
CHAPTER 5

GOOD NEWS FOR THE POOR:
CHRISTIAN INFLUENCES

ON SOCIAL WELFARE

Mary Anne Poe

For the United States of America, the wealthiest and most powerful coun-
try in the world, the question of what to do about the poor in our midst is
a haunting question. How do the poor impact our economy and political
system—our freedom and well-being—our rights and privileges? How does
American prosperity affect the poor? The United States has to address the
problem because of concern for the very ideals that are American. It also
has to address the problem because widespread poverty leads inevitably to
social unrest.

For Christians, the question of what to do about the poor raises
even more critical concerns. How does God want the poor to be treated?
What does the Bible say? What is our responsibility as individuals and
as part of the church to our poor neighbors? How should Christians try
to influence the political and economic systems?

Social welfare programs and policies are a response to questions that
arise in each generation. Why should we care about the poor? How do we
determine who deserves help and who does not? Should we attempt to
change individual hearts or change social structures in order to alleviate
poverty? Who is responsible for the poor? Programs and policies always
reflect our values about the nature of poor people and our responsibility
to them. What we do as a society about poverty, what programs and poli-
cies we develop, depends on how we answer these questions.

Like music in a symphony, there have been themes that recur in the
relationship between programs and policies that serve the poor and the
belief systems that inform them. The political, economic, and social
context gives shape to particular programs and policies that emphasize
specific beliefs that vary in different historic periods. Political, economic,
and social conditions interact with belief systems in unpredictable ways
at various times to influence views of poverty (Dobelstein, 1986). This
chapter highlights some of those themes as they have been experienced
through history and how Christian faith and practice have intersected
with the public arena to address needs.
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Biblical Principles Regarding the Poor

The Bible records God’s revelation to people and how humans have
responded to God. The biblical record, taken as a whole, supports spe-
cific principles about what it means to be human and how humans should
relate to God, to other people, and to the environment. Some of the fun-
damental premises in the biblical record set the stage for social welfare
history. These basic premises have been described in more detail by oth-
ers (Keith-Lucas, 1989; Sider, 1999), but generally include the following:

• Humans are created beings designed for relationship with oth-
ers. They are interdependent.

• God is concerned for justice and right relationships among people.
• In these relationships humans can do great good or great harm.
• Humans have the ability and responsibility to choose, perhaps

not their particular life circumstances, but how they will respond
to their life circumstances.

• Humans have value and dignity.
• Work is a natural part of human nature and contributes to one’s

sense of worth and dignity.
• The ability to create wealth is a gift.
• Material and environmental resources should be shared. They do

not “belong” to any one person or group. Stewardship is the hu-
man responsibility to share resources fairly.

• God has a special concern for those who are disadvantaged.

The earliest biblical records reveal distinctive guidelines for the care
of the poor. The guidelines are shaped by the covenant relationship of a
people with their God who represented love and justice. If God is Cre-
ator, then all human life should be treated with respect and care. This is
a way to honor God. The guidelines apply not only to individuals and
families, but also to the larger community and society.

The ancient Hebrew idea of charity, tsedekah, is directly related to
the concept of justice (Morris, 1986). The helper benefited from the act
of charity as well as the one receiving help. It was a reciprocal benefit
that balanced relationships between people. In the Scriptures, God speci-
fied the need for interdependent relationships and charity was an aspect
of this. The prophet Micah summed up this principle by stating, “He
has showed you, O people, what is good. And what does the Lord re-
quire of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with
your God” (Micah 6:8). God intended that society benefit by sharing
resources among all its members in a just and equitable way.

The Old Testament law specified how the community should pro-
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vide care and to whom. God’s people were supposed to be hospitable to
strangers and foreigners (Exodus 22:21; Hebrews 13:2). The Sabbath
and Jubilee years restored property and maintained a more equitable
distribution of resources (Leviticus 25; Exodus 21: 1-11; Deuteronomy
15: 12-18). Those with wealth were supposed to leave grains in the
fields for the poor (Leviticus 19: 9-10). Communities and families cared
for widows and orphans (Deuteronomy 14: 28-29; 26:12). They were to
offer kind treatment to slaves and debtors and provide a means for them
to gain their freedom (Deuteronomy 15). Lenders were to make loans
without charging interest (Exodus 22: 25; Deuteronomy 15: 1-11).

