
In Search of a Better 

Understanding of Poverty 

 

 

A Call to Action 

Southwest Texas Chapter of the 

Methodist Federation for Social Action 
 

August 2010 



 

 



In Search of a Better Understanding of Poverty 

i 

August 30, 2010 

 
Table of Contents 

 

Acknowledgements. ............................................................................................................... ii 

Introduction. ............................................................................................................................ 1 

Definition of Poverty. .............................................................................................................. 1 

 Poverty in the United States. ............................................................................................ 1 

Factors Contributing to Poverty .............................................................................................. 2 

 Family History of Poverty. ................................................................................................. 2 

 Marginal Educational and Job Training Opportunities. .................................................... 3 

 Catastrophic Life Events. .................................................................................................. 4 

 Unjust Political/Economic Policies. ................................................................................... 4 

 Discrimination and Attitudes About the Poor. ................................................................... 6 

 Lack of Opportunity for Women and Unclean Water (Global Poverty). ........................... 6 

Dynamics of Access and Cycle. ............................................................................................. 7 

Biblical Basis for Addressing Poverty .................................................................................... 8 

 Love Our Neighbors. ......................................................................................................... 9 

 Jesus' Mission Statement ................................................................................................. 9 

 Our Mission: To Serve the Least of These. .................................................................... 10 

 Faith in Action. ................................................................................................................ 10 

 Charity and Justice. ........................................................................................................ 11 

 A Biblical Call for Action. ................................................................................................. 12 

Strategies for Action. ............................................................................................................ 12 

 Education of Others About Issues Relating to Poverty. ................................................. 12 

 Advocating for the Least Among Us. .............................................................................. 12 

 Actions to Support Persons Living in Poverty. ............................................................... 13 

Action Plan. .......................................................................................................................... 13 

Appendix A:  Major Strategy: Educating Others About Issues Relating to Poverty. ........... 14 

Appendix B:  Major Strategy: Advocating Stronger Legislation for Persons Living 

in Poverty ........................................................................................................................ 15 

Appendix C: 2009-2010 MFSA Program Resources. .......................................................... 16 

Bibliography. ......................................................................................................................... 17 

 

 



In Search of a Better Understanding of Poverty 

ii 

August 30, 2010 

 

Acknowledgements 
 

Our thanks to Kenneth Henry who led us through the process of organizing what we 

learned throughout this year-long study and helped us develop an action plan.  Special 

thanks to Deana Henry for her leadership as president and her persistence that led to this 

process.   

 

Thanks to the MFSA Executive Committee: 

Deana Henry   Richard Bates 

Rowland Curry  Kerry Stevens 

Anne Mund   Mike Renquist 

Janice Curry   Russell Harper 

George Holcombe 

 
Thanks to our Presenters: 

Russell Harper, MFSA Member, Reflections on Scripture 

  Sharon Lowe, Executive Director, Foundation for the Homeless 

  Richard Troxell, President, House the Homeless, Inc. 

Alan Graham, President, Mobile Loaves & Fishes, Inc. 

Rev. Paul Dubois, Coordinator, Open Door Ministries, University UMC  

Rob Borowski, Texas Impact 

Kathy Golson, Texas Department of Agriculture 

Andrew Smiley, Sustainable Food Center 

Dean Smith, Urban Connections, Austin 

 
And, a special thanks to our MFSA members who went on this journey with us. 
 



In Search of a Better Understanding of Poverty  

1 

August 30, 2010 

Introduction 

During our 2009-2010 study on poverty, the Southwest Chapter of the Methodist 

Federation for Social Action (MFSA) has attempted to better understand the challenges of 

poverty.  Poverty is a complex issue and our understanding of its root causes, contributing 

factors, and ways to alleviate it is incomplete.  This paper is a reflection of what we learned 

from speakers, documentaries, our experiences, and other resources addressing issues 

associated with poverty.  It is not intended to be a comprehensive work.  However, it can 

be an effective guide to help our members embark on an action plan to be in ministry with 

those living in poverty (See Appendices A and B).  A list of the 2009-2010 MFSA program 

resources and presenters can be seen in Appendix C.   

 

Definition of Poverty 

According to the World Bank, poverty is “pronounced deprivation in well-being”.1  The most 

common approach of measuring well-being is by comparing individuals‟ income or 

consumption with a defined threshold below which they are considered to be poor.  The 

World Bank defines poverty as "the state of living on less than $2 a day”.  According to 

2008 world poverty estimates, approximately 1.4 billion people (one in four) in the 

developing world lived on less than $1.25 a day in 2005.  Beyond being a quantifiable 

statistic, poverty can be defined more widely as lack of adequate nutrition, lack of 

employment, or lack of shelter.2  Poverty can also be thought of as lacking access to 

adequate medical care, being uneducated, and having an overall sense of powerlessness.  

Poverty factors include family history, trauma, limited opportunities, discrimination, and 

attitudes of dependency and apathy.  

Poverty in the United States 

How do we define “poor” in our country?  The U.S. government measures poverty by a 

narrow income standard that does not include other aspects of economic status, such as 

material hardship (for example, living in substandard housing) or debt, nor does it consider 

financial assets (including savings or property).  The official poverty measure is a specific 

dollar amount that varies by family size, but is the same across the continental U.S. 

