most Bibles. We can hardly turn a page of Scripture
without reading about God’s compassion for the poor and his challenges to
the wealthy.

What we find in this body of material is that God has a huge place in
his heart for the poor and disadvantaged. It is tremendously important to
him that the needs of the poor not be ignored. The psalmists’ declarations
of God’s heart for the poor are abundant. “My whole being will exclaim,
‘Who is like you, O LORD? You rescue the poor from those too strong for
them, the poor and needy from those who rob them.’ ” (Psalm 35:10) “I
know that the LORD secures justice for the poor and upholds the cause of
the needy.” (Ps 140:12) “A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows,
is God in his holy dwelling.” (Ps 68:5)

God’s help for the poor is broad both in its aim and in its application.
“He upholds the cause of the oppressed and gives food to the hungry. The
LORD sets the prisoners free, the LORD gives sight to the blind, the LORD
lifts up those who are bowed down, the LORD loves the righteous. The
LORD watches over the alien and sustains the fatherless and the widow,
but he frustrates the ways of the wicked.” (Ps 146:7-9) There seems to be
no limit to God’s concern for the poor and needy. “Let them give thanks to
the LORD for his unfailing love and his wonderful deeds for men, for he
satisfies the thirsty and fills the hungry with good things.” (Ps 107:8-9)

Exploring Old Words

It is worth pausing here to examine the three Hebrew words that the
Bible uses most frequently to describe the poor and needy. For those word-
buffs out there, these Hebrew words are ebyon, dal and ani. According to
the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (Moody Press), each word
has its own subtle shades of meaning, but all the meanings emphasise
poverty in a material sense.

The ebyon is described as one who has fallen on hard times and may
be in great material want (Job 31:19; Ps 132:15). God desires that the ebyon
be treated fairly, commanding his people to loan liberally to them
(Deuteronomy 15:7, 9, 11).

Getting Started: Recognising God’s Heart
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The dal is referred to as one of the lower classes of Israel (2 Kings
24:14). They suffer from a lack of both material wealth (Proverbs 10:15)
as well as social strength (Amos 2:7), but the idea of physical deprivation
dominates the definition of this class of people.

The ani is frequently mentioned in synonymous parallelism with ebyon
and dal, but differs in that it connotes some kind of disability or distress.
The ani suffers from both material deprivation as well as from social
affliction or oppression (Isaiah 3:14). Often the ani has been wrongfully
impoverished and almsgiving is associated with him (Dt 15:11).

Whatever the word used, there is no doubt that God’s concern for the
poor and needy is an embracing of those in material need. There are
references in the Bible to the spiritually or emotionally poor as well, but the
vast majority of the Biblical references to the poor and needy pertain to
physical poverty.

I have sometimes wondered why God has such a tremendous concern
for the materially poor and needy. Why does he promise such abundant
help, often regardless of whether they are poor from their own error or
from the oppression of others? The best answer I have found is simply
because God never desired that there be poverty in this world. Creation is
meant to reflect God’s divine nature (Romans 1:20), in which poverty has
no part. The very character of God is to provide extravagantly for every
part of his creation. God gave specific laws to Israel for the very purpose of
ensuring that “there should be no poor among you” (Dt 15:4). For people
to lack their basic necessities, while being ignored by those who have more
than enough, cannot be God’s will for mankind.

God’s “Plan A”

God’s plan for humanity was that there be enough for all people to
receive adequate provision. This is reflected in the name, Jehovah-Jireh,
“The LORD Will Provide” (Genesis 22:14). It is reflected in the LORD’s
care for the people of Israel in the desert where each family had as much as
they needed to eat every day for 40 years (Exodus 16:16-18). It is reflected
in laws surrounding the Sabbath Years during which debts were to be
released (Dt 15:1-4) and the Year of Jubilee when all land was to be returned
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to its original owners (Leviticus 25:25-28, 35-41). It is reflected in how
Jesus taught us to pray saying, “Give us today our daily bread.” (Matthew
6:11) It is reflected in how Jesus fed the five thousand rather than sending
them away hungry (Luke 9:12-17). It is reflected in the many promises
God makes to provide for the poor: “ ... from your bounty, O God, you
provided for the poor.” (Ps 68:10)

Pete Hawkins of Basingstoke Community Church in the United
Kingdom is the Executive Manager of SEED, a development and support
agency for Christian social action. Pete’s decision to pursue work among
the poor developed over a period of time while at university. He received
an excellent university education, but having completed it, found himself
struggling with the choice between the world’s view of success in a
conventional career and a sense of the Lord’s leading to become involved
with serving the poor. Pete chose the latter. As he became increasingly
involved in ministry among the poor, Pete heard of an unsalaried position
with SEED. Believing it was the Lord’s will, he took this position. Three
years later, Pete and his wife Jenny can testify that they have lived and
worked without an income and have never been in want for any of their
needs. Consistent with who God is, he has abundantly provided for them
through the generous people of his kingdom.

The kingdom of God is a reflection of God’s character. It is a kingdom
in which people are cared for and have their needs provided for. God’s
desire “is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but
that there might be equality.” (2 Corinthians 8:13) It is a kingdom of
generosity, about which Jesus said, “Give to the one who asks of you, and
do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.” (Mt 5:42)
The righteous members of God’s kingdom are always provided for and
“are always generous and lend freely” (Ps 37:25-26).

The Fruit of the Fruit

Looking way back to the days in the Garden of Eden, we can see that
God wanted mankind’s needs to be taken care of through all that God created.
“Then God said, ‘I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the

Getting Started: Recognising God’s Heart
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whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours
for food.’” (Ge 1:29).

Sin spoilt that. “ ... Cursed is the ground because of you; through
painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns
and thistles for you ... ” (Ge 3:17-18). As if that were not bad enough, the
fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil has planted pride,
selfishness, greed, envy, jealousy and covetousness into men’s hearts causing
them to lash out in competition with their fellow man. Men exalted
themselves above others, and one man’s bounty was often the cause of
another man’s poverty.

As God watched this change in those whom he had created in his own
image, the Bible says that “the LORD was sorry that he had made man on
the earth, and he was grieved in his heart.” (Ge 6:6, NASB) What a picture.
God grieving over the pinnacle of his creation whom he loved with an
unfailing love. It was because of this love that God did not entirely destroy
mankind, but preserved a remnant in Noah’s family. And the covenant
God made with Noah after the flood again refers to God’s desire to provide
for all mankind. “Everything that lives and moves will be food for you.
Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything.” (Ge 9:3) Of
course, we know that sin again crept into the picture to result in polarisation
between the strong and the weak, the ‘have’s’ and the ‘have-not’s’, the rich
and the poor.

God’s Dwelling Places

So this time, God responds differently. And to me, this is almost as
amazing as God becoming a man to redeem mankind from the shackles of
sin. This time, God identifies himself with the oppressed and the exploited
and the needy so completely that he defines our relationship with him
according to our relationship with the poor!

Look closely at the verses below. I must have read Jeremiah several
times before I finally stopped and recognised the significance of these verses.
God is speaking to King Jehoahaz who “did evil in the eyes of the LORD”
(2 Ki 23:32), and was the son of King Josiah who “did what was right in
the eyes of the LORD” (2 Ki 22:2).
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“Does it make you a king to have more and more cedar? Did not your
father have food and drink? He did what was right and just, so all went
well with him. He defended the cause of the poor and needy, and so all
went well. Is that not what it means to know me?” declares the LORD
(Jeremiah 22:15-16, emphasis mine).

The message here is that to know God is to follow his ways, and
God’s ways are to care for the poor and needy.

Jesus shares a similar message in Mt 25:31-46. He says that the way
we treat the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and the
imprisoned is the way we treat him! Do we recognise the incredible
significance that association has for our lives? God identifies himself with
the needy in the joys of their provision and in the pain of their lack. Are
you wanting to know God more intimately? Touch the poor, and you will
get in touch with God.

I recall a time I was driving home from downtown Winnipeg one cold
winter afternoon. As I approached a bridge I noticed a thinly clad man who
had passed out in the snow near the road, probably from drunkenness or
substance abuse. I had only a few seconds to decide whether or not to stop
and help him, and quickly concluded that I shouldn’t.

I remember that I thought something like, “He’ll just make a mess of
my car, and what will I do with him anyway?”