God is known for avenging the mistreatment of the weak (Psalm
9:8, 12, 16; 10: 17-18). The prophets railed against the people and na-
tions that failed to behave mercifully and justly with the poor. They
voiced words of judgment when the laws were ignored (Isaiah 59: 15;
Ezekiel 34: 1-6; Amos 4: 1-3; Amos 5: 21-24; Zechariah 7: 8-14; Malachi
3:5). Those who could work were expected to do so, but the laws were
aimed at the community and required the kind of compassion toward
the poor that God himself had demonstrated. God’s word strongly as-
serts that God is just and wants people to behave in a just and caring
way toward one another, and especially toward the weak (Sider, 1999).

The New Testament added a new and more challenging idea to the
care of the poor. Jesus’ life serves as a model for all to follow. The four
Gospels record the behavior of Jesus toward those who were disenfran-
chised. The message to those who will hear it is to “follow Jesus,” do
what Jesus did. Jesus asked his followers to love others as he loved. The
reason to care about the poor is not simply the reciprocal benefit of
charity or obedience to the Old Testament laws, but one’s commitment
to God. One cares about others, especially the poor, not because it brings
benefit but because that person in need is made in the image of God:
“Whatever you do for one of the least of these, you did for me” (Mat-
thew 25:40).

The New Testament also proclaims God’s concern for justice. Jesus
announced his mission in his first public message in the synagogue in
Nazareth. He read from the prophet Isaiah,

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim
freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to
release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor
(Luke 4:18-19).

His ministry was characterized by attention to the weak and help-
less and oppressed. The early church adopted the same standard of care
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so that “there was no poverty among them, because people who owned
land or houses sold them and brought the money to the apostles to give
to others in need” (Acts 4:34). The apostle James warned the church
about unequal distribution of material resources (James 5: 1-6) and about
prejudicial treatment based on one’s social class (James 2: 1-17).

The Bible supports the value of work and the accompanying idea
that one’s ability to create wealth is a gift. Adam and Eve worked in the
Garden even before their fall into sin. The story of Job shows that wealth
can be transitory and is subject to God’s control. Jesus himself worked
as a carpenter. The apostle Paul admonishes believers to “settle down
and get to work and earn your own living,” and “whoever does not
work should not eat” (II Thessalonians 3: 10-12).

Social Welfare History in Western Societies

Biblical principles about human relationships and God’s will for
humans have had a profound impact on social welfare history in the
Western Hemisphere. The earliest records of church life reveal radical
efforts to be sure that material and spiritual needs were met. The book
of Acts states that material resources were shared in the community so
that none were needy. The early church stressed the need to provide
help to the poor even if some that were helped were not deserving of it.
The church was a “haven of vital mutual aid within the pagan environ-
ment” (Troeltsch, 1960, p. 134).

The charity of the early church was formulated in small Christian
communities that had little or no influence on the state in the early
years under Roman rule. Christianity began with many, but not all,
members from the poorer classes because most people were from these
ranks (Stark, 1996). The aim was to show God’s love. The church was
not a political movement and thus not necessarily directed at prompt-
ing social reform.

