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FOR THE 815 MILLION PEOPLE

IN THE WORLD TODAY LIVING WITH HUNGER—

because everyone has the right

to good nutrition.

 


INTRODUCTION

JENNY EATON DYER


Since 1990, our generation and our nation have led the world in halving the number of people who live in extreme poverty around the world, and we did this in spite of the population growth during this time period.1 Cutting extreme poverty in half has equated to cutting hunger in half. This is historic. This is epic. Among the many things, good and bad, for which our generation will be remembered, this is a brilliant moment for us.

Not only have we been able to tackle extreme poverty and hunger, but also—during this same time period—we have halved the number of deaths caused by HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria, as well as maternal mortality and child deaths (under the age of five). With a united front of forces including governments, coalitions, the private sector, foundations, philanthropic organizations, and the faith community, millions of lives have been saved from extreme poverty and disease.

We are halfway to defeating extreme poverty and disease worldwide.

Through agreed-on sustainable development goals led by the United Nations, we have come together as nations to learn how best to solve some of the world’s biggest challenges—including hunger. The good news is that we are succeeding. We are on course. And we know, scientifically, politically, and spiritually, what it will take to move forward to end hunger by 2030. Zero hunger is the second of seventeen goals, and we can achieve this goal by rethinking how we grow, share, and consume our food on this planet.2

This book is about the second half of this journey, a renewed hope for feeding the world. It is dedicated to those who live with hunger and its deleterious effects throughout their lifespan. We lift up these people and their voices to you to better understand their suffering and their hope for a better tomorrow. In doing so, we provide five vignettes of individuals who have lived with or live with the reality of starvation or malnutrition.

Our book opens with an overview of the problem of hunger. With leading experts, from those on the front lines of famine to politicians, economists, theologians, and scientists, we cover the problems of global hunger and malnutrition. Hunger is complicated, involving layers of issues from the individual to the conflicts between nations. We must take these various systemic causes seriously if we are going to truly address the roots of the problem.

Next, through a juxtaposition of stories and science, we unfold one of the latest scientific advances to overcoming the lifelong cognitive and physical consequences of malnutrition: addressing nutrition in the first one thousand days of a child’s life—from the moment of conception to the child’s second birthday. During this sacred period, science has shown that if the mother and the child can obtain the full spectrum of proper nutrients, which include micronutrients such as iron, protein, folate, and other vitamins and minerals, the child can avoid stunting, which can cause poor physical growth of the body and the brain. Children who experience stunting live with higher rates of chronic illness, less education, and fewer job opportunities during adulthood. Nutrition during the first one thousand days not only affects the life of the child, but it also causes a ripple effect to impact their family, community, society, and ultimately the nation.

Finally, we offer a way forward. What can we do as citizens, perhaps even as Christians, living in the United States today? How can we play a role in ending hunger? In providing nutrition during the thousand-day window for a mother and child? Our authors suggest a variety of responses from growing your own garden, to cooking at home, to fasting, to advocacy.

Advocacy is the often-overlooked Christian practice of speaking up on behalf of the poor. We ask you, our readers, to reconsider the power of advocacy by lifting your voices to let our congressional leaders know that you care deeply about how our nation provides for the world’s most vulnerable populations. With less than 1 percent of our US budget, we provide the world’s leading amounts of funding to tackle extreme poverty and disease. The majority of this funding for global health goes to addressing HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. Nutrition funding, unfortunately, receives only a fraction of this amount and has remained stagnant for decades.

We need to reconsider nutrition, its importance in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), its critical role in addressing global health and development, and the amount of funding we, as a nation, are willing to spend to end hunger and malnutrition worldwide.

Your voice and your will to end hunger will be a lynchpin in the coming years on whether or not our generation will be able to say we didn’t only halve hunger—we ended it.

Will you join us?
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HUNGER AND YOUR BRAIN

Feed the Hungry. You’ll Feel Better Too.

MIKE McHARGUE


When I die, the coroner will probably write “pizza” on the death certificate as my cause of death. My devotion to food and eating doesn’t end with those miraculous, savory pies we call pizza. I start to fantasize about lunch about an hour after breakfast. Dinner springs to mind by about two in the afternoon. My life is completely centered around mealtimes, and there’s no recurring train of thought in my life more common than, “What am I eating next?”

If I miss a meal by more than a few hours, my usually sanguine disposition evaporates. In doing so, an acrid bed of irritability and confusion is exposed. To paraphrase Bruce Banner, “You wouldn’t like me when I’m hungry.”