It only took a few seconds for the Lord to pierce through my cloud of
apathy and convict me of his love for that man, and I knew I needed to go
back. As I drove over the bridge, waiting for a place to turn around, I had
to shake my head at myself. The car I drove in those days was no luxury
car and had the resale value of a toaster! My values were completely
misplaced. By the time I got back to where I had seen the man, the police
had handcuffed him and were shoving him into their car. I was grieved. I
knew in my heart of hearts that I had just driven past Jesus.

Although I had not immediately responded caringly to that man, God
used the experience to reveal his heart to me. Jesus does not just identify
with the poor who are easy and pleasant to relate to, but also with those
who smell bad and stagger down roads until they pass out. When that man
was a tender baby in his mother’s arms, God never desired that he end up

Getting Started: Recognising God’s Heart
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many years later, alone, passed out in the snow. God’s heart is to love him
and reach out to him.

I believe that as we recognise God’s heart for the poor, we get in touch
with who God is: a father to the fatherless, a provider for the needy, a
comforter to the hurting. If we want to know God more intimately and hear
his heartbeat, we must draw near to his dwelling places. We must draw
near to the people who God has promised to uphold so that we can
understand the urgency of their need and feel the intensity of God’s love
for them. It is only then that our walk with God will be a clear reflection of
his heart.
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Chapter 2

Overcoming the Hindrances:
What is in Our Hearts?

An Unexpected Phone Call

In 1986, I graduated from Bible college with not only a Bachelor of
Arts in Missions/Biblical Studies, but also lessons from organising the
annual missions conference as the Missions Chairperson, and the honour
of the Shiels Memorial Award for Missions. I was the “missions guy”!
Everyone knew my plans to eventually travel to a Muslim nation to do
church planting.

Immediately following graduation though, I needed to get an apartment,
a job and a church. I soon found all three. My thoughts of church planting
began to fade as the late nights at work began cutting into my Sunday
morning attendance and a car stereo became the aim of my growing savings
account. I was drifting, and with hindsight I can see how my missions
degree had impacted my mind more than my heart. I was far too easily
distracted.

Then, one morning, I received a telephone call that initiated a great
change in my life. It was Jon Bonk, my old missions professor, and as soon
as I heard his voice, I suspiciously wondered, “What does he want me to
do?” After exchanging greetings, Jon got right to the point.

“Ken, there’s a situation I’ve just become aware of that is extremely
urgent. There’s an Ethiopian refugee camp just inside Sudan which is in
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desperate need of a co-ordinator.” Jon went on to describe the camp and
the organisation which ran it, and why they needed someone immediately.
The whole time he spoke, I wondered if he really intended to ask me to do
this.

Then he said it: “Ken, would you consider going? They’d need you
there in no less than four weeks.”

My mind was made up before he asked the question. “No, I can’t,”
I said, explaining that I had already prayed about my future plans, and I
knew that I needed a few more years before I was prepared to go overseas.

“Can you at least pray about this, Ken?” Jon asked, sounding surprised
at my quick reply.

“No,” I said. “I’ve already been praying, and this is how I feel.”
Looking back, I am not sure if I was responding out of fear, stubbornness

or unconcern, but it was probably a dangerous combination of all three.
Jon sounded incredulous as he pressed me again, asking, “Can you at

least pray about it this week and then let me know?”
“Alright,” I conceded, knowing full well that the Lord’s answer would

be ‘no’ and I would be off the hook either way.
Well, that week was a great surprise to me. I really did pray, as I am

sure Jon did. And the loud refusal in my heart became weaker and weaker
as a “Yes!” grew stronger until it was all I could hear. God turned my heart
around. I never made it to the refugee camp, as the need for a co-ordinator
turned out to be far less urgent than Jon had thought. I ended up doing a
year of community development work with the same organisation in a small
desert village in northern Sudan. My life has never been the same since.

How Much for the Car Stereo?

I believed at my graduation that I was a willing vessel, ready to go
when God called me. But when the invitation came, my heart was like the
soil full of thorns in Jesus’ parable of the sower. I was preoccupied with
“life’s worries, riches and pleasures” (Luke 8:14). I was worried about my
future and distracted by car stereos.
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These preoccupations with ourselves and the material world are two
of life’s dead-end streets where it is very easy for us to get stuck. What
makes it so easy to turn down these streets is that the deceitfulness of our
own hearts (Jeremiah 17:9) and “the deceitfulness of wealth” (Matthew
13:22) make a terrible combination. God’s description of the people of
Jeremiah’s day is probably still true today: “From the least to the greatest,
all are greedy for gain” (Jer 6:13). It is these temptations that can be a
significant hindrance to ministry among the poor in our lives.

Preoccupied with ourselves

While still in Bible college, I took a course with the challenging title:
“Rich Man, Poor Man and the Bible – Toward an Agenda for Rich Christians
in an Age of Hunger.” Dr. Bonk began the course with an overview of
information on world poverty which rattled me in my comfortable Canadian
easy-chair. I, a ‘poor student’, was being challenged as if I were a rich
man! Dr. Bonk painstakingly illustrated through statistics, technical
explanations and personal overseas experience how great a disparity there
is between the rich and the poor of this planet. It was not enough to make
simple statistical comparisons. Dr. Bonk taught how distribution of capital,
global trade terms and consumption patterns in this world greatly favour a
minority of the world’s population.

Of course, the gap between the rich and the poor is an incredibly
complicated topic which requires consideration of injurious cultural or
religious practices, inadequate social structures, disruptions of intended
distributions, inordinate urbanisation rates and more. Those things, however,
are beyond the scope of this book. Among the collage of all those details
on a cluttered classroom chalk board, I found myself unable to avoid noticing
that there are a great many life-threateningly poor people living on the
same small planet as many abundantly rich people; and yet, for whatever
reasons, these two groups seem to be keeping to themselves.

Going through the course, I began to see how calling myself ‘a poor
student’ was both ungrateful and short-sighted. It was an inappropriate
focus on my own needs when most of them were not really needs at all. I
was well fed, clothed and sheltered. I had hope for income in the field for
which I was training. And I had a generous family that helped to ensure my

Overcoming the Hindrances: What is in our Hearts?
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needs as a student were provided for so that I could avoid a cumbersome
student loan. I was a rich man. That realisation forced me to consider what
my response would be to those in more need than myself.

Preoccupied with the material world

Directly related to our preoccupation with ourselves is our
preoccupation with the material world. I realise that the degree to which
people are prone to this varies from culture to culture, just as it does from
person to person. But I also believe that there is no culture or person entirely
free from the dangers of this preoccupation. When I lived in Sudan, I saw
such attitudes even among the people of a simple desert village. People are
the same everywhere. People get attached to their ‘stuff’. There is a human
tendency to be more concerned about our material possessions than about
the one who provided them. We saw it in Jeremiah 6:13: “From the least to
the greatest, all are greedy for gain.”

I like my ‘stuff’. I even get kind of possessive of the things I have
worked hard for, and I find it comforting to have them around me in case I
need them. Yet, because my home is on the edge of a low-income
neighbourhood, I am often asked if I can lend things which some of my
neighbours cannot afford to buy. Such as power tools. Now I like my power
tools. What if they break it? What if they don’t return it promptly? What if
I need it when they have it? What do they want it for anyway? I’m not
joking. These things can go through my mind.

I do not share the above example to then suggest that we should be
careless with what God gives us. What I am illustrating is my personal
capacity to receive unwarranted comfort from the material things around
me, which results in an unhelpful ‘clinginess’ to these things.

This preoccupation with the material world can be seen in God’s words
to Israel before they entered the land God promised to provide them.

“For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land – a land
with streams and pools of water, with springs flowing in the valleys and
the hills; a land with wheat and barley, vines and fig trees, pomegranates,
olive oil and honey; a land where bread will not be scarce and you will lack
nothing ... When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the LORD your
God for the good land he has given you. Be careful that you do not forget
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the LORD your God ... You may say to yourself, “My power and the strength
of my hands have produced this wealth for me.” But remember the LORD
your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth ... ”
(Deuteronomy 8:7-11, 17-18).

This passage reminds us that all we have is from God. The more our
focus is on God rather than on the things he gives us, the more generous we
can be, confident that he will take care of all our needs.

The Sin of Sodom

The alternative is sheer recklessness. If we allow ourselves to be so
focused on our own lifestyles and needs that we never get around to helping
the poor, we are in danger of judgement. God’s stinging rebuke of Israel in
Ezekiel 16 contains a surprising reference to why God judged Sodom. “Now
this was the sin of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant,
overfed and unconcerned; they did not help the poor and needy. They were
haughty and did detestable things before me.” (Ezekiel 16:49) The typical
explanation I have heard for why God judged Sodom was gross immorality.
Yet God focuses on how they treated the poor! They thought too much of
themselves, ate too much and did not care that others were hungry. I cannot
deny that this speaks of a capacity for sin that I have seen in my own life.
To go even further, it sounds to me like a description of today’s Western
world.