The human tendency of those with sufficient means to try to distin-
guish the deserving from the undeserving emerged regularly and in con-
trast to the earliest biblical teachings. Some early Christian leaders responded
to this human tendency toward judgment. Chrysostom of Antioch in the
fourth century was a strong advocate for charity based on the need of the
giver to share. He was concerned with the heart of the giver and the need
for those who had sufficient means to share with those who did not. Gre-
gory of Nanzianus believed that a lack of care for the poor was a greater sin
than giving to the undeserving poor (Keith-Lucas, 1989). The tension be-
tween the idea of charity as a need of the giver’s soul and charity to simply
meet the needs of the poor has existed throughout social welfare history.
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As Christianity spread through the Roman Empire and beyond, it
began to exert more influence on political, economic, and social poli-
cies. Thus, by the time Constantine institutionalized Christianity as the
“state” religion, biblical ideas of justice and charity held some political
power. By the Middle Ages, the church and state were enmeshed with
the church taking the lead role in the care of the poor as well as many
other matters of political or economic interest. Over time the church’s
initial interest in showing God’s care for the poor was overshadowed by
interest in maintaining a seat of power in the political arena. After the
Middle Ages, the church’s power diminished. The Renaissance, the In-
dustrial Revolution, the Enlightenment, and the Modern Era all had the
effect of shifting political and economic power from the church to more
secular entities. The locus of control for social welfare shifted as well.

Who Is Responsible for the Social Welfare?

A major theme through history has addressed the question of who
is responsible for the poor. As Christianity developed and became more
institutionalized, the social welfare system also developed. The church
provided social services–not always with compassion or justice-but nev-
ertheless motivated by biblical imperatives. It amassed an enormous
amount of property after Constantine’s rule and through the Middle
Ages, some of which was to be used for the benefit of the poor. The
bishop of each diocese was the patron for the poor (Troeltsch, 1960).
Hospitals, hospices and sanctuary were typical services provided by the
church for those who did not get aid through the feudal system (Keith-
Lucas, 1989). Tithing was a prominent aspect of life in the church. Usu-
ally one-third of the tithe was designated for the care of the poor (Dolgoff,
1997). The giving of charity became a way to earn one’s salvation.

The state was reluctant to assume responsibility for the poor early
in western history. In England, The Statute of Labourers in 1349 was
the first law enacted that gave government the responsibility. The value
of work and a person’s responsibility to provide for family dominated its
formulation. The law’s intent was less charitable than a means to con-
trol labor and the behaviors of poor people (Dolgoff, 1997). A series of
Poor Laws followed the Statute of Labourers from its passage in 1349 to
the mid-1800s. The shift had begun from church responsibility for the
poor to government responsibility. Beginning with the Poor Laws, the
state gradually accepted a role in oversight. The church and its biblical
understandings, though, helped to shape the laws because the bishops
sat in the House of Lords and government officials were drawn from the
clergy. As government involvement increased, church acceptance of re-
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sponsibility slowly abated (Popple and Leighninger, 1993). However,
individual church members or clergy continued to provide leadership
and personnel for the actual work of relief.

Social Control

The need for order has had great popularity during certain periods
of time as a way to control the poor. Reasons and motives for helping
the poor are numerous. On one extreme is the biblical imperative to
love as God loved. Christian believers have Jesus as a model for how to
care about the most marginalized and oppressed people. Biblical injunc-
tions include doing justice, showing mercy, valuing every life regardless
of circumstances, and personal responsibility and freedom to behave in
a manner that contributes to the good of all. At the same time a reason
for helping the poor developed out of a need to regulate the social and
economic order, to encourage productive work and discourage depen-
dency. The Poor Laws were, in part, designed to regulate labor and the
migration of people from one community to another. Minimum wage
laws and various tax laws are also a means to regulate poverty through
control of the economic system (Piven & Cloward, 1971).

Reasons for helping the poor and efforts toward that end can begin
with the best of intentions and after time become sidetracked. The poor
can be hurt by the very efforts designed to help. Assistance given in the
name of Christ but not in the spirit of Christ is perhaps capable of doing
the greatest harm (Keith-Lucas, 1989; Perkins, 1993). Those who profess
to help, yet are judgmental, patronizing, or cruel, do not reflect the man-
ner of help prescribed by God. Some would argue that the emergence of
state-operated “help” for the poor tended to shift the emphasis from one
of charity as outlined by the model of Jesus to one of social control.