So, it probably comes as no surprise that I’ve never managed to make it more than a few hours into a spiritual fast without giving up. Years ago, as I trained for a marathon, I carried food with me, so I could snack as the hours rolled by, and my feet went numb. Still, for someone who feels hungry all the time, I have no idea what it’s really like to be actually hungry. None at all.

Hunger is a complex biological process, and I’ve only experienced its beginning stages. Those start in the stomach. A couple of hours after your last meal, your stomach begins to contract in order to sweep any remaining food into your intestines. Sometimes, this causes a rumble or two, which are called borborygmus. Once the stomach is emptied, your insulin and blood sugar levels start to drop, and the body responds by producing a hormone called ghrelin.

Ghrelin stimulates the hypothalamus in your brain. The hypothalamus is buried deep within your brain and regulates some of our most basic bodily functions, such as sleep, thirst, and sex drive. In response to the ghrelin message, the hypothalamus produces a neurotransmitter—neuropeptide Y—that you experience as appetite.

So, you eat.

I choose pizza most of the time, but you may have a healthier relationship to food than I do. The body has a couple of systems to help you feel full, involving the hormone leptin and the vagus nerve, but don’t worry about that. Just know that as long as you eat every six to eight hours, your hunger cycle is quite shallow.

That’s because you don’t deplete your glycogen stores. You’re restocking those shelves before they run dry, and you’re able to keep producing glucose on demand—which is great. Your brain basically runs on glucose. Twenty-five percent of the glucose your body uses goes to your brain.

But what happens when you don’t eat for longer than six to eight hours? Well, you run out of glycogen and get “hangry,” or hungry-and-angry. I know all about hangriness, and I’m insufferable when I reach this state.

By the time you reach this point, your body enters a metabolic state called ketosis where it starts burning fat stores instead of glucose.

When your body burns fat, it produces fatty acids, which are much larger molecules than the glucose your brain usually consumes. They’re so large, in fact, that they can’t cross the blood-brain barrier at all. Your brain recognizes there’s no glucose available and starts to consume ketone chains instead, which are derived from the fatty acids that come from burning fat cells.

If you’ve heard of the keto diet, that’s a fad designed to make your body think it’s starving. You don’t have to be starving to be in a state of ketosis: low-carb diets and intense or endurance exercise can get you there. And, ketosis does burn fat—but at a cost. Only about 75 percent of the energy your brain needs can be supplied by ketosis.

Depending on how long you sleep, and how many hours before bed time you ate, it’s entirely possible to go into ketosis while you sleep. This state of ketosis can play a role in feeling foggy or less sharp than normal. Your cognitive functions are impaired while you’re in a state of ketosis.

What happens when you go even longer without eating? After seventy-two hours or so, your body changes strategies. Your brain needs glucose, and your body breaks down protein into amino acids, which can then be transformed into glucose.

But if you aren’t eating, where can your body get this essential protein?

From your muscle tissue and internal organs—including your heart. That’s where. Then your bones start to lose density as well. If you don’t eat for a week or two, you become so depleted of vitamins and minerals that your immune system starts to shut down.

When you’re starving, there’s a good chance that an opportunistic infection will kill you before starvation does. If an infection doesn’t get you, perhaps cardiac arrest or organ failure will.

This is why I say I don’t know what hunger is like. I’ve only ever experienced the normal appetite of someone who is well-fed. I’ve never had to break down muscle tissue to keep my brain going, or had my immune system start to shut down because of malnutrition.

But, one in nine people living on this planet right now is intimately familiar with hunger—actual hunger. They go to bed hungry most of the time.

This kind of chronic hunger is physically debilitating. Imagine you have just enough food to keep yourself in a nearly constant state of ketosis, with a brain so starved for glucose that it asks the body to perform cellular autocannibalism.

Think about the kinds of enduring hardships that are required for a person not to eat. Who would choose such a thing? It takes a natural disaster or utter economic stagnation for most of us in the developed world to miss very many meals in a row.

And yet, more than 700 million people worldwide are hungry, starving, or malnourished.

Science can describe hunger and starvation with startling clarity. But, it also can measure the amount of food required to feed the world—and, of course, we already grow enough food to feed every person living on Earth. What we’re lacking is not the capacity to produce food, but the will to make sure the food we grow makes it into hungry bellies everywhere.
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As a Christian, I am grieved by hunger. The Bible is absolutely packed with admonishments for those with plenty to share what they have with those who don’t have enough. The poor. The hungry. The homeless. The prophet Isaiah put it like this:


If you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry

and satisfy the needs of the oppressed,

then your light will rise in the darkness,

and your night will become like the noonday.” (Isaiah 58:10)



In the New Testament letter that bears his name, James says our faith is dead if we refuse to meet the physical needs of others. This is from the second chapter of the Epistle of James: “Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:15-17).