In his book, The Golden Cow (Inter Varsity Press), John White refers
to an all-consuming focus on lifestyle and living standards as a significant
weakness in the Church of the Western world. “For we have overvalued
material prosperity and have underestimated, taken for granted or even
forgotten, the God of power and love we profess to worship. We claim to
have faith in him. But so long as we are harassed by anxiety about our
financial security or overly impressed by the importance of money in
Christian work, our profession is hollow ... ”

What are we to do then with this propensity to give ourselves to the
things we see with our eyes and feel with a selfish heart? Without God, we
would all focus on our own interests to the detriment of whoever was around
us, and the most disadvantaged would be left in the dust.

Overcoming the Hindrances: What is in our Hearts?
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The Three “R’s”

Thankfully, it is not up to us to overcome these hindrances alone. God
is at work in us both “to will and to act according to his good purpose.”
(Philippians 2:13) God is ready to help us deal with any of our inappropriate
preoccupations. Are we ready, though, for how radically he wants to deal
with them? Nothing other than the cross of Jesus will do to dismantle the
hindrances in our hearts for ministry among the poor. God invites us to
crucify our old selves, with all our personal preferences and priorities, so
that it is no longer we who live, but Christ who lives in us (Galatians 2:20).
God is then able to renew us, making us more like himself in true
righteousness and holiness (2 Corinthians 5:17; Ephesians 4:22-24). It is
only in crucifying our sinful nature with its self-centred passions and desires
that we will find the freedom to live the new life of loving generosity to
which God calls us.

I think of the antidote for the hindrances in my heart as “the three
R’s”: relinquish, receive and remember. I must relinquish my life to God
so that he can direct it as he knows best. I can then receive new attitudes
and thoughts so that I can be more like Jesus. I must then choose to remember
two things. I choose to remember all God has done for me so that I can trust
him to continue to provide for me and direct my life; and I choose to
remember the poor so that I can be a blessing to them. As Paul says so
succinctly in reference to the Apostles’ response to his ministry, “All they
asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I
was eager to do.” (Gal 2:10) Two thousand years later, it is still what God
is eager for his disciples to do.
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Embracing God’s Call:
Remembering the Poor

“Shall we Visit the Slums?”

It was my second visit to Hyderabad Community Church in India, but
I had only heard about Sister Leah from others. I had heard about her
unbending resolve to see the lost come to a saving knowledge of Jesus and
of her overwhelming fruitfulness in the planting of many house fellowships
in Hyderabad.

It had been arranged for the team of students I was leading to attend
one of Sister Leah’s house groups. We met her at her home to become
better acquainted before leaving for the meeting. The eight of us filled the
room while an overhead fan rhythmically churned above our heads to keep
the room from becoming unbearable in the late day heat.

The conversation was illuminating. Sister Leah’s hectic schedule
revolved around starting Bible studies for spiritually hungry people as well
as seeing those people cared for once they were a part of the church.
Although somewhat weary, Sister Leah expressed a genuine love for the
people with whom she worked. Then she took me off guard with a sudden
invitation.

“Shall we visit the slums?” she asked casually.
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For a moment, I hesitated. Were we not expected at a house group that
evening? But as I was certain that Sister Leah would know what there was
time for, I blurted out a delayed reply: “Yes! That would be excellent!”

Sister Leah explained that we could go there on our way to the house
group meeting, and we could pray for people. I was overjoyed.

The slum was essentially clay row-housing, each home being about
ten feet square. As the front door served also as a window, most homes had
nothing covering the door, revealing simple and tidy furnishings. As Sister
Leah moved among the many people busy about the place, it was obvious
that she was known and respected there. She moved through the crooked,
narrow lanes of dirt with a gentle ease and a graceful love for all who
approached her. It was obvious from the overwhelming number of people
wanting prayer and conversation that she would easily be able to start a
house fellowship there if the Lord released her to do so. It was enough for
this evening, though, to simply visit and pray for people, as Sister Leah
made time for the poor amidst the business of her life.

This gracious lady represents to me a person who has not allowed a
crowded schedule or significant responsibilities to keep her from finding
time to touch the poor. Ministry among the poor is a priority to her.
Unfortunately, it does not even appear on the priority list of most of the
world’s affluent citizens, and poverty abounds everywhere.

A Gap Begets a Gap

If God has such a huge place in his heart for the poor and
disadvantaged, then why are there so many people in this world who are
desperately poor? What has become of God’s many promises in Scripture
to help the poor and needy? Only seven verses after saying to the people of
Israel that “there should be no poor among you” (Deuteronomy 15:4), God
says, “There will always be poor people in the land.” (Dt 15:11) What is
wrong with this picture? Why do God’s promises seem so unreliable?

The problem does not lie with God. The gap between the rich and the
poor in this world is simply a reflection of the gap between what is on the
heart of God and what is on the hearts of the people of this world. Our
hearts do not reflect God’s heart. Sister Leah’s lifestyle is simply not typical.
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Yet God desires to solve this problem of poverty together with the same
human race that caused the problem. He wants people to be involved in the
solution because he can then work change in the hearts of both the givers
and the receivers of help.

As Clear as God Gets

God’s solution to the problem of poverty is as clear as a command.
“He has shown you, O man, what is good. And what does the LORD
require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with
your God.” (Micah 6:8) The New Testament equivalent of this is James
1:27: “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to
look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from
being polluted by the world.”

God calls us as his people to fulfil his promises to the poor and needy.
God has no shortage of provision. His shortage is that there are not enough
workers to do all he wants done in this needy world! The task he has for
those workers is spelled out as clearly as definitions in a dictionary. “Act
justly” and “love mercy.” “Look after orphans and widows.” It is simply a
problem of mobilising the workers.

Getting a Better View

There are many vantage points in Scripture from which we can
examine God’s call for his people to minister among the poor. As we explore
some of these passages, let us ask specifically, “In what particular ways
can we be a people of both love and action?” That is what this call on our
lives is all about.

A Call to Generosity

The first vantage point from which we will observe this call on our
lives is 1 John 3:16-19a: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ
laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our
brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need
but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children,

Embracing God’s Call: Remembering the Poor
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let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. This then
is how we know that we belong to the truth ... ” John is speaking here of
love in action – a sacrificial and generous action that, while perhaps costing
the giver dearly, will greatly benefit the receiver.

The Apostle John’s application for this challenge is to question how
we respond to the materially poor within the body of Christ. John believes
that love is being sacrificially generous to Christians who are needy. He
even goes so far as to say that it is by practising such generosity that we can
be certain we are children of God! This sounds similar to John 13:35: “By
this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
Practical and generous expressions of love are our identification tags in
this world.

Faith that works

Let us look at this call from a second vantage point in James 2:14-17:
“What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no
deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without
clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well;
keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what
good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by
action, is dead.” James is speaking here of faith in action, which, in his
view, is the only kind of faith which saves us.

The application James shares for this emphatic statement on faith and
works is the same as John’s: how we respond to the materially poor within
the body of Christ. If faith cannot be demonstrated by sacrificial generosity
toward those in need, it is not the kind of faith God is looking for in the
church. This is no randomly chosen application. It follows closely on the
heels of James’ definition of “pure and faultless” religion (Jas 1:27) and
his rebuke of those who favour the rich over the poor in public gatherings.
It is in this context that James refers to “the royal law found in Scripture,
‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ ” (Jas 2:8). In James’ understanding, this
application is an essential part of the Christian life.

Of course, it is not just among the saints that we are called to practise
generosity. Jesus says in Luke 6:35, “But love your enemies, do good to
them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back.”
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A handful of rice

Putting these passages into practice will be different for every situation
we face, sometimes costly and sometimes not. But we do not have to wait
for a ‘situation’ to be generous. It can be a lifestyle. Pastor Stanley Mehta
of Bombay Baptist Church shares that there are people in his congregation
who give 2% of their income to the poor each month. Others sell all their
recyclables and give that money to the poor. Others simply take a handful
of rice each time they cook and collect it separately for the poor. Very
simple. But a way each of us can remember the poor in our everyday lives.
It is by such a lifestyle that our hearts can remain tender and ready for
when God may call us to go that next step and give our love and support to
a particular person. Some of these generous families in Bombay Baptist
have taken that step and have at times even opened their homes to care for
abandoned children.