Personal Responsibility

During the period of the Protestant Reformation in the church, the
culture changed from an agrarian one built on a communitarian spirit
to an industrial society focused on individual rights and responsibility.
Families were more isolated and less interdependent. Understanding of
many biblical principles was shifting as well. Rather than the one Holy
Catholic Church representing the biblical tradition and having author-
ity to interpret biblical principles, the reform movement sanctioned in-
dividual responsibility to God for understanding and interpreting scrip-
ture and for how to live one’s faith. Martin Luther, John Calvin, and the
Anabaptists stressed personal salvation and church authority became
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less hierarchical. Anyone who had faith could relate to God and inter-
pret the Bible. Though all Christian groups continued to give consider-
ation to the poor, the emphasis on personal responsibility meant that
the poor, too, were responsible to live holy lives. God would bless faith-
ful believers (Keith-Lucas, 1989).

The reformers were outraged at the abuses of power perpetrated by
the church. They decried the greed of the ecclesiastical establishment and
sought to restore biblical concern for individual dignity and faith (Cou-
ture, 1991). The perspective on social welfare was also shifting. Biblical
imperatives to show compassion and mercy had ebbed in relation to the
need to urge the poor toward personal responsibility and labor. The “prin-
ciple of less eligibility” established in the Poor Laws continued to ensure
that those who labored would not have less material resources than those
who received aid (Dolgoff, 1997, p. 61). Rigorous scrutiny and early means
tests prevented those who were considered “undeserving” from enjoying
the benefits of aid. The theology of the Protestant Reformation focused
on personal salvation and holiness, challenged church authority as it had
been practiced by Roman Catholics, and encouraged hard work and thrifti-
ness. The Protestant work ethic became the standard applied to poor people
and to social welfare programs.

The English Poor Laws crossed the Atlantic and shaped the social
welfare system in the American colonies (Trattner, 1979; Axinn & Stern,
2001). Still, the Judeo-Christian tradition provided the philosophical
basis for treatment of the poor (Hugen, 1998). Biblical principles, though
often misconstrued in actual practice, remained the rationale for the
system that existed. The biblical belief in the value of work and the
responsibility to care for one’s family became the dominant philosophi-
cal basis for almost all social welfare programs. Principles that were
powerfully informed by the life and work of Jesus and the early church,
however, were weakened by the traditions of church and society.

Personal Regeneration and Social Change

Two religious movements of the nineteenth century had particular influence
on the administration of social welfare. The first of these was revivalism. The
periods of the Great Awakenings stressed personal regeneration and holiness.
Those transformed by the power of God were called to service in the world.
The goal for the revivalist was dynamic Christian faith that would change
society as a whole. George Whitefield and George Muller established orphan-
ages. Jonathan Edwards advocated for American Indians who were being
exploited by settlers. Many leaders of the abolitionist movement were prod-
ucts of revivals, including Harriet Beecher Stowe, John Woolman, and Charles
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Finney (Cairns, 1986). Numerous social ministries emerged as a result of
spiritual revivals. These included urban mission centers, abolitionist societ-
ies, the Salvation Army, the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), and Volunteers of America
(Timothy Smith, 1976; Maguson, 1977; Cairns, 1986). The revivals sparked
concern for the spiritual salvation of souls and also for the overall welfare of
society (Cairns, 1986; Poe, 2002).

The second religious trend affecting social welfare practices in the
nineteenth century was the social gospel movement (Trattner, 1979).
Theological liberalism of the nineteenth century was an attempt to make
the Christian tradition congruent with the prevailing scientific natural-
ism of the day. Theologians like Walter Rauschenbusch and Washing-
ton Gladden articulated this theology for the academy. Charles Sheldon
popularized it with his novel, In His Steps. Interestingly, a phrase from
this book, “What would Jesus do?” re-emerged in evangelical Christian
circles in the last decade of the twentieth century (Poe, 2002). The so-
cial gospel focused on building the kingdom of God on earth. It adopted
the popular scientific methodologies of the day and hoped for social
change based on humanitarian ideals rather than regenerate hearts.