Proverbs says it particularly poignantly: “The generous will themselves be blessed for they share their food with the poor” (Proverbs 22:9). If you’re thrown off by the “bountiful eye,” then think of the Gospel of Matthew, which says, “The eye is the lamp of the body” (Matthew 6:22). Often when Scripture speaks of our eyes, it’s talking about the condition of our character, or even our souls.

We don’t need biology to understand how horrific starvation is—the authors of our Holy Scriptures knew, and told us that God is pleased when we share what we have to feed others.

We have plenty of food to feed everyone. So, in a world where American Christians have incredible, even historic, wealth—how can so many people go hungry?

I can think of more than 700 million reasons.

Our brains work best when we are trying to understand or comprehend communities of around 150 people. Any time you get people together in a group that is small enough for each person to know everyone else, we humans can be remarkably altruistic. The kinds of polarizing social labels we use to divide ourselves in social conflict don’t hold up in smaller groups.

We may bristle when people describe themselves as “liberal” if we see ourselves as “conservative,” and we may even demean and degrade each other on Facebook or Twitter. But in person, when we can see the facial expressions and body language emerge from the object of our scorn, it tends to melt away rage and replace it with something else: empathy.

The more someone is hurt, the more we can see their pain, the more empathy we feel. If we insult someone and they look sad, or cry, we can’t maintain our anger. We feel their pain. If someone is injured, we respond even more readily. And who, when faced with a person obviously starving to death, could turn them away?

Very few of us, indeed.

But when I tell you that more than 700 million people in the world are hungry, that’s a scale your empathy isn’t equipped to handle. Even if that bit of information prompts you to think deeply about the problem, your empathy will swell to the point where you become overwhelmed and, therefore, unable to act. Paralyzed. Imagining hundreds of millions of starving children doesn’t usually motivate us. Instead, we shut down as our brains try to defend themselves through emotional defense mechanisms.

Now, if you’re a person who never thinks about the hungry, it’s time to do so. Make an effort to open your mind, and your heart. But, if you’re a person who feels overwhelmed or even grieved by the magnitude of hunger in our world, I have great news. There’s a scientifically proven solution to make you feel better: take action.

When you take some meaningful action to help others, including giving to charity and contacting elected officials on behalf of people in need, your brain releases several substances that neuroscientists call the “happiness trifecta”: oxytocin, serotonin, and dopamine.

In today’s world, that trifecta can be hard to come by. We’re surrounded by a twenty-four-hour news cycle, geopolitical strife, and ever-deepening polarization. But, when we help, really and truly help, we push back the fog of anxiety, sadness, and anger, and we experience true joy.

Shifting our lives in this way has profound health benefits. When we help others, we don’t just make their lives better—we feel better too. You may find that it’s easier to maintain a healthy weight and that you are at a lower risk for heart attack or stroke when you take action to help others.

We are designed to help others. And we are built to give to others. Our culture may tell us that happiness comes from buying things, or taking exotic vacations, or looking beautiful and sexy. But that’s a lie. Modern science and our faith are in total agreement that true joy belongs to those who help those in need.

You can feel better. Right now.

Just turn to the Next Steps section of this book. There you’ll find a list of actions—practical steps you can take to help alleviate hunger.

Pick one and do it.

And do it now. (You can thank me later.)
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THE END OF HUNGER

JEFFREY D. SACHS


The end of hunger will come when everybody on the planet enjoys an adequate basic income, has access to healthful foods, and lives in a safe environment that ensures sufficient and reliable food production.

The challenge, therefore, is to overcome poverty, malnutrition, and environmental degradation. It’s a tall order, but it is feasible. More than that, in a world that is rich enough, technologically capable enough, and aware enough to take on these complex challenges, it is our moral imperative.

The world’s governments have agreed to do just this—at least on paper. They have adopted seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that address the direct and indirect challenges to ending hunger by 2030. They include the following:


Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.

Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture.

Goal 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.

Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning.

Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.

Goal 6: Ensure access to water and sanitation for all.

Goal 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all.

Goal 8: Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment, and decent work for all.

Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation.

Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries.

Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.

Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.

Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Goal 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources.

Goal 15: Sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt and reverse land degradation, and halt biodiversity loss.

Goal 16: Promote just, peaceful, and inclusive societies.

Goal 17: Revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development.



These goals present a clear roadmap for the world. We share this road, all of us making our ways to the future, and it behooves us to try harder to get there together and well.