The current poverty measure was established in the 1960s and is now widely 

acknowledged to be flawed.3  It was based on research indicating that families spent about 

one-third of their incomes on food – the official poverty level was set by multiplying food 

costs by three.  Since then, the figures have been updated annually for inflation, but have 

                                                            
1 World Bank. What is Poverty and Why Measure It? Retrieved July 13, 2010 from 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPA/Resources/429966-1259774805724/Poverty_Inequality_Handbook_Ch01.pdf 

2 Ajmera, Ripa. Social Poverty Factors. Retrieved July 12, 2010 from http://www.ehow.com/about_5389938_social-

poverty-factors.html 

3 Cauthen, Nancy K. 2007. Testimony on Measuring Poverty in America. Testimony before the House Subcommittee on 

Income Security and Family Support, Committee on Ways and Means. Aug. 1, 2007, Retrieved July 13, 2010 from 
http://www.nccp.org/publications/pub_752.html. 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPA/Resources/429966-1259774805724/Poverty_Inequality_Handbook_Ch01.pdf
http://www.ehow.com/about_5389938_social-poverty-factors.html
http://www.ehow.com/about_5389938_social-poverty-factors.html
http://webmail.austin.rr.com/do/redirect?url=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.nccp.org%252Fpublications%252Fpub_752.html
http://www.nccp.org/publications/pub_752.html
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otherwise remained unchanged.  According to the guidelines, the poverty level in 2010 is 

$22,050 a year for a family of four.4  The poverty guidelines are used to determine 

eligibility for public programs.  A similar but more complex measure is used for calculating 

poverty rates.  According to Census Bureau data, the U.S. poverty rate hit its highest level 

in 11 years in 2008.  The U.S. Census Bureau poverty data for 2008 (the most recent year 

for which data are available) indicated the following: 

 13.2% of Americans were living in poverty (12.5% in 2007). 

 39.8 million Americans were living in poverty in 2008 (37.3 million in 2007). 

 14.1 million children under the age of 18 lived in poverty (13.3 million in 2007). 

 Poverty was higher among blacks (24.7%) and Hispanics (23.2%) than among non-

Hispanic Whites (7.6%) and Asians (11.8%). 

The 2008 poverty rate for Texas was 16%, which was higher than the U.S. rate (13%).  

The Travis County poverty rate was 15% in 2008, which was lower than the Texas rate but 

higher than the U.S. rate.  Of the children attending public schools in Travis County in 

2008, 63% live below the poverty line.5  

 
Factors Contributing to Poverty 

Poverty is not just financial.  According to Ruby Payne, poverty is “the extent to which an 

individual does without resources”.6  Those resources are financial, emotional, mental, 

physical, spiritual, support systems, relationships, role models, and knowledge of hidden 

rules.  While the reasons that people live in poverty are many and varied, the following is a 

list of six factors contributing to poverty of which MFSA members have a better 

understanding after our 9-month study on poverty.  Root cause can be defined as the 

cause of a problem which, if adequately addressed, would prevent the recurrence of that 

problem.7  The factors listed here have been the focus of our studies, even though they 

may not technically be included in the definition of the root causes of poverty.8  

1) Family History of Poverty 

A family history of poverty is a major factor contributing to widespread poverty.  Those who 

are born to poor families are most at risk to remain poor and raise children who live in 

poverty.  Poor children are often victims of weak parenting skills and physical, emotional or 

                                                            
4 2009/2010 HHS Poverty Guidelines, US Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and 

Family. Retrieved on July 11, 2010 from http://liheap.ncat.org/profiles/povertytables/FY2010/popstate.htm 

5 2010 Poverty Fact Sheet, The Basic Needs Coalition of Central Texas. Pamphlet at the I Live Here I Give Here 

Community Needs Spotlight. The Face of Childhood Poverty: A Growing Problem in Central Texas, January 2010. 

6 Payne, Ruby (1996). A Framework for Understanding Poverty:  Highlands, TX. Aha! Process, Inc. 

7 What’s a Root Cause (January 2008). Retrieved July 13, 2010 from http://www.idcon.com/reliability-tips-81.html. 

8 The Nine Root Causes of Poverty. Partnership to End Poverty. Retrieved on July 11, 2010 from 

http://www.partnershiptoendpoverty.org/Research/9-Root-Causes-of-Poverty/. 

http://www.ehow.com/children/
http://www.ehow.com/about_5389938_social-poverty-factors.html
http://liheap.ncat.org/profiles/povertytables/FY2010/popstate.htm
http://www.idcon.com/reliability-tips-81.html
http://www.partnershiptoendpoverty.org/Research/9-Root-Causes-of-Poverty/
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sexual abuse.  When these poverty-stricken children grow up and become parents 

themselves, they often pass down not only abuse but also drug and alcohol addictions, 

unhealthy eating habits, poor discipline, and more to their children, who then pass along 

unhealthy habits to their own children.  This is how the familial cycle of poverty is created 

and repeats itself.9 

In 2008, approximately 14.1 million U.S children lived in poverty.  Those most vulnerable to 

poverty are children under the age of 5 born to single mothers.  Of these children, 30% live 

in poverty.10  In 2008, 41,000 children in Travis County lived with food insecurity, which is 

limited access to nutritious and safe food.  Females living in poverty are five times more 

likely to become single parents before the age of 21 than females who do not grow up in 

poverty. Males living in poverty are three times more likely to be incarcerated as adults 

than males who do not grow up in poverty. 