A Call to Justice

Another call on our lives which we find throughout Scripture is the
call to justice. Personally, I feel that ‘justice’ has become a legislative
sounding word. It is difficult to think of how it relates to us as individuals.
Yet the Bible speaks of the promotion of justice as a personal call on the
lives of all God’s people. Proverbs 29:7 says, “The righteous care about
justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern.” Other passages
put it even more emphatically, such as God’s stinging rebuke of the people
of Judah in Isaiah, chapter one. “When you spread out your hands in prayer,
I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not
listen ... Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the
oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.”
(Isaiah 1:15-17) That sounds important to God. It also sounds like it happens
on a personal level.

Is it possible that justice has been less of a priority to Christians because
we have seen it as something that can only happen on a societal scale? We
think, “Justice is certainly needed for the people in that nation!” Yet God
speaks of justice being needed for persons rather than people, (although it

Embracing God’s Call: Remembering the Poor
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is true of both). God speaks of the fatherless and the widow. He goes into
even more detail at another one of our Scriptural vantage points.

“Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of
injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and
break every yoke? Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide
the poor wanderer with shelter – when you see the naked, to clothe him,
and not turn away from your own flesh and blood?” (Isa 58:6-7) It is not
statistical high-needs socio-groups that God calls us to help. It is the poor
wanderer, and the person who is hungry or naked to whom he calls us to
bring justice.

Prescription and prevention

What is justice then? Essentially, it is an impartial handling of a
situation in which there are people in conflict with one another. When one
person is clearly being wronged by others, whether through abuse or neglect,
justice is to support and defend that person. “Speak up for those who cannot
speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Speak up and
judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy.” (Pr 31:8-9)

Too often we have limited our involvement among the poor to ‘charity’:
making a financial donation. But the true meaning of ‘charity’ is love,
which can mean more than sacrificial generosity. Love is sometimes a
promotion of justice in which we take the bull by the horns and take steps
to see a situation changed for the better. While generosity can be a
prescriptive response, such as getting the medicine someone needs, justice
can be preventative, like working out a better dietary plan or better living
conditions so that a person can avoid illness in the future.

Three-quarters of a million pounds!

Chris Richards from Basingstoke Community Church found herself
wanting to be involved with ministry among the poor, but was unsure how
to do so. The Lord, who had surely put this desire on Chris’ heart, turned
her eyes to see the needs of the homeless in her town. As Chris prayed
about these needs, she asked the Lord to open doors so that she might be a
blessing to the homeless. Chris shares that it was like being on an express
train after she prayed that prayer! She became involved with other Christians



29

with similar burdens who joined together to form an inter-church committee
to address the needs of the homeless. This group then began lobbying their
local town council for assistance. The council resisted them at first, denying
there was a need. But after a few years of persistence and prayer, the council
became completely supportive of the inter-church committee and gave them
a grant of three-quarters of a million pounds to purchase a building as a
hostel for the homeless! What began as the God-given desire and conviction
of a few individuals resulted in the widespread defence and support of
those who had previously been ignored and neglected by others.

Presently there are many Christians volunteering at the hostel to help
with reception work, preparing meals, pastoral care and a management
committee. Each volunteer is a promoter of justice as they work together to
set a wrong right, while each resident of the hostel is aware that they are
genuinely loved.

A Loving Combination

Both generosity and justice are needed in the societies in which we
live, and the Bible encourages us to practice both. We could summarise
these two approaches by saying that we need to have both an open hand
and a helping hand as we approach the poor.

These are the characteristics which make the Church ‘salty’ in this
world. However, where we have failed to approach the poor in these ways,
secular agencies and governments have filled the void, offering assistance
without the eternal hope that Jesus gives us. It is great that secular agencies
are involved; but let it never be thought among the redeemed that we are
not needed because of what others are already doing. We can do what no
one else can do. We can show them Jesus as we minister to their very real
material needs.

Embracing God’s Call: Remembering the Poor
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Chapter 4

Practical Principles:
Getting Personally Involved

Now Renting!

Just after our church moved into the neighbourhood in which we now
minister among low-income families, I set aside a period of time to pray
and fast as to how we could be salt and light in this new location. On the
last day of the fast, I went for a drive through the neighbourhood. I noticed
some dilapidated low-income row housing, several teenagers hanging out
at the neighbourhood convenience store, an older teenage girl pushing a
baby stroller (possibly a young single mother, I thought), and street after
street of apartment buildings.

As I rounded a corner where one of the largest apartment buildings
was located, a huge red and white sign saying, “NOW RENTING” seemed
to shout down at me! Winnipeg does not have a low vacancy rate in
apartments, so signs like these are not rare. But this sign seemed to be
specifically for me. It seemed to be saying, “Ken, there’s room for you
here! Come and live among these people!”

I had been asking God how we as a fellowship of believers could
reach out to a local community, and God answered by showing me how I
could personally get involved. Others would also get involved; but for now,
God was asking, “What will you do, Ken?” In just over a month, I had
moved into an apartment in our church’s neighbourhood and in just over
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three and a half years, a great team of volunteers had joined me to run a
weekly food and clothing bank in our church building.

The testimony of Chris Richards in Basingstoke Community Church
was that, as an individual with a heart for the poor expressed that conviction
in her personal life, others throughout the church became involved. Personal
involvement is critical to both demonstrate to other Christians what can be
done, as well as to demonstrate to the poor that they are cared for on more
than just a programmatic level. ‘The poor’ can seem like such a vast
multitude and like such a sea of needs that we can wonder what our personal
involvement could possibly accomplish, and we do nothing. But personal
involvement is essential, simply because of the nature of poverty. God’s
promises to the poor reflect that the needs of the poor are not simply material,
but are also relational. “A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God
in his holy dwelling. God sets the lonely in families ... ” (Psalm 68:5-6a).
Maintaining personal involvement among the poor is the only way
programmes for the poor will not become impersonal and insensitive.

So if involvement among the poor is meant to be on a personal level
in order for programmes to be effective, what are some principles we can
utilise in becoming personally involved? I have limited this chapter to five
such principles which I have found helpful.

1. Find the Individuals amidst the Masses

God has not asked me to love the whole world or even a whole
neighbourhood. God has asked me to love individual people around me.
God has placed me wherever I happen to be, or has given me a burden for
a particular place, for a reason, and I believe that individual people are that
reason. When we become more focused on an entire world in need instead
of the individuals we can touch in our daily life, we become over-burdened
and immobilised. In fact, the world hardly seems a focus at all. It is an
untouchable target which is so broad that it must be a great distance away
in order for us to see it. We need a focus which is accessible to remain
motivated.

Jesus pronounced the Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20 with
the whole world in mind, but he gave the Great Commandment of Matthew
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22:36-40 so that we would know where to start. Jesus sent us into the
world, but he aimed us at our neighbours. Our call is to love our neighbour
wherever God leads us to dwell. So, contrary to what we may be tempted
to think, we need to focus on less to accomplish more in ministry among
the poor.

Think small!

Dr. Jon Bonk of the Overseas Ministries Study Center writes that,
“only if significant numbers of dedicated Christians will think small will
anything come of the big plans that our missions, our churches, and our
schools might have for the rest of the world. What would have come of
God’s plans to save the world if Jesus had succumbed to the temptation to
think on such a grand scale as to have no time for the blind, the crippled,
the little children, the gawking crowds?” (Thinking Small: Global Missions
and American Churches, Didaskalia, Fall 1997)

Jesus teaches in Matthew 25:31-46 that as we touch the least significant
people of our society, we are touching him. The hungry, the thirsty, the
lonely, the naked, the sick and the imprisoned: those whom society has
forgotten. When we look for the people around us who are in need, we will
find the neighbours toward whom Jesus most desires we be directed in the
world outside our church buildings.

Vic Gledhill and the congregation of Walsall Community Church in
the United Kingdom minister among addicts and prostitutes in the
neighbourhood around their church building. I have heard Vic teach with
great conviction that “the sign of the saved is our love for the least.” Jesus
saw the harvest fields as being the people who “were harassed and helpless”
with no one to help them (Mt 9:36-37). Our role in the world as salt and
light is to respond meaningfully to those people’s needs as we encounter
them.