Here are the facts: about one billion of the world’s 7.6 billion people live in extreme poverty, and most of the poor also are hungry. (The World Bank poverty measure suggests that 766 million people were living with extreme poverty in 2013.1 Because there are multiple definitions of poverty that yield roughly similar numbers, one billion living with poverty is a good, rough estimate.)

For many people globally, low income means they are unable to ensure a regular and nutritious diet. Another one billion or so live above the extreme poverty line, but nonetheless are undernourished and suffer from chronic deficiencies of one or more micronutrients including iron, folates, vitamins, or healthful fatty acids. Another one billion or more are malnourished with diets overly rich in sugar, refined grains, and processed meats, resulting in obesity and metabolic diseases such as diabetes. (The overweight population globally is at 1.9 billion, and the obese population at more than 650 million.2) The rough estimates give us the scale of the challenges.

At the macro level, looking at the world as a whole, there is no reason why hunger and poverty could not be ended. As is well known, the world grows enough food for 7.6 billion people, yet because of vast differences in incomes, there are also vast differences in access to a healthy diet. The first cure for hunger is to ensure that everybody has an income high enough to obtain the food they need. This basic income would combine their market earnings with transfers from government as necessary to lift them above the poverty (and hunger) line.

Transferring income from the rich to the poor in order to ensure that everybody has sufficient purchasing power to feed themselves and their family would not be difficult. The world’s total income each year is now on the order of $88 trillion, or roughly $11,500 per person.3 That’s certainly enough for anyone to enjoy an adequate diet, as well as adequate shelter, clothing, schooling, health care, electrification, safe water and sanitation, and other basic needs. But of course, this $11,500 average is distributed between rich countries, with incomes averaging above $50,000 per person, and countries such as those in the Sahel of Africa with incomes averaging less than $1,000 per person.

Roughly speaking, there are about one billion people in the rich countries and one billion people in the poor countries. If the rich countries transferred just 1 percent of their annual income to the poor countries, they would bolster the incomes of the poor by about $500 per person per year—enough to eradicate hunger.

The rich countries have long promised to give 0.7 percent of the national income as Official Development Assistance (ODA, meaning assistance from governments). Another 0.3 percent should come from private philanthropy, for a total of 1 percent per year from the rich countries to the poor countries. Yet the US government falls woefully short. The US ODA is only 0.18 percent of US income, or therefore 0.52 percent (=0.7–0.18) of national income less than it should be.4 The shortfall from the US federal government alone is $100 billion per year.

Note also that there are only 2,208 billionaires in the world today.5 Mainly in the rich countries, these billionaires have a combined net worth of $9.1 trillion. If they gave just 1 percent of their net worth, a small fraction of their annual incomes, toward the world’s poorest billion people, that would amount to almost $100 per person—a major step toward ending poverty and hunger.
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No one should argue that aid is the long-term solution to poverty. No individual person—and no country—wants to live off the largesse of others. Economic development is within reach for all countries, especially if the rich countries help the poor countries to finance the infrastructure, schooling, and health care to raise productivity. In other words, development aid is a temporary measure until the national incomes of the poor countries rise through better schooling, better health care, better infrastructure, and more home-grown businesses.

Hunger problems around the world are exacerbated dramatically by poor nutrition. America’s food industry literally is killing us, and it is rapidly spreading its damage around the world. The American food industry has created a diet that is obesogenic, meaning it is a major cause of the obesity epidemic that has left 70 percent of American adults overweight (BMI > 25) and 40 percent obese (BMI > 30).6 The main culprits are sugar additives in countless fast foods, sugar-based beverages, refined flour, and processed meats. This unhealthy diet is addictive, and made more so through relentless advertising that links these unhealthy foods with seemingly attractive lifestyles.7 Another aspect of America’s unhealthy diet is excessive consumption of meat, which at around 120 kilograms per year is the highest meat consumption in the world. Excessive meat consumption is linked to increased cardiovascular disease and some cancers.

Beef consumption also puts a very heavy pressure on the environment. As is well known, every kilogram of feedlot beef requires around ten to fifteen kilograms of feed grain to raise each head of cattle, a heavy burden on arable land and freshwater supplies. Moreover, increased cattle grazing is no solution, as the expansion of cattle ranching is a major cause of deforestation and land degradation. And yet, when America’s nutritionists tried in 2015 to warn Americans that their heavy beef diet was contributing both to ill health and to environmental stresses, our then Secretary of Agriculture sided with the US meat lobby and shut down the nutritionists.8 In America, the status quo is to choose profits relentlessly over health and environmental safety.