Organizations such as Foundation for the Homeless (FFN) in Austin, work with homeless 

families to secure housing and employment.  According to Sharon Lowe, the director, FFN 

collaborates with the faith communities and other non-profit agencies to try to break the 

cycle of poverty.11 

2) Marginal Educational and Job Training Opportunities 

Poor children are more likely than their more affluent peers to be raised by parents who 

have completed fewer years of education, and to grow up in households that are less 

cognitively stimulating.12  This results in chaos, neglect, and stress everyday for these 

children and their families.  In addition, children are subject to delayed development (such 

as much smaller vocabularies among preschoolers), lower levels of education completed, 

poor health, and high levels of psychological distress.  Quality early education 

programming can improve their school readiness and subsequent chances for school 

success, financial independence, and social stability. 

For adults, there is a lack of suitable access to educational and training programs 

designed to deliver training that is linked to opportunities for employment and income.13  In 

2008, 29% of Travis County adults without a high school diploma were living in poverty.14  

Adult education programs with free on-site child care are also important to improving 

financial independence.  Finding living wage jobs is a major concern for the poor.  In 

                                                            
9 Ajmera, Ripa, op. cit. 

10 See 2010 Poverty Fact Sheet. 

11 Lowe, Sharon (2010). Foundation for the Homeless. PowerPoint Presentation to MFSA at Saint John‟s UMC, Austin, 

TX. April 8, 2010. 

12 See The Nine Root Causes of Poverty. 

13 See The Nine Root Causes of Poverty. 

14 See 2010 Poverty Fact Sheet. 
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Austin, the living wage is $2,240 per month.15  Richard Troxell, with the Let’s Get to Work 

initiative, is working to create pathways to assist people experiencing homelessness to go 

through job training and end up in living wage jobs.16  

3) Catastrophic Life Events 

Either an individual catastrophic event or a cascade of events can lead to poverty.  Some 

of the catastrophic life events are war; earthquakes, hurricanes, or acts of nature; loss of 

job; and loss of health.  

Not only does war cause drastic life changes that result in poverty, but also the spending 

for war results in limited resources to spend on development that helps reduce future 

poverty.  According to William Sloane Coffin, “The real axis of evil: pandemic poverty, 

environmental degradation, and a world awash in weapons”.17 

Medical problems can be devastating to families without adequate health care, often 

leading to job loss and/or inadequate resources to cover the expenses of living.  Those 

affected most by lack of adequate health care are children and elders.  Every minute of 

every day 20 children die of hunger or diseases related to hunger globally.18 

Mental illness, if untreated, can result in homelessness and poverty.  Homelessness is a 

vicious downward spiral that can crush a person and end up consuming a person‟s life.  

Changes in one‟s life situation (i.e. loss of family members, loss of job, depression, 

alcohol, or drug abuse) can lead to this downward spiral of potentially productive people 

who would not choose this life for themselves.  Those on the streets, who are in need of 

medication, often go without medication.   

The loss of a job or even a short lay-off can have financially devastating effects.  Divorce is 

also a major contributor to poverty.  According to Alan Graham of Mobile Loaves and 

Fishes, “Loss of family is the cause of homelessness and poverty”.19 

4) Unjust Political/Economic Policies 

There are unjust economic and political systems in place that perpetuate social injustice 

for the poor, such as a lack of food, healthcare, and education; vulnerability to disease; 

                                                            
15 Troxell, Richard (2010). Let’s Get to Work. PowerPoint Presentation to the Methodist Federation for Social Action. 

January 14, 2010. 

16 Troxell, Richard (2009). Let’s Get to Work Forum and Initiative. Program from Presentation at First Baptist Church, 

Austin, TX. May 21, 2009. 

17 As quoted by Jim Winkler (May, 26, 2010). The Truth about Poverty, Faith in Action: News and Views from the United 

Methodist Board of Church and Society. 

18 San Damiano Foundation. When Did I See You Hungry. Quotes from movie. 

19 Graham, Alan (2010). Mobile Loaves and Fishes. Notes from Presentation to MFSA at Saint John‟s UMC, Austin, TX. 

May13, 2010. 
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and no access to land or financial capital.20  For most of the poorest people in the world, 

they are trapped within social, cultural, political, and economic systems that do not reward 

their labor.  Historically, people in the “ruling class” have wanted to prevent people at the 

bottom of the pyramid from organizing to maintain the power, the control, and the wealth 

that they have accumulated.21   

While taking care of those in need is considered valuable and honorable work, it masks the 

inequitable distribution of jobs, food, housing, and other valuable resources.  Successes 

are reported by non-profit organizations.  However, the focus on individual achievements 

of a few can distract us from looking at why there is not enough affordable housing, 

educational opportunities, and jobs for everyone.22 

The recent worldwide financial crisis is an example of a system where profit is the main 

consideration driving some businesses with insufficient concern for the people whose lives 

are impacted by unethical practices.  Economic democracy exists when organizations are 

owned and controlled by the people who work in them.23 

Drug-related issues and crime is the inverse of what one might expect.24  White youth are 

equally involved with drugs as their black counterparts, but our prisons are filled 

disproportionately with black and Hispanic young adults.  According to Michelle Alexander, 

the federal “War on Drugs”, instituted in 1982, has been waged almost exclusively in poor 

communities of color, even though studies consistently show that people of all color use 

and sell illegal drugs at remarkably similar rates.  Those persons who are convicted on 

drug charges (no matter how minor the offense) can be denied the right to vote, 

automatically excluded from juries, and legally discriminated against in employment, 

housing, access to education, and public benefits.  