The city of Winnipeg, where I live, has the highest number of Native
Canadians of any city in Canada. The Native Canadians are in many ways
a needy people, their history being full of injustice, oppression and pain.
As I have considered Native Canadians as a bloc of several hundred
thousand people, I have never known what I could possibly do to make any
kind of difference. So God drew me into the lives of Josie and Rick. Josie
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is Native Canadian and when I met her and Rick, they were angry and
distrustful, unemployed and heavy drinkers. They had high needs and a
painful past. I could not have handled many “Josie and Rick’s,” but I could
handle loving two people whom God had led into my life. Through
concentrated support, Josie and Rick were able to get free of both their
unforgiveness and their abuse of alcohol. Josie has since gone on to complete
a one-year certificate at a Bible institute, Rick is fully employed, and they
have been serving in our church and ministering among other Native
Canadians with the hope they found in Jesus!

Look for the “harassed and helpless.” Ask the Lord to show you
individual people with needs that you can meet with practical expressions
of his love. This may mean driving down streets we don’t usually use or
visiting agencies we have left for others to handle. But if we are willing,
God will guide us to specific people among whom we can minister his
love.

2. Minister among the Poor rather than to Them

As we reach out to people in need with practical expressions of God’s
love, it is important that we avoid doing so in a condescending manner.
Poverty already robs people of their dignity and breeds feelings of
insignificance. The last thing a needy person wants is help offered in a way
which accentuates these problems.

You may have noticed that I am fond of referring to ministry ‘among
the poor’ rather than ‘to the poor’. This is because the preposition ‘among’
feels much more inclusive to me. It flies in the face of the ‘us and them’
mentality, highlighting the humanity we all share. It also flies in the face of
the ‘have’s and have not’s’ mentality, recognising that we are all poor apart
from the gracious provision of God.

Pete Hawkins of Basingstoke Community Church suggests that the
‘have’s and have not’s’ mentality can seduce us in the area of knowledge
as much as in finances. We may feel we know what a poor person must do
to better himself and we want to paternalistically impose our solution on
them. We must know the answers because we are not poor. Unfortunately,
we may know very little if we have not bothered to get to know a person’s
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unique circumstances. Even if we have taken the time to come alongside
someone and become friends, hopefully we will not hurt that friendship by
telling our friend what to do with their lives. People must make their own
choices, but may appreciate a caring friend to support and encourage them
in those choices.

The ‘us and them’ approach to the poor can sneak up on us if we let
our involvement in programmes for the poor be a substitute for personal
involvement with people. Being involved in a programme is good if it enables
us to draw nearer to the people for whom the programme was established.
But the programme should never be used to keep people at a distance while
just mechanically caring for their needs. Jesus was known as “a friend of
sinners” (Matthew 11:19). Is God’s call for us to touch the poor meant to
be any less personal?

Ben Moore defines mercy as “relational loyalty to sinners.” I like that,
because it assumes a friendship rather than simply an event. People do not
want to be treated like they are our programme or our target-group. People
do not want to be treated as ‘charity-cases’ who need our help and cannot
get on without us. Programmes need to be relational in order for people to
be sure we love them and are not running the programmes to simply satisfy
a need in us to help people. As Vic Gledhill is so fond of emphasising:
“People are important!” We must be among people for them to know we
believe that.

3. Love People in both Word and Deed

The poor will not be able to clearly perceive the love of God unless we
communicate it in both word and deed. Living in an information age, we
tend to think of sharing the Gospel as a verbal process. But our presentation
of the Gospel must be a matter of our lifestyle as much as our vocabulary.
Though this is true of all evangelism, it is especially true of ministry among
the poor. An African proverb I once heard says, “A hungry stomach has no
ears.” This highlights how important it is that our presentation of the Gospel
to the poor be relevant enough to meet such felt-needs as hunger, while not
neglecting to address spiritual needs of eternal consequence. Our actions

Practical Principles: Getting Personally Involved
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without words will lack clarity, while our words without actions will lack
credibility.

We must be careful, though, that we do not demonstrate God’s love
only to those who are willing to listen to us explain the gospel. By doing
that, our love for people becomes conditional and we will be frustrated
with them when they do not respond. When I have slipped into this approach
in my own life, it has caused me to become disinterested in loving people
who were not responsive. The condition for my loving actions was people’s
responsiveness to my words. No response – move on to ‘befriend’ someone
else for the gospel. This type of reaction, although common, does not line
up with the Word of God.

The Good News in action

Jesus helped many people to whom he never verbalised the gospel. To
Jesus, sharing God’s love through caring actions was as valid as sharing it
through caring words. Sometimes the two went together, sometimes they
were separate. The reason he became a man was so that he might show
people what God is like (John 14:9). To show us, he healed the sick and the
lame, delivered the demon-possessed, fed the hungry and raised the dead.
Yes, Jesus proclaimed good news to the poor. But his words were expressed
in a context of many loving deeds to which he often attached no verbal
gospel presentation. In fact, the most significant expression of God’s love
to mankind while Christ was on the earth was an action: “But God
demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us.” (Romans 5:8) Loving in deed as well as by our words can be
costly; but it is often extremely ordinary gestures which can make a
difference in people’s lives.

We must let God direct us in this mingling of our words and actions
rather than trampling the poor with our evangelistic opportunism that ignores
the unique place each person is at in their journey toward knowing Jesus.

A life turned around

There is a woman in our fellowship who first came to us through our
weekly foodbank. She was an unemployed single mother, looking
discouraged with how things had been going for her lately. She came every
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couple of weeks for months. Our volunteers were concerned about how
she appeared to be feeling and as they tried to befriend her, she began to
open up about some of her difficulties at home. With someone there for
support, she began to find hope. She began attending a Bible study organised
for ladies in the community, and then she began coming to our Sunday
meetings. Through her new and growing friendships, she gained the self-
confidence to go back to school. Now, six years after we met her, this
woman is employed, a regular volunteer at our foodbank and a contributing
member of our congregation! Through consistent, practical acts of love,
her heart was touched and the direction of her life was changed. Our love
does not have to be any great act historians will want to record. Simple acts
of love when we see a need can deeply touch a person’s heart.

4. Persevere in Doing Good

Such an emphasis on unconditionally demonstrating God’s love can
lead to significant personal challenges in this ministry. Challenges with
people being ungrateful, deceptive or manipulative are just a few. In fact,
ministry among the poor can be one of the more taxing ministries in the
church. David Watson wrote in his book I Believe in Evangelism (Hodder
& Stoughton), that it “may be much more demanding, less glamorous and
often slower in terms of results than direct evangelism.” When asked about
the challenges in this line of work, Pete Hawkins said it is “absolutely
packed with them!” It can often be ten steps forward, ten steps back as
years of progress in an individual’s life are erased by one sudden crisis!

Jesus promised that “the poor you will always have with you” (Mt 26:11).
In other words, no matter how much we do, we will not solve the problem of
poverty. Our call is simply to minister among the poor so that people can
find hope amidst bleak circumstances, while some of them, with the help
we offer, will find a physical way out of those circumstances. It is only a
matter of time when working among the poor before we cry out along with
the psalmist, “How long, O LORD?” How long will the widow and the
alien and the fatherless be crushed? (Ps 94:3-6)

It would be wrong for me to portray work among the poor in any
other way. It is hard work. It can be disappointing work. But it is a part of
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the glorious work of God’s kingdom. We must therefore persevere amidst
the difficulties. Paul said to the Galatians, “Let us not become weary in
doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give
up.” (Galatians 6:9) Though this verse is not written specifically about
ministry among the poor, it is certainly applicable.

Paying the price

There is a cost for us to pay in ministry among the poor. The cost may
be financial, physical, social, emotional and/or spiritual. But the Bible clearly
calls us to resolutely count those costs and remain ready to do whatever the
Holy Spirit directs us to do in each situation. We must not respond to the
needs on this battleground, but to the Holy Spirit as we encounter those
needs. Otherwise, we will be swallowed whole. God defines his people’s
responsibility to the poor without any conditions to keep the costs from
getting too high. “Do not be hardhearted or tight-fisted toward your poor
brother. Rather be open-handed and freely lend him whatever he needs ...
Give generously to him and do so without a grudging heart” (Deuteronomy
15:7b-8, 10a). Helpful questions we can ask are, “Lord, how can I be open-
handed in this situation?” or “What would you have me do here?” It is
clear we have responsibility to do something in each situation we encounter,
but we need God to help us sort out what that will look like.

5. Link our Love for Others with our Love for God

One further principle cannot be overlooked. It is a principle without
which we cannot sustain our efforts, remain accurate in our ideals or do
anything of eternal value for the poor.