One part of ending hunger is ensuring that incomes everywhere are adequate to afford a healthy and nutritious diet. The second is ensuring that what we eat is healthy. The third is protecting the environment to ensure a secure and stable global food supply.
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Industrial agriculture is, in many ways, its own worst enemy. The food sector has contributed massively to global warming through deforestation (which releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere), and through the release of greenhouse gases throughout the food supply chain. It has been estimated that agriculture as a whole is responsible for about one-quarter of the total human emission of greenhouse gases (the gases that are warming the planet). The keys here are to reduce beef production and consumption, use fertilizer and water far more efficiently, and shift, in general, from grains and meat production to other proteins, including legumes, vegetables, fruits, and other parts of the diet with a much lighter environmental load.

But stopping the environmental damage of the food sector itself is only part of the solution to an environmentally secure food supply. “It is time to rethink how we grow, share and consume our food,” the description of the second Sustainable Development Goal says.

If done right, agriculture, forestry, and fisheries can provide nutritious food for all and generate decent incomes, while supporting people-centered rural development and protecting the environment. Right now, our soils, freshwater, oceans, forests and biodiversity are being rapidly degraded. Climate change is putting even more pressure on the resources we depend on, increasing risks associated with disasters such as droughts and floods. Many rural women and men can no longer make ends meet on their land, forcing them to migrate to cities in search of opportunities.9


“A profound change of the global food and agriculture system is needed if we are to nourish today’s 815 million hungry and the additional 2 billion people expected by 2050,” the UN Sustainable Development Goals read. “The food and agriculture sector offer key solutions for development, and it is central for hunger and poverty eradication.”10

We must end our reliance on fossil fuels more generally, in order to put a halt to increasingly disastrous human-induced global warming. Temperatures are already soaring to levels not experienced during the entire period of civilization, the past 10,000 years.11 The results include a dramatic increase in heat waves, droughts, floods, extreme tropical cyclones, and other climate-related hazards. Food supplies in many parts of the world are under rapidly increasing levels of stress. Environmental refugees also are on the rise. Only a dramatic and rapid decarbonization of the world energy system—that is, a shift from coal, oil, and gas to wind, solar, geothermal, hydro, and other zero-carbon energy sources—can protect us from the consequences of human-induced climate change.

We can identify many other environmental threats to food security. Soils are being degraded by poor farm practices and poisoned by pesticides and other chemicals. Freshwater supplies are being used far faster than they are recharging. Nitrogen and phosphorus-based fertilizers are concentrating in coastal areas, causing eutrophication and dead zones in more than one hundred estuaries around the world. Invasive species introduced by poor agricultural practices are causing upheavals in ecosystems. Over-fishing is depleting major fisheries. Trade in endangered species is driving many large animals to the brink of extinction. Large classes of animals, including pollinators such as bumblebees, are being deprived of habitat or killed via pollution and climate change, to the dire detriment of agriculture itself.

This, then, is the paradox of our age. The ability to end poverty and hunger is within reach—if we only try. Yet the ability to wreck our health and degrade our planet are just as real and immediate.

The fate of the planet should not be a guessing game, a matter of odds, or a gamble. It is a moral choice. Jesus was right to emphasize that feeding the poorest among us constitutes the ultimate moral judgment of our actions. May we choose wisely the road before us for our own lives and the life of our planet.
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A THREAT TO HEALTH ANYWHERE IS A THREAT TO PEACE EVERYWHERE

WILLIAM H. FRIST


In 2011, I traveled with then Second Lady of the United States Jill Biden to the DaDaab refugee camp in Kenya where hundreds of thousands of Somalis had fled, seeking to escape the worst famine the region had seen in sixty years.

The desperation, hardship, and loss suffered by these refugees was overwhelming. Many had walked for weeks, often barefoot, with few or no belongings, in search of food and medical care. Children were particularly vulnerable. On this long journey, many parents had watched helplessly as their children lost their lives to starvation.

We heard from one mother who was too weak to carry both of her children, so she was forced to make the heart-wrenching decision to leave one behind with the hope of saving the other.

It was a trip I will never forget.

In the months prior to our arrival in Kenya, the international community had begun to mobilize, and it made a difference in saving lives. But it should not take a catastrophic famine to rally our nation and the global community around the goal of ending hunger and malnutrition. Too often, the aid and support are short-lived.

It’s a story we’ve experienced before. In the 1980s, we saw the horror of the Ethiopian famine. We watched Sir Bob Geldof raise money with LiveAid, and we listened to American musicians sing “We Are the World.” And amid the seemingly countless infomercials pleading for our help and the onslaught of news coverage of the famine, we became numb. We developed what is known as “famine fatigue” and shut our eyes and ears to the issues of malnutrition and hunger.