This more liberal theology called into question long-standing “fun-
damentals” of the faith. The nature of Scripture and the doctrines of cre-
ation and Christology were subjected to scientific analysis. Liberal the-
ologies minimized the supernatural aspects of faith while more conserva-
tive theologies emphasized them. The divergent theologies caused the
two groups to disassociate from each other in their works of service in the
world. Whereas liberal theologies contributed to the rise of the profes-
sion of social work and increased governmental oversight of social wel-
fare (Wenocur & Reisch, 1989), conservative theologies focused on church
growth, evangelism and the future kingdom of God, and distanced them-
selves from secular attempts to reform society by good works.

Philosophies dominant in the twentieth century in the United States—
naturalism, materialism, and capitalism—do not necessarily reflect a Chris-
tian worldview that demands care for others because they are valued cre-
ations of God. These philosophies emphasize productivity, the value of
work and wealth, and order in society. The profession of social work,
though, espouses values of celebrating the worth and dignity of every
person regardless of their circumstances. As David Sherwood asserts, it is
only fair to ask of the profession “where did these values come from and
what gives them moral authority?” (Sherwood, 1997, p. 122).
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Social Casework and Social Reform

The growth of the profession of social work in the late nineteenth
century illustrates another recurring dilemma. Can poverty be eliminated
by helping one person at a time—the social casework method? Or is pov-
erty best fought by social reform as reflected in the settlement house move-
ment? Through history, both approaches have been used by church and
state. The early church functioned as a community in which no one had
need (Acts 4:32-34). The Great Awakenings of the nineteenth century
resulted in organized efforts to change aspects of the social order such as
abolishing slavery. At other times, the focus was on one individual poor
person at a time. For many Christians, poverty is simply a spiritual matter
healed by spiritual regeneration. As people are converted, society itself
will be transformed. This thinking especially dominates some forms of
evangelicalism. For other Christians, poverty is a reflection of an unjust
society that needs reform. Conversion of individual souls is not the focus
for these Christians, but rather social action.

The state also has approached aid to the poor by addressing individual
needs for change as well as changing social structures. Income transfer pro-
grams are directed at individual poor people who deserve aid to enable
them to rise above poverty level. Programs such as Head Start, though,
reflect a broader institutional effort to change the nature of the poor com-
munity to allow more equal opportunity in the market place. The Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of
1996 captured both of these methods to some extent, though the emphasis
is clearly individual reform. In this Act, assistance is time-limited with ex-
pectations that the poor will enter the labor market quickly. Individuals can
lose benefits if they do not comply with certain lifestyle rules. For example,
a mother under age eighteen must live at her parents’ home or in another
adult-supervised setting and attend school. Welfare mothers must identify
the fathers of their children and convicted drug felons need not apply. To
encourage steady employment, states can use funds for employment sup-
ports like childcare. Tax laws and minimum wage laws are examples of
addressing the economic system in order to reduce poverty. The Earned
Income Tax Credit is an example of a policy that “helps the poor, rewards
work, strengthens the family, and discourages welfare” (Sider, 1999, p. 103).

The Welfare State

The early twentieth century was a period of growth and prosperity
for the nation, which was still relatively young. As the free market
economy matured, the United States clearly represented the land of op-
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portunity. Immigrants flooded the borders. Natural resources abounded
for the consumption of the relatively small population and a political
system based on liberty and justice for all created an environment in
which anyone supposedly could succeed. By the twentieth century the
state was established as the primary caretaker for the poor and in this
role often overlooked the contributions made by faith-based organiza-
tions (Vanderwoerd, 2002).

A prosperous nation or person tends to have little tolerance for those
who cannot or do not succeed. Though Judeo-Christian ideology was
still a strong undercurrent for most American life at this time, the increas-
ing strength of liberalism, materialism, and capitalism deeply impacted
public welfare policy (Dobelstein, 1986). The American ideals of rugged
individualism and hard work suggested that the poor simply needed the
influence and advice of those who had succeeded. Material relief was
viewed as more handicap than aid. Many felt that material relief and ill-
informed charity promoted laziness and pauperism (Wilson, 1996).