I have found that nothing has made ministry to the poor more
exhausting than when I have allowed the pressure of urgent needs or the
attraction of good ideas to distract me from my private time with God.
Cultivating our relationship with our Father in order to receive his supply
of love and direction for our involvement with other people cannot be
optional. Operating out of our own reserves of love and wisdom will soon
leave us feeling both empty and weary in our busy lives. The result of
ignoring this principle will always be the same. Our hearts will become
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resentful of the needy people who demand so much of our time, and then
become resentful of God for expecting too much from us.

In Matthew 22:35-40, Jesus offers the key for avoiding this trap. The
lawyer in this passage asked Jesus what the single greatest command in the
Law was, and there is a reason why Jesus listed two commands in his
answer: separate these two commands of loving both God and our neighbour
and we will be stuck without a source of supply and without a purpose for
that supply. Biblically, these two commands will ruin us unless obeyed
together.

A marriage of virtues

Can I love God while ignoring the needy? Can I love the needy while
neglecting my relationship with God? Scripture indicates that neither is
possible. Loving God and loving others must co-exist for either to be real,
let alone sustained. It is this marriage of virtues which makes my love for
God genuine and my love for the poor eternally fruitful.

The Apostle John goes so far as to say that we cannot legitimately
say we love God unless we have an expressed love for those around
us (1 John 3:18-20; 4:8). Our love for people authenticates our love for
God. But John also emphasises that our love for God births our love for
people. “Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.
Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.” (1 Jn 4:7)
As we push into God, we receive a life-giving love we can then pass on
to others.

John Piper says in his book, Let the Nations be Glad (Baker Books,
Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1993), “worship [read: love and adoration of
God] is ... the fuel of missions. Passion for God in worship precedes the
offer of God in preaching. You can’t commend what you don’t cherish.”
The point here is that our adoration of God propels us both into our
relationship with him as well as outward to those whom God loves. We not
only desire God’s presence, but also desire that those who do not know him
have that same joy in worshipping him.

Practical Principles: Getting Personally Involved
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Serving by sitting awhile

The story of The Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-37 is Jesus’ illustration
of the command to love our neighbour. Jesus ends the story with the
challenge to love our neighbour as the Samaritan had loved the Jew he
found on the road. It is a lesson about loving those we see in need and
about recognising our human tendency to exclude certain people from the
love we choose to share. It is a story meant to expose our hearts and call us
to repentance. It is a command to action.

Then, in verse 38, Luke suddenly changes scenes. Jesus and his
disciples are entering Martha’s home. Martha is busy with the preparations
for a meal and frustrated that her sister Mary is not helping her. Mary,
though, is content to sit at Jesus’ feet, listening to what he says. When
Martha complains to the Lord about this, Jesus replies, “Martha, Martha,
you are worried and upset about so many things, but only one thing is
needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from
her.” (Lk 10:41-42)

Jesus’ primary concern was Mary and Martha’s passion for God –
their hunger to hear the words of God. That came first with Jesus. He
called it “better” than the service Martha offered to him. Jesus had made it
abundantly clear in the previous story how important good deeds are in
serving God. But using Martha as his object lesson, Jesus was setting a
priority. Loving people around us is never meant to become so consuming
that it interferes with our relationship with God. There are enough people
and enough needs out there to make every Christian far too busy to meet
with God. But it is our devotion to God, expressed by a posture that listens
and receives from him amidst the push and pull of needs, that gives us the
resources we need to meaningfully respond to the poor and bear fruit that
lasts.
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Chapter 5

Multiplying the Workers:
Getting Corporately Involved

People are Important!

Vic Gledhill has an excellent perspective on evangelism. Aware of the
connotations attached to the word ‘evangelism’, Vic prefers to use the
phrase, ‘people contacting’. We are all ‘people contactors’ commissioned
to go into the world and touch the lives of people around us with the love of
God.

We had invited Vic to come to Gateway Christian Community and
conduct a School of People Contacting for one week. The major component
of the school was teaching, as Vic endeavoured to shift our paradigm on
evangelism so that we understood it was something each of us could do.

“Does the community know who you are? Do they know you are
there?” Vic enthusiastically questioned. “Get back into the world!” he
shouted. “No one needs to be unfulfilled in the Church so long as they have
friends who are immoral, swindlers, liars and idolaters!” He had our
attention.

Vic’s point was that the people of God need to be in the world among
sinners to make a difference (see 1 Corinthians 5:9-10). If we show kindness
to people, they will then be able to see Jesus in us. After all, it is God’s
kindness that leads people toward repentance (Romans 2:4). Acts of kindness
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are what the people of this world need and are something all of us can
offer.

On the final day of the school, we went out to turn it into practice.
Armed with balloons and chocolates and windshield washer fluid refills,
we headed out into our community to show people in practical ways that
God loves them, “no strings attached!” As we left the building, we passed
through the foyer where the people who attended our foodbank were waiting
for the foodbank to open.

“Can I have a balloon?! Can I have one?” children began to clamour
as we charged through with helium-filled balloons bobbing along behind
us. Our senior pastor’s wife, Mary MacLean, was the first to notice our
oversight: we were so eager to get out onto the streets that we had forgotten
the poor who were right here on our doorstep. Mary and several others
parked the helium tank and began filling balloons. The children were
delighted!

Each balloon had the message, “People are Important!” printed on it.
As the balloons were handed out, one mother was overheard saying to
someone, “People really are important in this church.”

Expanding our Effectiveness

It is a wonderful thing when the people of God remember the poor in
their personal lives. I have said earlier that if ministry among the poor is
not personal, but only programmatic, it will be far less effective. People
touching people is necessary for people to know they are loved.

Yet it cannot go unsaid how important it is for a church as a whole to
remember the poor in its overall structures and programmes. I have heard
it said that you can measure how relevant a church is to its neighbourhood
by how much that neighbourhood would notice if the church were to
suddenly disappear. Likewise, we could say that we can measure how
effectively a church is ministering among the poor by how the poor would
feel if that church suddenly disappeared. Do the poor of our neighbourhoods
or cities feel as the mother did in the previous example – that they really
are important to us? Or do they feel overlooked as we busily conduct our
corporate activities?
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When a fellowship is sensitive to the needs of the poor in the varied
ministries of their church life, they inevitably multiply the number of workers
involved among the poor. And as more people become involved, much
more can be accomplished. It has been demonstrated that one workhorse
can pull a 9,000 pound load, while a team of two workhorses can pull
27,000 pounds! When we work together, we not only protect ourselves
from feelings of loneliness and vulnerability, but we also greatly increase
our effectiveness!

If ministry among the poor, then, is meant to be on a corporate level in
order to have a greater impact on our communities, how do we become
corporately involved? I would like to offer three principles which I believe
are helpful in answering that question.

1) Don’t despise small beginnings

In the early days of my involvement in my neighbourhood, I had some
rather grandiose ideas of what needed to be done for our fellowship to
transform our community. I wanted to get landlords working with us and
reach out to entire apartment blocks by planting house churches and activity
centres in donated suites in each building.

Meanwhile, my future wife, Fiona, was quietly running a small weekly
drop-in centre for children of a low-income housing complex while
concurrently running a Bible study for any girls who were interested. She
would regularly inform me that while she was leading the girls’ Bible study,
boys would bang on the door and ask when they could have one too. She
would inform them that right now there was nobody to lead one for them.

I thought this was unfortunate, but a distraction from my big plans
which were going nowhere. Then came the weekend when I heard sermons
in three separate venues on Luke 16:10: “Whoever can be trusted with very
little can also be trusted with much ... ” I was cut to the quick. God was
speaking to me. Not that children mean very little to God, for they are
tremendously important to him. But I had been behaving as though they
were quite insignificant.

I soon began a Bible study with boys from the neighbourhood, and
out of those small beginnings of a drop-in centre and Bible studies for
children came the Benevolence Ministry of Gateway Christian Community:

Multiplying the Workers: Getting Corporately Involved



44

Remembering the Poor

a weekly food and clothing bank, activity mornings for single mothers,
neighbourhood Bible studies, children’s summer programmes, holiday
banquets, carnivals for the community, and more!

Just as we must personally focus on people around us rather than on a
whole world in need, we must corporately begin with manageable
programmes that reflect the number of people ready to be involved rather
than with ideas destined for failure without the support of a large number
of workers. My suggestion is to start small and take small steps forward
until the Lord puts his foot on the accelerator.