According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, immigrants also experience unjust 

systems.  They perform some of the hardest, most dangerous jobs in our economy--for the 

least amount of pay.  They are routinely cheated out of their wages and denied basic 

protections in the workplace.  Immigrant women may also face the threat of sexual 

violence.25  The Austin Immigrant Rights Coalition promotes human rights, and racial, 

                                                            
20 Stearns, Richard (2009). A Hole in Our Gospel: The Answer That Changed My Life and Might Just Change the World: 

Dallas, TX: Thomas Nelson Press. 

21 Kivel, Paul (2007). The Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex. Social Service or 

Social Change. Cambridge, MA: South End Press. 

22 Kivel, Paul, op. cit. 

23 The Equality Trust. Economic Democracy. Retrieved July 12, 2010 from http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/take-

action/economic-democracy. 

24 Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: How the War on Drugs Gave Birth to a Permanent American Undercaste. 

Huffington Post, April, 21, 2010. 

25 Immigrant Justice. Southern Poverty Law Center. Retrieved on July 11, 2010 from http://www.splcenter.rg/what-we-do-

immigrant-justice/. 

http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/take-action/economic-democracy
http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/take-action/economic-democracy
http://www.splcenter.rg/what-we-do-immigrant-justice/
http://www.splcenter.rg/what-we-do-immigrant-justice/
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gender, and economic justice for immigrants.26 

5) Discrimination and Attitudes about the Poor 

Our attitudes toward the poor contribute to poverty.  Think of the true meaning of the word 

“responsibility”; it means the ability to respond, so one of the stereotypes of people who 

are poor is that they must be lazy, shiftless, and irresponsible.  In reality, that may be true.  

However, the poor are not able to respond to environments in which they find themselves 

in the same way that those with more abundant resources have choices. 

We often approach the poor from a perspective of “OTHERNESS”, if not outright 

SUPERIORITY.  “I‟m not one of them, but out of my relative affluence and great 

compassion, I will minister to them.”  As long as we can maintain that distance, that 

separation, from them, we are willing to help. 

Jesus spurned such attitudes.  He ate with tax collectors and other “sinners”.  He said, “In 

as much as you have done it to the least of these, you have done it unto me” (Matthew 

25).  Other great spiritual leaders also understand the toxicity of an US vs. THEM 

mentality.  “Find ways to be with those who are suffering by all means, including personal 

contact and visits, images, sound.  By such means, awaken yourself and others to the 

reality of suffering in the world” (Thich Nhat Hanh as presented by Sharon Lowe).  

Rev. Paul Dubois‟ Engaging in Ministry with the Poor: What a Difference a Preposition 

Makes addresses the critical difference between ministering TO the poor and ministering 

WITH the poor.  “Christ‟s followers are spiritually transformed through direct encounters 

with the poor”.27 

6) Lack of Opportunity for Women and Unclean Water (Global Poverty) 

High unemployment, lack of clean water, food insecurity, war, AIDS, malaria, and other 

diseases are just a few of the factors impacting people who live in third-world countries.  

About 1 of 7 people worldwide – 854 million people – do not have enough food to sustain 

them.  Approximately 25,000 people die each day of hunger or its related cause – about 9 

million people per year.  In addition, some 350 to 400 million children are hungry 

worldwide.28 

Approaches to addressing poverty in third world countries must be different than 

approaches in the U.S.  For example, clean water is a major issue in many countries, but 

this issue has largely been addressed in the U.S.  Malnutrition among children is another 

major issue in third-world countries, while the extent of hunger is much less in the U.S.  

                                                            
26 Possible Economic Justice Resources in Austin. Retrieved July 13, 2010 from http://www.austinirc.org/whoweare.html. 

27 Cannon, Mae Elise (2009). Social Justice Handbook: Small Steps for a Better World. InterVarsity Press: Downers 

Grove, IL. 

28
 Stearns, Richard (2009). A Hole in Our Gospel: The Answer That Changed My Life and Might Just Change the World: 

Dallas, TX: Thomas Nelson Press. 

http://www.austinirc.org/whoweare.html
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Programs such as World Vision and the Nobelity Project address the need for basic 

necessities, such as water and food, in African countries. 

Women and children in impoverished areas must spend much of their day walking to the 

nearest source of clean water, rather than having the time for education and small 

business development.  The construction of a nearby water source and schoolroom 

facilities can enable women and children to break the cycle of poverty.  According to 

CARE, a leading humanitarian organization fighting global poverty:29 

“Girls need our attention because they face a systematic denial of their right to 

education, and the repercussions could not be more serious.  In addition to the loss 

of opportunity for each individual child, denying education to girls corresponds to 

lower family incomes, higher maternal and child mortality, and a critical lack of 

participation and leadership from half the population.” 
 