The Depression of the 1930s presented an occasion to question views
that held individuals alone responsible for their poverty. American soci-
ety confronted the reality that poverty often was a consequence of the
condition of the economic system rather than simply believing that pov-
erty resulted from immoral living or unwise personal decisions. Congress
responded with the Social Security Act in 1935 and other New Deal legis-
lative acts that addressed economic needs. The Social Security Act as-
sured aid to the elderly, the needy, the blind, and dependent children. The
New Deal established responsibility for the poor firmly in the seat of gov-
ernment (Trattner, 1979; Levitan, Mangum, & Mangum, 1998).

While faith-based groups continued to provide much relief, the ulti-
mate authority in American society for developing social welfare program-
ming was given to government. What had begun to happen in the latter
part of the Middle Ages and during the Industrial Revolution with the Poor
Laws was complete. Certainly the philosophical basis for society paying
attention to the poor still had some connection with the Judeo-Christian
tradition of charity, but in reality the principle of stabilizing the economy
and maintaining social order guided policy making. Government had de-
cided that poverty would always be an issue and that it was the role of
government to give oversight (Levitan, Mangum & Mangum, 1998).

Government policies and programs established rigorous means tests
to determine a person’s eligibility for aid. The presumption persisted
that many recipients of aid were out to defraud the generosity of others.
The “principle of less eligibility” remained. Aid provided subsistence
support but nothing more. Processes for accessing aid were often de-
signed to protect the system rather than serve the needs of the poor.
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Social welfare had changed quite dramatically from that demonstrated
by early Christian believers of the first few centuries after Christ.

Welfare policies since World War II have tended to sway back and
forth in levels of generosity. During the Johnson era, the War on Pov-
erty had the lofty vision of eradicating poverty. While its goals were
hardly attained, there is some evidence that this era established a safety
net for most of the poor (Trattner, 1979). At least most could be assured
of having food and basic medical care. In this period, solving the prob-
lem of poverty involved adjusting social and economic systems and pro-
viding services to support families.

The Reagan/Bush years of the 1980’s emphasized different priori-
ties. Poverty was still a problem, but the goal was to eradicate depen-
dency. Programs and services were designed to relieve the federal gov-
ernment of responsibility for the poor and to turn welfare recipients
into full participants in the regular market economy. When Clinton be-
came President the goal was to “end welfare as we know it.” Welfare
reform legislation passed in 1996 with the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). This Act essentially
ended the federal guarantee of help for poor families with dependent
children (Mink, 1999; Dolgoff, 1997). It shifted the administration of
relief from the federal government to states in block grants. The Act was
predicated on the belief that poor relief could be better managed closer
to home. The 1996 welfare reform legislation also assumed that the free
market system was a level playing field where the poor could be moti-
vated toward self-sufficiency (Wilson, 1996).

The Importance of Social, Political, and Economic Context

The years of the Depression that caused the nation to realize the
need for a federalized system of public welfare had faded out of memory.
Many people believed that the welfare system created in the 1930’s
spawned a different and dangerous set of values from the American ide-
als of work, independence, and family. Much in the United States had
changed since the earliest European settlements. The economic system
was mature and now dominated worldwide markets. Society had evolved
from an agrarian one to an industrial one to a technological and global
one. Furthermore, the nation that had begun with decidedly Judeo-Chris-
tian values had become more and more pluralistic and postmodern. These
changes in culture influenced the treatment of the poor and the pro-
grams and policies formulated to address their needs. The evangelical
Christian focus on personal salvation and holiness reinforced the Ameri-
can belief system that each person must be independent and self-suffi-



74 Mary Anne Poe

cient. Conservative political and economic analysts, such as Charles
Murray and Lawrence Mead, ascribed the ills of poverty to the “negative
effects of welfare” (Wilson, 1996, p. 164).