Sadly, malnutrition still accounts for nearly half (45 percent) of all child deaths under age five.1 Twenty-two percent of children are stunted due to poor nutrition.2 And every four seconds, someone dies from hunger or hunger-related causes, often a child. A shocking 821 million people suffer from various forms of malnutrition and undernourishment worldwide.3

But there is good news. I saw this level of devastation before in 1997 when I traveled with Samaritan’s Purse to treat patients in war-torn Sudan. At the time, the AIDS epidemic had taken hold of the country, and a generation of mothers, fathers, teachers, doctors, and builders had been wiped out. At its peak, the disease was killing three million people globally—that’s more people than died in the entire Korean and Vietnam Wars combined—every year. It had escalated to a global public health crisis; that is, until the United States government mobilized to intervene.

Through visionary, compassionate leadership, President George W. Bush proposed, and we in Congress passed, the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). This legislation provided an unprecedented 15 billion dollars to fight AIDS throughout Africa and the developing world—more than any country has ever committed to fight a single disease.

American industry also stepped up. Our remarkable scientists got to work, and together, they developed powerful, life-saving, antiretroviral drugs. In Africa, infected teachers and workers regained health to build stronger and more secure communities. In Botswana, for instance, life expectancy jumped from thirty-nine years to sixty-seven.4 Today, PEPFAR directly supports the antiretroviral treatments for more than 14.6 million of the 21.7 million people living with HIV.5 They are alive today thanks to the medical innovations advanced by the United States’ herculean commitment.6

Perhaps even more remarkably, if lesser-known, is PEPFAR’s role as a powerful “currency for peace.” PEPFAR-recipient nations saw the health of their people return, which facilitated a reduction in political instability and violence, improved rule of law, and increased economic output per worker. It had strategic diplomatic benefits, improving these nations’ views of the United States compared to similar non-PEPFAR regional countries, and fostering new trading partners. Our investment did more than save lives; it revitalized whole nations while improving America’s national security and global standing.

The passage of the landmark PEPFAR legislation in 2003 cemented our legacy of global leadership. For the past sixteen years, we have led the world in curbing pandemics of epic proportion including HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis (TB), and malaria. Very soon we may turn the corner, and these infectious diseases may be a thing of the past—if we maintain our leadership of funding for just a few more years.

And yet, with a laser focus on disease, we have overlooked a critical lynchpin of global health: hunger. We responded so boldly to the HIV/AIDS crisis because we viewed the disease as a health emergency that could take the lives of tens of millions and destroy the fabric and stability of communities, countries, and even whole regions. While malnutrition is not a complex disease like HIV/AIDS or TB, it kills more people every year than AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis combined.7 It deserves the same bold leadership and the commitment of resources.

Yet, the present US administration has shortsightedly recommended draconian cuts of more than 30 percent to the US foreign assistance budget. Hope Through Healing Hands (HTHH), a global health organization I founded fifteen years ago, has called on Congress to reject the White House’s cuts. Together with public health advocates, faith leaders, academic researchers, nonprofit leaders, and others we stood on the front lines and advocated for the restoration of funds to the international affairs budget, including the global health account that covers issues such as vital HIV, malaria, and tuberculosis prevention and treatment, along with clean water and nutrition for vulnerable families. Through letters, phone calls, and in-person advocacy, we reminded elected officials of the critical importance of supporting the world’s most vulnerable populations, particularly mothers and children.

A 2016 World Bank study found that 70 billion dollars in nutrition-specific financing worldwide is needed from 2016 to 2025.8 An investment of this magnitude would save the lives of an estimated 3.7 million children, result in at least sixty-five million fewer stunted children, lead to 265 million fewer women suffering from anemia, and result in 105 million more children exclusively breastfed over 2015 figures. This investment in a generation of mothers and children would combat chronic disease, enhance capacity for increased education, and lead to better job opportunities in the years to come. Melinda Gates calls this investment “jumpstarting a virtuous cycle,” which leads individual people, families, communities, and nations out of poverty.

Now is not the time to cut America’s modest global health funding. As Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” With health as the touchstone of a nation’s stability, prosperity, and well-being, a threat to health anywhere is a threat to peace everywhere.

We have the data showing us the right thing to do. We have the bilateral and multilateral mechanisms ready to increase access to nutritious foods worldwide. Because policy often follows politics, we need to renew the will of the American people to remind their members of Congress and the current administration that increased funding for nutrition is the smartest and most cost-effective investment to save lives, promote peace, and enhance sustainability.

Simply put, you don’t go to war with someone who has just saved the life of your child.