Dynamics of Access and Cycle 

Regardless of how one defines poverty, there are two dynamics that must be addressed 

when exploring an understanding of the poor in our midst, and these are access and 

cycle.  Dynamics refers to the relationships of power between people, including a concept 

of force that tends to produce activity and change in any situation.  There is movement in 

and out of what constitutes poverty, but movement and shift are good in that we can think 

of some actions to impede or enhance movement. 

Our study, experience, and reflection indicate that the poorest people in our community 

have less access to health, education, and other services.  The poorest among us are the 

most marginalized (set apart by choice, default, or by decision of others) and have little 

representation or voice in public and political discourse.  The result is that the poor are 

robbed of the ability to make choices about education, protection from abuse, and living 

situation.30 

Poverty, whether domestic or global, is a vicious cycle in which many of the under 

resourced cannot escape.  The idea of cycle is keenly illustrated in this quote from Dr. 

John Perkins (2009), founder of the Christian Community Development Association, as he 

spoke of this on his work with the poor in Mississippi:  

“We saw that different aspects of poverty formed together into a cycle of destruction 

and dependence that winds itself down upon and around a person. That‟s the cycle 

of poverty… a continuous cycle of damage.  Not enough food when young so that 

he can‟t think straight.  No hope of education or personal development or family so 

she gets pregnant before she‟s fifteen.  No education, poor jobs.  Poor jobs, poor 

pay.  Poor pay, bad housing and food.  Bad housing and food, poor health.  Poor 
                                                            
29

 Cannon, Mae E. and Perkins, John (2009). Social Justice Handbook. 

30 See Cauthen, Nancy K. 2007. Testimony on Measuring Poverty in America. 

http://webmail.austin.rr.com/do/redirect?url=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.nccp.org%252Fpublications%252Fpub_752.html
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health, poor performance on the job, less pay.  A cycle, but at its center a captive, a 

mind so busy responding to the day-to-day needs that it has no time to think about 

the future or about those spiritual realities which give meaning to life.” 31 

Both of these dynamics, access and cycle, imply an activity, a motion, a force, or the lack 

thereof, and therefore give a hint as to advocacy by United Methodists whether by 

churches or individuals, whether an action of justice or mercy.  So “How to”… start 

anywhere to stop the cycle!  Lean into those actions that help people gain access!  And yet 

be careful of creating dependencies on programs and handouts, so answers are in holistic 

responses.32   

 

Biblical Basis for Addressing Poverty 
33

 

God cares passionately about issues of poverty and justice.  The evidence is there on 

almost every page of the Bible.  A concern for the poor and an emphasis on just and fair 

behavior flows through the Bible like a river.  It underpins the laws of the Old Testament 

and resounds through the words of the prophets; it forms a core part of all that Jesus said 

and did, and it shapes the activities of those who follow him.  Everywhere one reads, 

God‟s love for the poor and desire for justice leaps out. 

The genuinely poor are those robbed of the ability to make choices for themselves – the 

choice for safe and clean water, the choice of an education, the choice of protection from 

abuse, the choice of medical care and more.  Some do not like to hear that God has a 

preferential option for the poor.  Theologically speaking, though, “poor” refers precisely to 

those who are “the victims of injustice”.  God does not opt for the poor because they are 

poor economically, but because they are “victims of injustice”.  These are the poor who are 

on God‟s heart and should be on ours. 

According to the words of Jesus, “People can‟t live on bread alone, but on every word that 

comes from the mouth of God.”  To put it simply, it is not enough for people to have the 

ability to live: they also need a reason for life.  It is easy to forget the emotional and 

psychological scars that the traumatic experience of impoverishment leaves with people.  

They can feel desperately unloved and totally worthless, hopelessly insecure and needing 

                                                            
31 Perkins, John. Quiet Revolution, p. 88, in Social Justice Handbook, Mae Elise Cannon, ed, p. 205. 

32 See Cauthen, Nancy K. 2007. Testimony on Measuring Poverty in America. 

33 The commentary on Biblical foundation has been copied entirely or in portions from several sources and compiled 

here.  The process of compilation makes it difficult to attribute the source for each portion. The sources include: 

 Multiple contributors to The Poverty and Justice Bible, from Bible Society, www.povertyandjusticebible.org 

 David Young, at Real Faith, www.real-faith.com/2008/08/jesus-mission-statement.html 

 Rev. Jim Winkler, UMC General Secretary of General Board of Church and Society 

 Kerry Stevens, Southwest Texas Chapter MFSA Executive Committee member 

 

http://webmail.austin.rr.com/do/redirect?url=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.nccp.org%252Fpublications%252Fpub_752.html
http://www.povertyandjusticebible.org/
http://www.real-faith.com/2008/08/jesus-mission-statement.html
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to protect themselves from other people at all costs.  That‟s the other kind of poverty – 

poverty of the spirit.  Poverty robs people of hope and the Gospel of Jesus Christ is a call 

to hope, salvation, and abundant life.  God calls us to address both the physical as well as 

the spiritual needs of those we serve. 

Love Our Neighbors 

Jesus summarizes the entirety of 

God's law in two simple 

commands: love God, and love 

your neighbor. Love for our 

neighbor should flow naturally out 

of our love for God.  