Bombay Baptist Church has many examples of corporate ministries
among the poor which started with small beginnings. One man decided to
visit a slum area once a week and the long-term result is a slum school
which runs five days a week, provides two meals a day for 50-75 children
and has a medical programme with hospital care for the children. In another
part of Bombay, some ladies decided to bring food to the abandoned children
at a railway station and the long-term result is a weekly programme which
provides food, clothes, schooling, gospel lessons, outings and opportunities
to get baths and haircuts. This work has also spread to another railway
station nearby.

In a desire to see workers mobilised among the poor, we must not
despise the days in which only a few people are involved and a few people
are being impacted. As time goes by, God will use the example of one or
two people’s obedience to draw others alongside them, and will cause the
ministry to grow as he sees fit.

2) Anyone can be involved

Just as corporate involvement among the poor can be inspired by the
small beginnings of a few individuals, it can also be facilitated by the way
in which overall church activities are conducted. Whatever a person’s gifting
or ministry in the church, I believe it is possible and appropriate for them
to remember the poor.

Do you have a gift of serving? How about serving at a soup kitchen a
couple times a month? Do you have a mercy gift? How about visiting a
senior citizens’ home on Saturday mornings? Do you have the gift of giving?
How about contributing toward the costs of the next church retreat for
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someone who cannot afford it. Do you have a teaching gift? How about
preparing a study on God’s heart for the poor? Are you gifted prophetically?
How about searching the Scriptures for what the Biblical prophetic voices
had to say about the poor so that you too can have a voice in that regard?
Good books to begin looking through are Deuteronomy, Psalms, Proverbs,
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Matthew and Luke, not to mention my personal favourite
of James. The possibilities are endless. Every gifting has an outlet for
ministry among the poor.

The same could be said of the roles people have in the church. Do you
teach a Children’s Church class? How about saving money as a class to
send to a Christian aid organisation for the purchase of a chicken pen for a
family in Bangladesh? Do you usher? How about making sure that anyone
who attends your church from a low-income background feels welcome?
Do you lead a house group? How about teaching on God’s heart for the
poor and providing a practical outlet for the lesson the following week? Do
you lead small group worship? How about going with some friends to a
hospital to sing on the geriatric ward? There is no end to the list we could
create.

No pressure!

Those who minister among the poor in a particular way must guard
against narrow expectations of how others will get involved. No one can
tell another person how to respond to the Biblical material we have examined
in this book, as each person will be directed differently. Bob may choose to
sponsor a child in an impoverished nation with the money Joe spends on
having cable television. But Joe may take the time once a week to go and
have fun with a boy from a single-parent family while Bob is using that
time to surf the internet. Neither Bob nor Joe are doing anything wrong.
But ask Bob and Joe to switch roles and, despite the fact that they would
still be doing something that appeared spiritual, you may be asking them to
violate God’s leading.

We must be very careful not to treat what God shows us to be our
personal responsibility as a corporate responsibility when encouraging
our fellowship to respond to the poor. It is clear that God expects followers
of Christ to minister among the poor. But when raising this subject in a

Multiplying the Workers: Getting Corporately Involved
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corporate setting, we must leave room for people to seek the Lord regarding
personal application.

3) Lead by example

I believe the best way to encourage corporate involvement among the
poor is to model it. Just do it! Jesus encouraged servanthood by being a
servant (John 13:14-15). Paul encouraged hard work by his exemplary
work ethic (2 Thessalonians 3:6-10). If you would like to see others
ministering among the poor, call people from a place of personal experience
so that they have an example to follow. Once involved, their involvement
may not look exactly like yours, but praise God! We need new people to be
involved in ways we cannot be.

But what is our expectation of church leadership? Is it important for
them to set an example for congregations to follow in ministry among the
poor? The example of the early church apostles illustrates a strong concern
for the poor as they personally touched the poor they lived among, showing
acts of kindness that resulted in miracles (Acts 4:8-10).

Beyond their personal lives, the apostles also demonstrated their
concern for the poor in the way they directed church programmes. Their
encouragement and support of ministry among the poor in the Jerusalem
church resulted in there being “no needy persons among them. For from
time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money
from the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to
anyone as he had need.” (Acts 4:34-35)

But their solution for problems encountered in a food distribution
programme for widows illustrates that the apostles did not feel that corporate
ministry among the poor always required their direct involvement.

“In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the
Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because
their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. So
the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, ‘It would not be
right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on
tables. Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to
be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to
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them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.’ ”
(Acts 6:1-4)

Though the apostles did not always feel the need to be personally
involved in corporate ministries among the poor, they did specify that they
be led by people who were “known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.”
They indicated how highly they valued such ministries by ensuring that
programmes for the poor were run with excellence.

At Gateway Christian Community I feel extremely privileged to be
part of a fellowship whose leadership places high value upon ministry among
the poor. Our annual budget is a clear reflection of that value. Presently, we
have two staff members whose main responsibility is to co-ordinate the
volunteers of a ministry among the poor, which is itself a significant item
in the budget. There are moments I am astounded to have such financial
backing.

The topic of God’s heart for the poor has been taught from the pulpit
at Gateway numerous times over the years, while it also remains a topic in
our Newcomers’ Class, where we share our corporate values with those
who transfer to Gateway from other fellowships. Evangelistically, Gateway
reaches out to many of the low-income areas of our community, while a
great deal of the mission efforts we sponsor also directly impact the poor.
These are all decisions in which our church leadership has had a major
role.

In our desire to see greater corporate involvement among the poor, we
must not place inappropriate expectations on our leaders to personally
lead the way. The Lord may not have called them to that degree of
involvement. While church leadership can be touching the poor through
opportunities in their everyday lives, their involvement at a corporate level
may be to simply support and encourage others who are involved. That
may be the corporate role they are called to play. You may be the one who
is actually called to lead a programme so that others in your church can be
more involved among the poor of your church’s community.

Multiplying the Workers: Getting Corporately Involved
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Chapter 6

Sharing in God’s Promises:
The Fruit and the Rewards

A Family for God

Dianna Symanski is a member of our staff at Gateway Christian
Community. We hired Dianna to oversee ministry among children and
mothers in the neighbourhood around our building. One of the first families
she met was an extended family by the name of Nabess. If Dianna organised
a children’s programme, she could be sure the lively Nabess cousins would
be there. They and their families were a significant part of the
neighbourhood, and Dianna began to pray for this family as she got to
know them.

Soon after Dianna began praying, the grandmother of the children
began coming to Gateway. Bertha is her name, and God knew what he was
doing in starting with her. Bertha became a fearless evangelist and prayer
warrior among her own family as well as in the neighbourhood. She could
do or say anything and people listened. One day she walked into the local
bar and began challenging a gambler at the video lottery terminals in a way
only a godly grandmother can get away with.

Members of the Nabess family regularly attended our foodbank and
some of them became volunteers. Through contact there, and through
Dianna’s and my own opportunities to visit them, we began to get to know
the Nabess family. We walked, talked and prayed with them through many
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difficult circumstances over the years, offering emotional and practical
support whenever possible.

At the centre of all this was Ovide Nabess, the grandfather of the
family. During the years we have known the Nabess family, Ovide
rededicated his life to the Lord and became a shining example of spiritual
maturity to his children and his grandchildren. Sadly though, he was growing
so quickly in the Lord in the midst of a struggle with emphysema which
eventually resulted in his death. One of the most heroic moments of those
days, and one of the most memorable moments of my ministry, was the
evening the Nabess family and friends gathered at our building for Ovide’s
baptism. Here was an elderly man who needed a wheelchair to approach
the baptismal tank and who was breathing through an oxygen mask until
seconds before he went under the water. But Ovide wanted to testify to all
God had done in his life and obey him in the waters of baptism. There
wasn’t a dry eye in the place.

In those days and the days that followed, many of Ovide and Bertha’s
ten children and 20 grandchildren came to know Jesus for the first time or
rededicated their lives to him. Many are now participating members of our
fellowship, and are continuing to draw in others from among their family
and friends.

Ministry among the poor has definite returns. I do not suggest we
make them our focus or our motivation, but it is not wrong to expect them
and rejoice in them. The Bible mentions two primary forms of return on
our labours among the poor: fruit and rewards.

The Fruit of our Labours

The fruit that every worker among the poor desires is to see people set
free from the cycle of poverty, healed of the wounds which contributed to
that cycle, and walking with Jesus so that they may trust him for their
every need. After ten years of working among the poor in this
neighbourhood, the Nabess family’s experience is the best example of
fruitfulness in our ministry in this area.