Global hunger is a problem on which we as a nation can turn the tide, and investments in maternal and child nutrition, in particular, will help build the foundation for subsequent generations to survive and thrive. A mother should never have to make the decision about which of her children to feed and give a chance at life.

Together, we can make a meaningful difference in the lives of millions by helping those who lack basic nutrition. Tackling this challenge will serve as a shining example of US global leadership at its best and demonstrate the unparalleled compassion of the American people.





[image: ]

THE BIBLE, POVERTY, JUSTICE, AND CHRISTIAN OBEDIENCE

RON SIDER


About fifty years ago, I had a disturbing conversation with Frank Gaebelein, a prominent evangelical Christian leader who had been a coeditor at Christianity Today and the headmaster of perhaps the most prominent evangelical Christian prep school in the nation.

Dr. Gaebelein, who had become actively involved in the early years of Evangelicals for Social Action as we sought to raise the issues of poverty and justice, told me that in more than half a century of attending evangelical Bible conferences, not once had he heard a sermon on justice.

Surely that isn’t the experience of everyone in all parts of the Christian church now (or then), but I fear it remains true that too few pastors and church leaders in any part of the Christian community talk as much about poverty and justice as the Bible does.

There are literally hundreds and hundreds of references to it throughout Scripture.1 So in this chapter, I want to lay out what I believe the Bible tells us about three related topics that are essential for any discussion of hunger and malnutrition:


	1. God’s special concern for the poor;


	2. sin as both personal and social; and


	3. a definition of economic justice.2





GOD AND THE POOR

The Bible underlines God’s special concern for the poor in at least four ways: God acts in history to lift up the poor and oppressed. God identifies with the poor. God casts down rich people who oppress or neglect the poor. And people with resources who fail to share God’s concern for the poor are not really God’s people at all.

Accounts of the Exodus in the Old Testament repeatedly say that God acted in part to end the poverty and oppression of the Israelites (Deuteronomy 26:5-8; Exodus 6:5-7). In the New Testament, Jesus describes a central part of his mission this way:


The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to set the oppressed free. (Luke 4:18)



Second, God identifies with the poor in an astounding way. Oppressing the poor insults God (Proverbs 14:31), but “whoever is kind to the poor lends to the LORD” (Proverbs 19:17). Jesus actually taught that when we feed the hungry and clothe the naked, we minister to Jesus himself (Matthew 25:35-40).

Third, the Scriptures frequently teach the disturbing truth that God casts down the rich and powerful when they acquire their wealth through oppression, or when the rich fail to aid the poor. In the Magnificat, Mary praises God because God has “brought down rulers from their thrones . . . [and] sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:52-53). And James warns the rich to “weep and wail” for their impending judgment (James 5:1). Why were they judged harshly? Because they were not paying their workers fairly.

Time and again, the Bible denounces those who get rich by oppressing others. The prophet Jeremiah bluntly proclaims that God would punish the rich because they had become “rich and powerful” by preying on others (Jeremiah 5:26-29; see also Jeremiah 22:13-19). In a similar way, Isaiah declares God’s judgment against the rich and powerful: “It is you who have ruined my vineyard [a metaphor for the people of Israel]; the plunder from the poor is in your houses. What do you mean by crushing my people and grinding the faces of the poor?” (Isaiah 3:14-15).

Elsewhere, the Bible recounts how the rich were on the receiving end of divine punishment simply because they were wealthy and did not help the poor. According to Ezekiel, that was the reason for Sodom’s destruction (Ezekiel 16:49-50).

If we become rich through oppression or are rich and refuse to use our resources to empower the poor, the God of history actually is working against us.

Fourth, perhaps the most astonishing aspect of God’s special concern for the poor is this: the Bible declares many times that people who refuse to share God’s concern for the poor are not really God’s people at all—no matter how orthodox their creeds or how intense their religious activities may be.

Amos says God hated and despised the people’s cultic activities because they were trying to worship God and oppress the poor at the same time (Amos 5:21-24). Isaiah declares that God rejected the people’s fasting because “on the day of your fasting, you . . . exploit all your workers” (Isaiah 58:3).

Jesus was even more plainspoken, saying that those who do not feed the hungry and clothe the naked depart eternally from the living God (Matthew 25:41-46).

God does not love the poor more than the rich. But virtually all rich and powerful people love themselves much more than the poor.

Our human biases make it appear (to us) as if God’s lack of bias is actually a bias in favor of the poor. It isn’t. But make no mistake: God’s lack of bias does not mean that God is neutral in historical situations of poverty and oppression. Precisely because God loves everyone equally and, therefore, demands that poverty and oppression end, God acts in history on the side of the poor and oppressed to end their poverty and oppression.