 
This concern for our neighbor is also reflected throughout the Old Testament. One 
example is Deuteronomy 15:7-8 

 

Jesus' Mission Statement  

Many scholars recognize this proclamation 

from Jesus in Luke 4:18-19 as his mission 

statement - the reason he came to earth in 

the flesh.  Although His earthly mission 

culminated in His death and resurrection, His 

short 3-1/2 year ministry on earth focused on 

ministry to the poor, the abused, the sick, and 

the oppressed.  

In John 10:10 we see Jesus‟ reinforcement of 

his mission, saying "I have come that they 

may have life, and have it to the full".  This 

expresses God‟s desire for all people to live to their full potential, as a creation in God‟s 

image. 

Jesus replied: "'Love the Lord your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment. 

And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as 

yourself.'
”  

Matthew 22:37-39 (NIV) 

If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your community in any of your towns 

within the land that the LORD your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted 

toward your needy neighbor. You should rather open your hand, willingly lending enough to 

meet the need, whatever it may be. 

Deuteronomy 15:7-8 

"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 
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(Jesus said), for I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave 

me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you 

clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.'  

 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or 

thirsty and give you something to drink?  When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or 

needing clothes and clothe you?  When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?'  

"The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these 

brothers of mine, you did for me.'   

 Matthew 25:35-40 

Our Mission:  To Serve the Least of These 

So, if the Luke passage was Jesus‟ mission statement, what is ours?  Jesus felt strongly 

about the need for us to serve those living on the margins of society.  So strongly that He 

equated such actions as serving Christ himself. 

 

Christ did not complete his mission during his lifetime.  But we – the Church – have been 

commissioned as the new body of Christ to be His hands, feet, and mouth in the world.  

We are to follow Christ‟s actions and concern for those living on the margins of society. 

Our mission statement from God is the same as Jesus' mission statement.  Ministry to the 

poor, the sick, and the oppressed is not a sideline; it is at the core of our ministry - to be 

followers of Christ.  We are here to minister to the whole-person:  spiritually, physically, 

and mentally. 

Faith in Action 

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist 

denomination, believed that „works‟ 

coupled with faith is essential to the whole 

of Christian living, as stated in James 2:14 

and 1 John 3:16-10.  He was so 

passionate about this point that he stated, 

“The gospel of Christ knows of no religion 

but social; no holiness but social holiness.”  

 

Wesley based his theology on many parts 

of scripture.  He felt that in the first six 

Beatitudes, Jesus showed us what 

Christians are to be (Matthew 5:1-8), which 

he characterized as purity in heart producing a faith which loves God and neighbor.  

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 2:14 - 17 (NIV) 
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And wherever he went—into villages, towns or 

countryside—they placed the sick in the marketplaces.  

They begged him to let them touch even the edge of his 

cloak, and all who touched him were healed.  

Mark 6:56 

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 

In the seventh Beatitude on peacemaking, Wesley believed that Jesus describes what 

Christians are supposed to do (Matthew 5:9) - how the inward holiness “being” is to exert 

itself in outward action of “doing”.  Wesley described this as purity in action.  It is well 

known that John Wesley and the early Methodists were very active in society, working to 

abolish slavery, establish prison reform, provide education, influence government policy on 

child labor, and much more.   

 

Charity and Justice 

Jesus felt strongly about the need for us to serve 

those living on the margins of society.  So how do 

we serve those whom Jesus has called us to serve?  

Micah 6:8 shows us the path.  As an expression of 

God‟s love, it takes two types of actions to address 

the needs and injustices faced by the impoverished: 

charity and justice. 

Charity (acts of mercy), addresses the immediate or short term need while justice, aka 

social justice, addresses the root causes or long term needs so the issues don‟t reappear.  

In other words, charity is like bailing the water out of a sinking boat, while justice is finding 

and fixing the leak.  It takes both efforts so that all God‟s children may live to their full 

potential. 

As a Church, we have been 

more successful with charity. 

Acts of justice, which frequently 

involves changing the way 

society is structured, are difficult 

and can sometimes be 

controversial.  But Jesus saw 

that there was a need for both and demonstrated them in His ministry.  He showed charity 

when He healed all who were sick in Gennesaret.  He didn‟t address the lack of an 

adequate health care system or ask why people were getting sick. 

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, 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, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence. 

 - 1 John 3:16-19 (NIV) 
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Jesus entered the temple area and 

drove out all who were buying and 

selling there. He overturned the 

tables of the money changers and 

the benches of those selling doves. 

Matthew 21:12 (NIV) 

But when Jesus was in the temple and saw how the 

money changers were cheating folks and 

dishonoring God, He did not try to negotiate better 

exchange rates for the temple-goers.  He saw the 

entire system was corrupt and needed to be 

stopped, and He showed justice.  That was certainly 

a controversial act.  But, doing the morally right 

thing to reorient society can be difficult. 

 
A Biblical Call to Action 

God has a special place in God‟s heart for the poor.  Christ‟s ministry was focused on the 

poor.  As followers of Christ we must also embrace ministry with the poor as a central tenet 

of our faith.  Our expression of that faith will serve the physical and spiritual needs of those 

living on the margins of society through our acts of charity and justice. 

 

Strategies for Action 

This study has led our MFSA group to discern strategies for addressing the root causes of 

poverty in our society, including, but not limited to, education, advocacy, and action.  The 

following is a summary of our group discussion about potential strategies to address 

poverty. 