The twentieth century had ushered in welfare states, both in the United
States and in Europe. A difference in the social welfare systems is found in
the fundamentally different premises of American and European thought
and the very different political and economic contexts. The two contexts
illustrated by the United States and Europe after World War II demonstrate
the power of the political, economic, and social context in shaping social
welfare policies. After World War II, Europe was devastated. The entire
society needed to be rebuilt. The United States, in contrast, had not experi-
enced as much loss during the war. The Depression that preceded the war
had ended and American values of independence and productivity domi-
nated. American welfare has tended to focus on particular groups, such as
the aged, blind, disabled, or orphaned. The “doctrine of less eligibility”
prevails and the valuing of rugged individualism dominates. The European
system places more emphasis on a communitarian belief system. Conse-
quently, social welfare in Europe tends to be more generous and more in-
clusive. Social benefits related to health care, housing, child care, employ-
ment, and income support tend to be applicable to the entire population
rather than limited benefits targeted to particular groups as in the United
States (Wilson, 1996; Pedersen, 1993).

Faith-Based Initiatives

George W. Bush came into office as President in 2000 with a call for
“compassionate conservatism.” Those with biblical faith have always
been concerned for the poor, but with the rise of the modern welfare
states in the United States and Europe, the church has not prioritized a
corporate responsibility for social welfare policies and programs. Since
welfare reform in 1996 and the election of George W. Bush, the state is
revisiting the idea of collaboration. Charitable Choice provisions in the
welfare reform legislation of 1996 opened possibilities again for part-
nerships between church and state in caring for the poor (Sider, 1999;
Sherwood, 1998; Hodge, 2000).

In January 2001, President Bush established the White House Of-
fice of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives (OFBCI). He appealed to
the old Judeo-Christian tradition of compassion and care for the poor
and to the old economic and political view that the poor are often best
helped by non-governmental services. The assignment for this office
was to strengthen the collaboration of government with faith-based or-
ganizations providing social services. The Charitable Choice provisions
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of the PRWORA of 1996 had opened the doors to partnership between
government and faith communities that had essentially been closed since
the New Deal of the 1930’s (Vanderwoerd, 2002; Sherwood, 1998; Sider,
1999; Hodge, 2000). This raised again the question of who is respon-
sible to care for the poor and how is help best given.

Global Context

Christians believing the call to follow Jesus should be very con-
cerned about global poverty. For the richest and most powerful nation
on earth to be knowledgeable about devastating poverty in some na-
tions and continue to live in its ease evokes the prophetic voice of the
Old Testament: “Away with your hymns of praise! They are only noise
to my ears. I will not listen to your music, no matter how lovely it is.
Instead I want to see a mighty flood of justice, a river of righteous living
that will never run dry” (Amos 5:23). “I despise the pride and false
glory of Israel, and I hate their beautiful homes. I will give this city and
everything in it to their enemies” (Amos 6:8).

Biblical faith calls Christians to practice good citizenship by being
engaged in the public discourse about social welfare policies and pro-
grams and the impact of all policies on the poor in the world. The real-
ity for the twenty-first century is a global economy. It is this political
and economic context that will shape U.S. policy in the years ahead.
Today, social welfare policies are inevitably linked to the global market-
place. Minimum wage laws, immigration laws, labor and trade laws will
all influence how the poor are treated in the United States as well as
around the world. The relationship of faith-based organizations and their
provision of social services with the government system of social ser-
vices will also continue to be a dominant theme.

Conclusion

The biblical narrative primarily challenges the non-poor to create
conditions for the poor that are just and caring. God does not allow the
prosperous to simply wallow in their comfort. In so doing, they become
oppressors. Rather, God wants people to have open hands and hearts to
the poor, to overflow with generosity and concern. The responsibility is
given to family, friends, and community to offer “a liberal sufficiency so
that their needs are met” (Sider, 1999, p. 70).

Details of time and place vary dramatically. Social, political, religious,
and economic systems create contexts that warrant a variety of methods
and approaches to dealing with poverty and influence understanding of



76 Mary Anne Poe

the poor. The Bible says that we will have the poor with us always
(Deuteronomy 15:11; Matthew 26:11). The biblical imperative to care for
the poor and the weak in a manner that empowers them and values their
worth and dignity as persons has not changed. What distinguishes fol-
lowers of Christ is a fundamental commitment to continually work to
support the most vulnerable members of society for all are God’s children
and made in God’s image. Whether it is organizing a soup kitchen or
challenging tax policies, the call of God for Christians is to bring good
news to the poor. This is the mission for social workers as well.
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