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“The authors say their intention is to shatter ‘the myth of the undeserving poor’, to share a big vision of both what the Bible says about poverty and what can practically be done. Not only do they succeed, but they also provide a pithy historical and theological overview of the duty placed on Christians to ‘act justly and to love mercy’. Building on both Catholic Social Teaching and the Evangelical thinking of John Stott, Francis Schaeffer, Leslie Newbiggin, and others, they remind us that Scripture teaches that ‘every single person is created in the image of God, known by him and loved by him’ – and of the responsibilities which this entails. Their repudiation of the stigmatisation of the poor as benefits cheats, as a feckless underclass of chavs and scroungers, is as welcome as their practical suggestions about how we can turn Food Bank Britain into a fairer and less socially divided society.”


Lord David Alton, Crossbench Peer and Professor of Citizenship at Liverpool John Moores University





“As a local church leader, I have found this book provoking, challenging and helpful. It sheds light on today’s culture and attitudes, and in response lays a good biblical foundation for both the church leader and the individual Christian to follow.”


Paul Mann, senior leader, King’s Church Hastings





“Over a century ago, William Booth and the Salvation Army shattered the Victorian myth of the undeserving poor. Martin Charlesworth and Natalie Williams issue a similar challenge to a new generation. Is your reaction to poverty shaped unthinkingly by the media and by politicians? Don’t let them do the thinking for you. Everyone should read this excellent and challenging book.”


Phil Moore, senior leader of Everyday Church, London,


and author of Gagging Jesus and the Straight to the


Heart series of devotional commentaries





“This book sets out the Church’s responsibility to walk with, as well as to serve, the poor among us. Along the way it powerfully challenges stereotypes, and encourages a deeper, constructive and longer lasting engagement with the issues that cause and sustain poverty, as well as the way our attitude and actions need to change. This is an important and helpfully provocative book.”


Dr Dave Landrum, Director of Advocacy, Evangelical Alliance





“Challenging, prophetic, incredibly timely, this book is essential reading for anyone who’s concerned about the recent growth in inequality and poverty in our society. God has a lot to say in the Bible about poor people and how He expects them to be treated. We’ve drifted a long way from these truths. We’re in danger of buying in to the myths, perhaps because they are more comfortable. This is a welcome call to get our policy and our practice back on track.”


Chris Mould, Chairman, The Trussell Trust foodbank network
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William Booth wrote a seminal book that transformed nineteenth-century attitudes towards the poor. The founder of the Salvation Army demolished the Victorian myth that financial hardship was a largely self-inflicted punishment which rightly fell upon the undeserving poor. He asked his nation:


“When, in the streets of London, a cab horse trips and falls and lies stretched out in the midst of the traffic, there is no question of debating how he came to stumble before we get him on his legs again... if not for its own sake, then merely in order to prevent an obstruction to the traffic.”


In the same way, he argued, any healthy society must help its poorest members first and ask questions of them later. William Booth’s book inspired a more compassionate view towards the poor. It was a major contributor to the founding of the welfare state in Britain in the years which followed.


Martin Charlesworth and Natalie Williams have written a similar book for our own times. The modern welfare state is several decades old, and it shows. All of the main political parties agree that some reform is needed. But somewhere, in the midst of the debating and deliberating, has emerged a fresh hostility and anger towards a sector of society who are dubbed the undeserving poor. We are standing at a crossroads in our attitudes and I am so glad that we have this excellent book to challenge and to guide us.


Jesus talked a lot about people’s attitudes towards the poor. He said that how we treat the least of his brothers and sisters is a greater indicator of our love towards him than the correctness of our doctrine and the volume of our singing. He warned us in Matthew 25:45: “Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.”


That’s why you need to read this book, and you need to read it slowly on your knees. The authors approach this subject with a mountain of wisdom and a depth of sensitivity. They issue a clear warning and provocation to our generation. My prayer is that you will listen as closely to them as the Victorians listened to the wisdom of William Booth.


Phil Moore


Senior leader of Everyday Church, London, and author of Gagging Jesus and the Straight to the Heart series of devotional commentaries






Section 1


INTRODUCTION








Jesus came to bring good news to the poor. He wasn’t ashamed to associate with people who were in desperate need; in fact, those on the margins of society – shunned beggars, ‘unclean’ lepers, shamed prostitutes and despised tax collectors – seemed to be attracted by him and comfortable around him. Jesus valued everyone he met, regardless of their status, wealth, health or faith. He saw beyond reputations and stigma, recognising in every human life the image of God. Jesus called (and still calls) his disciples to do likewise, but how much are Christians shaped by political narratives rather than God’s narrative over a person? Is our behaviour towards particular groups of people influenced more by our culture or by our God? Are our attitudes shaped by the headlines we read in our newspapers or the verses we read in the Bible?