Education of Others About Issues Relating to Poverty 

 Educate local church members on the Biblical basis for addressing poverty 

 Educate others on where and how to engage with the poor 

 Develop educational programs for church groups on poverty 

 Educate others about local, state, and federal programs that provide needed 

services for the poor 

 Educate others about social justice issues and how to get involved 

Advocating for the Least Among Us 

 Support local, state, and federal legislation for programs impacting food security, 

health, education, and well-being for those living in poverty 

 Advocate for initiatives to support children, women, and families 

 Advocate for a living wage and affordable housing 

 Partner with other organizations with similar goals 

 Communicate opportunities for advocacy to others 

 Encourage participation in rallies, marches, hearings, letter-writing campaigns to 

address issues of social injustice 

 Encourage openness and understanding for those who are impacted by poverty 
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Actions to Support Persons Living in Poverty 

 Engage with the poor in the situations in which they find themselves 

 Encourage others to contribute time and money to programs serving the needy 

 Mentor students and families in the community 

 Collaborate with other churches and organizations to correct existing injustices  
 

Action Plan 

These strategies developed by the MFSA group laid the framework for developing an 

action plan for the 2010-2011 program year.  The elements considered when developing 

our action plan included the following: 

 Objectives – What are you going to do to complete this strategy? 

 Resources Needed – What do you need to get the job done? 

 Roles and Responsibilities – What are the roles and who will be responsible for 

seeing that it gets done? 

 Time Line – When will this happen? 

The two strategies outlined in Appendices A and B are Educating Others about Issues 

Relating to Poverty and Advocating for Stronger Legislation.  The Southwest Texas 

Chapter of MFSA will begin implementing the action plans in 2010-2011. 
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Appendix A 

Major Strategy or Program:  Educating Others About Issues Relating to Poverty_ 

Objectives Resource Needs Roles & Responsibilities Time Line 
(What are you going 
to do to complete this 
strategy?) 

  

(What do you need to get the 
job done?) 

What are the roles? 
Who will be responsible for 
seeing that it gets done? 

(When will 
this 

happen?) 

Offer social justice 
101 education 
  

Develop program using 
existing material 

Consider partnership with 
Amos Commission 

Determine how to disseminate 

Organizer of attendees 
Facilitator(s) of class 

Fall 2010 to 
begin roll 
out 

Educate on Biblical 
basis for addressing 
poverty 

  

Research various biblical 
perspectives and develop into 
palatable, cohesive, and 
comprehensive message. 

Determine how to disseminate 

Researcher 

Compiler 

Editor 

6/11 to 
begin roll 
out 

  

Poverty cause and  
effect 

  

Research various source 
materials, compile, show 
interrelationships. 

Determine how to disseminate 

Researcher 

Compiler 

Editor 

6/11 to 
begin roll 
out 

How/where to take 
action and how that 
will help 

  

Research various 
organizations/missions. 

Summarize. 

Determine how to 
disseminate. 

Researcher 

Compiler 

Editor 

 

6/11 to 
begin roll 
out 

Help Amos 
Commission build 
social justice 
ministries and 
encourage action 

  

  

Determine which churches 
don‟t have Amos 

Work with Amos 

Determine how to disseminate 

Determine which programs to 
focus on 

Liaison with Amos 

Liaison with churches 

Liaison with programs 

Fall 2010 to 
start 
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Appendix B 

Major Strategy:  Advocating Stronger Legislation for Persons Living in Poverty 

Objectives Resource Needs Roles & Responsibilities 
Time Line 

(What are you going to 
do to complete this 
strategy?) 

  

(What do you need to get the 
job done?) 

(What are the roles? 
Who will be responsible for 
seeing that it gets done?) 

(When will 
this 

happen?) 

Advocate against the 
Death Penalty 

  

Collaborate with other anti-
death penalty groups (e.g., 
TCADP and Stand Down 
Texas) 

Participate in the TCADP 
lobby day during the 2011 
Texas Legislature 

Liaison with TCADP 

Liaison with Stand Down Texas 

Contact other congregations 

(JC &AM) 

Begin in Fall 
2010 

Advocate for a Living 
Wage  

Collaborate with Living wage 
groups in Austin (e.g., Austin 
Center for Economic Justice, 
Let‟s Get to Work Initiative) 

Contact Richard Troxell 

Liaison with groups supporting a 
living wage & Richard Troxell 

Contact other congregations 

Begin in Fall 
2010 

Support Food Security for 
Children 

Support CHIP, Texas Good 
Bank Network, Urban 
Connections, Sustainable 
Food Program, Community 
gardens, Healthy eating 

Work with organization 
needed for summer feeding 
program for children living in 
poverty 

Liaison with other groups, 
especially Urban Connections 

Contact other congregations 

(JC) 

Begin in Fall 
2010 

Advocate for SWTX UMC 
districtwide effort to 
address issues of poverty 

  

Contact DS about possibility 
of supporting a program 
districtwide (e.g., Open 
Table) 

Suggest that district training 
in January include advocacy 
training  

Liaison with district 
superintendent 

Contact other congregations 

(AM) 

 

Begin in Fall 
2010 

Collaborate with UMW 
and other faith 
communities to advocate 
for poor 

Contact UMW, Texas Impact, 
Texas Freedom Network 
about joint advocacy work 

Liaison with organizations 

Contact other congregations 
(JB) 