As I have examined what the Bible has to say about the fruit of ministry
among the poor, I have noticed two types of fruit. The fruit of
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neighbourhoods being changed by the presence of God’s people and the
fruit of people actually escaping from poverty in the presence of God’s
people. The first is an emphasis on entire neighbourhoods being impacted
by the ministry of the church. The second is an emphasis on individuals
from our neighbourhoods finding restoration within the church.

a) Streets where people dwell

As we go into our cities asking God to show us the people he wants us to
love in practical ways, we are like yeast that has the potential to affect entire
neighbourhoods by our presence (Matthew 13:33). We will not simply affect the
individuals with whom we have contact, but will change the spiritual atmosphere
of the neighbourhoods in which we demonstrate God’s love. This is confirmed
by the fact that God’s promises to those who minister among the poor have more
to do with community than with individuals, even though it is to individuals that
we are sent. “Your people will rebuild the ancient ruins and will raise up the age-
old foundations; you will be called repairer of broken walls, restorer of streets
with dwellings.” (Isaiah 58:12-13)

God led Dianna to pray specifically for the Nabess family because they
are a large family who have many friends throughout our neighbourhood.
God certainly wants to see families changed, but he also wants to change
entire communities. To this end, he leads us strategically in a way which
best impacts each street for Christ. This is how the church’s reputation in
each of our neighbourhoods can become that of a repairer and restorer of
lives and of the community. The fruit God is after is neighbourhoods, cities
and nations, and he is sending us out to reach specific people so that entire
neighbourhoods may be transformed by the advance of God’s kingdom.

b) The blessing of belonging

Another type of fruit for those who minister among the poor is seeing
individuals restored to dignity, function and provision within the body of
Christ. In chapter three, we touched on a few passages which describe the
church as the best place to find generous provision for one’s own needs.
Both James and John define the only correct response to a brother in need
as being one of sacrificial generosity (James 2:14-17; 1 John 3:16-19). If a
brother needs food or clothes and others in his fellowship are aware of it,

Sharing in God’s Promises: The Fruit and the Rewards
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that brother should surely find provision. Let it never be said about the
body of Christ that the poor in our midst are ignored or resented. The
church should be the safest place for a person in need.

Later, in chapter five, we looked at how the early church responded to
the poor in their midst. The book of Acts illustrates how radically the church
behaved to ensure that no one within the fellowship of believers was in
need. “Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had
need.” (Acts 2:45) The result was that after the church had grown to at
least 10,000 people, including women and children (Acts 4:4), it could be
said that “there were no needy persons among them.” (Acts 4:34) It is not
because they kept poor people out. It is because they understood that the
poor must be restored to God’s purposes in the kingdom of God.

c) Fruit to be counted

From a poor person’s perspective, being restored in a church body
is the blessing of belonging. But from the church’s perspective, it is the
fruit of the poor being added to the body of Christ. I differentiate between
the two because it is not unheard of for a church to resent the needs and
issues that poor people bring with them. At times, poor people have even
been made to feel ashamed of their neediness rather than embraced in
churches they visited. We should rejoice when the poor attend our
fellowships as it means more souls have been saved from the bondage of
the enemy. We can then care for their needs just as we would naturally
care for released prisoners-of-war.

At Bombay Baptist Church, they have seen many needy people added
to their church, and have also seen those people excel in the supportive
family environment. One man, after his release from prison, was able to
go through BBC’s foundation course and has been saved, baptised and
added to their church. In another area of BBC’s ministry among the poor,
three drug addicts were rehabilitated, two of them then completing a
Bible school curriculum and finding full employment. These are blessings
for the poor, but the fruit of ministry for the body of Christ.
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Rewards from the Lord

Proverbs 19:17 says, “He who is kind to the poor lends to the LORD,
and he will reward him for all that he has done.” The Bible speaks of two
kinds of rewards for those who minister among the poor: present blessings
and blessings in heaven. Such blessings are not meant to be our focus, but
are meant to encourage and propel us to deeper experiences of trust and
generosity in our relationships with the poor.

Most of the verses on this subject deal with the present blessings. In fact,
God promises a literal banquet of blessings to those who are a blessing to the
poor. Then when our race is run, we will receive even more rewards in heaven.

a) Our future inheritance

Jesus referred to the reward we will receive in heaven when dealing
with the human tendency to be kind to others simply so that they will be
kind to us – the “I’ll scratch your back and you scratch mine” motivation.
Jesus had little time for this approach to life. He taught that loving those
who love us and doing good to those who are good to us and lending to
people from whom we expect repayment is no better than what “sinners”
do (Luke 6:32-36). We should love those who hate us and do good to those
who mistreat us and lend to our enemies expecting to get nothing back!
Why? Because we have a reward in heaven which frees us from the need
to receive reciprocation for the good we do in this world.

Jesus deals with this theme in the context of ministry among the poor
in a later passage.

“Then Jesus said to his host, ‘When you give a luncheon or dinner, do
not invite your friends, your brothers or relatives, or your rich neighbours;
if you do, they may invite you back and so you will be repaid. But when
you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and
you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at
the resurrection of the righteous.’ ” (Luke 14:12-14)

We do not minister among the poor so that they will give something
back. Our reward is not their progress, and nor is their progress a condition
for our ministry. We love them expecting nothing back from them, knowing
God will repay us for the time and energy it takes to love those who cannot
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reciprocate. But here is the good news – we do not have to wait for heaven
to experience the pleasure God has in those who minister among the poor.

b) Present blessings

Thankfully, our expectation of heavenly blessings does not mean that
God will leave us with declining resources until he replenishes them in
heaven. He promises abundant provision and blessing for those who are
ministering among the poor – for here and now! God instructs his people to
“Give generously to him [‘a poor man’ (v.7)] and do so without a grudging
heart; then because of this the LORD your God will bless you in all your
work and in everything you put your hand to.” (Deuteronomy 15:10) How
all-encompassing can God get? Blessed in everything we put our hand to!
That is very encouraging.

For the first nine years of my involvement among the poor in our
neighbourhood, I drove a Dodge Omni. Putting it kindly, the Omni is not
known for its resale value. Putting it more realistically, the Omni has been
considered a poor excuse for an automobile since its first years on the
market. The national repair record for Omnis is horrendous, although it is
easy to find spare parts for them – in scrap yards! Popular opinion is that
you ought not to drive them beyond walking distance of a city and should
not count on being able to trade them in for a reduction in the price of your
next vehicle. They are not considered very good cars.

Yet in all my years of driving my Omni, it never needed major repair
work. It needed general maintenance work; but it never needed major work
and never cost me any major repair bills. It was a great car. People would
display visible shock when I told them about the cross-country trips I took
in that little car. People could not believe how good the body was and how
dependably it ran. My friends’ cars fell by the wayside while my little
Omni chugged along.

I believe that my Omni was a fulfilment of Deuteronomy 15:10. God
blessed the car I put my hand to. God has blessed my family and myself in
many ways, and as I work among the poor, I do it with a definite expectation
that God will bless the everyday things of my life.
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The blessings of his presence

In Chapter One, I said that if we want to know God more intimately,
we must draw near to his dwelling places among the poor. As we do so,
more of his blessings spill into our lives. Isaiah 58:6-11 is like a catalogue
of blessings from God for those who help the poor. It seems suitable to end
this book with a brief glimpse at the overflowing pleasure of God in those
who embrace his heart for the poor. God loves to give to those whom he
never meant to be in want, and when we become partners with him, God
delights in demonstrating that same extravagant generosity in our own lives!

“Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice
and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke?
Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer
with shelter – when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not turn away from
your own flesh and blood? Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and
your healing will quickly appear; then your righteousness will go before you,
and the glory of the LORD will be your rear guard. Then you will call, and the
LORD will answer; you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I. If you do
away with the yoke of oppression, with the pointing finger and malicious talk,
and if you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the
oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become
like the noonday. The LORD will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs in
a sun-scorched land and will strengthen your frame. You will be like a well-
watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail.” (Isaiah 58:6-11)

Healing, sanctification, protection, guidance, help in trouble,
illumination, refreshment, sustenance and stability. It is all there, promised
to those who “spend themselves” and their resources on the poor. They are
exciting promises which make it possible for us to keep on giving and
never run out of resources. How can this be? It is because we are touching
the heart of God as we minister among the poor, and as we touch God in
humble obedience to his word, he promises to reach out to us.

My prayer is that as more Christians embrace the scriptures we have
examined in this book, our hearts will increasingly reflect God’s heart for
the poor and we will see our world transformed as men, women and children
are restored to the place of provision and love that God wants all of us to
find in him.
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