In 21st century Britain this is an enormous challenge for the Church. Research conducted in 2011 by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) revealed that inequality between the richest and poorest has risen faster in Britain than in any other developed country since 1975. This is despite the fact that public services “have more of a levelling effect on inequality in Britain than almost anywhere else”.1 Paradoxically, though concern about British poverty is increasing – in July 2014, research institute Ipsos-MORI recorded a level of concern among the British public about poverty/inequality that was higher than ever before2 – attitudes towards those in poverty are hardening. Support for welfare spending “is at a historical low and appears to be moving in line with political policy and rhetoric rather than economic circumstance”.3 As poverty in Britain spreads and deepens,4 negative perceptions about those in poverty spread and deepen too, with the public increasingly likely to blame individual behaviour rather than societal explanations.5


The subjects of poverty and benefits are, in Britain, inextricably linked. So while concern about poverty rises, debate about poverty rages. It is almost a daily occurrence for articles about benefits or welfare to appear in British national newspapers and our TV networks are increasingly preoccupied with the subject of benefits and poverty too, commissioning and broadcasting programmes such as Benefits Street and Breadline Kids (Channel 4, 2014), The Big Benefits Row and On Benefits & Proud (Channel 5, 2014 and 2013 respectively), Poor Kids (BBC Four, 2011) and Famous, Rich and Hungry (BBC One, 2014). Politicians working to reform welfare and charities working to relieve poverty are publicly engaged in intense debate.6 Leading figures in our churches are feeling compelled to speak up on what they have called “a national crisis”.7


As the public discussion increasingly asks whether or not people in need really deserve help, is that the correct question for Christians to be asking? Is there such a thing as a correct Christian response? We aim to address these questions in this book, first by gaining an understanding of where we are and how we got here, which we explore through the chapters on the historical context, media narratives and our survey research. Then we explore what the Bible has to say about poverty, which is, of course, vitally important in forming a Christian perspective on how the poor should be treated. It also guides us in how to answer a crucial question: in a First World context, who are the poor?


Finally, we move on to the all-important question of how Christians should respond. Our answers to the previous questions impact upon how we think and how we act. There is a unique call placed on God’s people to “act justly and to love mercy” (Micah 6:8) that Jesus leaves us no option but to take seriously. The gospel compels us to align our attitudes to God’s heart concerning those who need justice and mercy. Then we need to act accordingly, expressing his kindness to those who are poor in our communities. Our beliefs, attitudes and behaviour need to be shaped by Jesus. It is time to expose the myth of the undeserving poor.


NOTES


  1  The OECD report’s findings were covered by a number of media outlets, but this particular quote appeared in The Telegraph here: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/8935943/Gap-between-rich-and-poor-growingfastest-in-Britain.html


  2  http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3424/The-EconomistIpsos-MORI-Issues-Index-July-2014.aspx


  3  Published in April 2013, the Public attitudes to poverty and welfare, 1983-2011 report can be found here: http://www.natcen.ac.uk/media/137637/poverty-and-welfare.pdf (the quote is from page 2 of the Executive Summary).


  4  There are a number of poverty statistics available to draw upon and they can be fairly complex, meaning that depending which period is taken and which measures are used, it can be argued that poverty is decreasing or increasing. At the time of going to print, the findings of the largest study into poverty ever conducted in the UK had just been released. These findings showed that, looking at a 30-year period, poverty has increased from 14% to 33%. (See http://poverty.ac.uk/editorial/pseteam-calls-government-tackle-rising-deprivation and http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jun/19/poverty-hits-twice-as-many-british-households.)


Looking at the Government’s own figures from 2012/13, the number of individuals in absolute poverty has risen to its highest level since 2001/02, though the figure is lower than those from 1998/99, 1999/2000 and 2000/01 (see page 4 here: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_


data/file/325416/households-below-average-income-1994-1995-2012-2013.pdf).While the Government’s 2012/13 child poverty statistics did not show much movement in either direction, the trajectory over the last 50 years is of great concern: the National Children’s Bureau, which was established in 1963, has found that child poverty has increased over the last five decades and that the gap between children from affluent backgrounds and those in poverty is no smaller now than it was in the 1960s (see http://www.ncb.org.uk/who-we-are/celebrating-50-years/greater-expectations).


In addition, other specific types of poverty are rising, such as single parent working poverty (http://gingerbread.org.uk/news/259/working-poverty-rise).


Furthermore, the Institute for Fiscal Studies predicts that absolute and relative child poverty and absolute and relative working-age adult poverty will have risen by 2020-21 from its current level (see http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/comm121.pdf).


  5  See pages 12-13 of the Public attitudes to poverty and welfare, 1983-2011 report, which was published in April 2013: http://www.natcen.ac.uk/media/137637/poverty-and-welfare.pdf


  6  See, for example: http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/dec/21/iain-duncan-smith-food-banks-charities and http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/iain-duncan-smith-accuses-food-bank-charity-the-trussell-trust-of-scaremongering-9021150.html
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