Begin in Fall 
2010 

Advertise the Texas 
Impact and UMW 
legislative event in 
January 

Contact UMW and Texas 
Impact to get promotional 
materials 

Liaison to contact groups 

Contact other congregations 
(DH) 

Begin in Fall 
2010 

Keep updated calendar 
of legislative and 
informational events & 
share with other groups  

Share calendar information 
with MFSA, local churches, 
organizations. AAIM, AMOS 

Create contact list for UMC 
churches in Austin district 

Calendar keeper 

Newsletter (RC) 

Begin in Fall 
2010 
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Organizations of Program Focus Presenter Contact Information 

CARE International (Movie - A Powerful 
Noise) -CARE is a leading humanitarian 

organization dedicated to fighting poverty & 
social injustice, with emphasis on investing in 
women & girls. 

Janice Curry CARE - Gift Center 
P.O. Box 1871 
Merrifield, VA  22116 
www.care.org/ 

Foundation for the Homeless - Interfaith 
Hospitality Network provides housing and 
services to homeless families.  Other 
programs are Feed My People at First UMC 
and Passages. 

Sharon Lowe, 
Executive Director 

FFH - P.O. Box 28006 
Austin, TX  78755 
512-453-6570 
www.foundationhomeless.org 

Let's Get Back to Work is a collaboration of 
businesses, churches, non-profits, & other 
agencies in Austin to develop a pathway to 
move the Austin area homeless from existing 
transitional supportive housing into 
permanent housing & self-sufficiency. This is 
accomplished by connecting one homeless 
individual with one community sponsor to 
ensure a living wage, job skills, training, 
education, & mentorship. 

Richard Troxell, 
President, House the 
Homeless, Inc. 

House the Homeless, Inc. 
P.O. Box 2312 
Austin, TX  78768 
www.gettoworkaustin.org 

www.housethehomeless.org 

www.universallivingwage.org 

Mobile Loaves & Fishes, Inc. -  Social 
outreach ministry for the homeless and 
indigent working poor that provides food, 
clothing, and dignity to those in need.  Habitat 
on Wheels provides RVs for homeless 
individuals. 

Alan Graham, 
President 

Mobile Loaves & Fishes, Inc 
5524 Bee Cave Rd. Bldg M 
Austin, TX  78746 
512-453-6570 
www.mlfnow.org/ 

Open Door Ministries, University UMC at 
Austin - Provides breakfast, lunch, and a 
clothes closet to Austin's homeless each 
Saturday. 

Rev. Paul Dubois, 
Coordinator 

University UMC 
2409 Guadalupe St. 
Austin, TX  78705 
512-478-9387 
Pam Clinger 
pamoffaith@gmail.com 

Texas Impact (Presentation on Texas Faith 
& Food) - Texas Impact is a statewide 
religious grassroots network that work to 
advance state public policies that are 
consistent with universally held social 
principles of the Abrahamic traditions.  

Rob Borowski, Texas 
Impact; Kathy 
Golson, TX Dept of 
Agriculture; Andrew 
Smiley, Sustainable 
Food Center;  Dean 
Smith, Urban 

Connections 

Texas Impact 
221 East 9th Street #403 
Austin, Texas 78701 
512-472-3903 
http://texasimpact.org 

World Vision, International - Christian relief 
and development organization dedicated to 
helping children and their communities 
worldwide reach their full potential by tackling 
the causes of poverty.  

Referred to in the 
Movie, A Powerful  
Noise and The Hole 
in Our Gospel 

World Vision Global Office 
800 West Chestnut Ave. 
Monrovia, CA  91016 
www.wvi.org/ 

Appendix C 

2009-2010 MFSA Program Resources 

http://www.care.org/
http://www.foundationhomeless.org/
http://www.gettoworkaustin.org/
http://www.housethehomeless.org/
http://www.universallivingwage.org/
http://www.mlfnow.org/
../../../Users/Janice/AppData/Local/Microsoft/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/LN667RJ8/pamoffaith@gmail.com
http://texasimpact.org/
http://www.wvi.org/
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Who are we? 

The Methodist Federation for Social Action (MFSA) is an independent movement of 

progressive United Methodists taking action on issues of justice, peace, and reconciliation.  

Founded in 1907, the MFSA calls upon the United Methodist Church to expand its 

understanding and embodiment of the radical call of the Gospel to be the inclusive, justice-

seeking, risk-taking Body of Christ.  We support peace and justice ministries within and 

beyond the United Methodist Church.  There are approximately 40 chapters of MFSA in 

the United States, aligned along Annual Conferences.   

The Southwest Texas Conference Chapter is a group of United Methodist laity and clergy 

who have been meeting regularly in Austin, Texas since August 2005.  We meet on the 

second Thursday of the month (September-May) at Saint John‟s UMC in Austin, Texas.  

For more information, contact Rowland Curry at rcurry@austin.rr.com or visit us at the 

following websites: 

SWTX Conference MFSA Website: http://swtmfsa.org 

National MFSA Website:  http://www.mfsaweb.org 

Report Contributors 

Deana Henry    Kerry Stevens 

Rowland Curry    George Holcombe 

Anne Mund    Richard Bates 

Janice Curry     Mike Renquist 

Jeannette Ball 

Methodist Federation for Social Action 

Southwest Texas Chapter 
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