People who want to follow what the Bible teaches will seek to allow what Scripture so clearly says about God and the poor to shape how they preach, teach, and live.




PERSONAL AND SOCIAL SIN

By “personal sin,” I mean things such as lying, stealing, and committing adultery. By “social sin,” I refer to participation in unjust societal systems such as slavery, apartheid, institutionalized racism, and unfair economic systems.

In the past few decades, the way different preachers preached (if they talked about sin at all) illustrated a striking division. Theologically conservative preachers typically focused on personal sins, whereas more theologically liberal preachers tended to emphasize social sins.

But the Bible seems to care about both! The prophet Amos declares that the nation of Israel would go into captivity because of its sin:


For three sins of Israel,

even for four, I will not relent.

They sell the innocent for silver,

and the needy for a pair of sandals.

They trample on the heads of the poor

as on the dust of the ground

and deny justice to the oppressed.

Father and son use the same girl

and so profane my holy name. (Amos 2:6-7)



In the first section, the prophet clearly condemns economic oppression. Selling the innocent for silver and the needy for a pair of shoes refers to unjust courts where the rich bribe the judges, using the judicial system to oppress poor people. Their denial of justice to the oppressed is like stomping their heels into the ground. But the prophet then immediately adds that sexual sin is also why God will destroy the nation. Similarly, the prophet Isaiah denounces both those who seize the land from poor peasants and those who are drunkards (Isaiah 5:8-9, 11, 22-23).

The Bible is clear that laws themselves can be oppressive and unjust. The Psalmist denounces wicked rulers who “frame mischief by statute” (Psalm 94:20-23 JB). Or as the New English Bible translates the passage, they contrive evil “under cover of law.” Isaiah bluntly attacks legislators who write unjust laws:


Woe to those who make unjust laws,

to those who issue oppressive decrees,

to deprive the poor of their rights


and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people.


(Isaiah 10:1-2)3




When they think about poverty, many Christians fixate on personal causes and solutions. They may be willing to provide food baskets or disaster relief, but they are far more reluctant to examine the underlying structural causes of poverty. The great Catholic advocate of the poor, Bishop Dom Helder Camara of Brazil, famously said: “When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint. When I ask why the poor have no food, they call me a Communist.”

Giving a hungry man a fish is good. Helping him learn how to fish, so he can feed himself (and others) for a lifetime, is better. And in order to fish for a lifetime, poor persons need to be able to access the ponds. The problem we face today is that many of the world’s ponds are controlled by just a few extremely wealthy people who don’t like to share. Structural change is required to correct the social sin of such unjust economic arrangements.4




A DEFINITION OF ECONOMIC JUSTICE5


One way the Bible helps us develop a definition of economic justice is through the discussion of land in the Old Testament. While there is no extended, systematic treatment of economic justice per se, what the Bible says about land can help us formulate a definition.

Israel was an agricultural society. And in an agricultural society, land is the basic capital—the fundamental means for creating wealth and making an adequate living. The way Israel handled the proper division of land differed sharply from surrounding societies. In Egypt, the Pharaoh and the temples owned all the land. In other Near Eastern societies, a feudal system prevailed where the king gave a few powerful people huge tracts of land that in turn were worked by poor, landless peasants.

But in Israel, the ideal was for each family to own its own land. Joshua 18:1-10 and Numbers 26:52-56 describe how, after Israel entered the land of Canaan, the land was divided so that every family received some.6

According to numerous biblical texts, God wanted this pattern of decentralized land ownership to continue. Leviticus 25 (one of the more radical economic texts in the Bible) decrees that every fifty years, the land reverts back to its original owners—no matter how or why they have lost their land. If practiced, this provision would have prevented the consolidation of land in the hands of a few powerful persons.

But that is exactly what happened under the kings of Israel. Again and again, the prophets denounced rich people who seized (often “legally” by bribing judges) the land of poor people. The prophet Elijah denounced King Ahab for abusing royal power by seizing Naboth’s ancestral family land (1 Kings 21). Isaiah attacked rich landowners for seizing more and more of the land of smaller farmers (Isaiah 15:5-8). In fact, the prophets declared that God would punish the nations of Israel and Judah with destruction and captivity precisely because of their economic oppression and idolatry (see Micah 3:1-4, 9-12; Isaiah 1:21-26; Jeremiah 7:1-15; 12:1-7).

Strikingly, however, the prophets also imagined a future messianic time when justice once again would prevail and “everyone will sit under their own vine and under their own fig tree, and no one will make them afraid” (Micah 4:4; see also Zechariah 3:10). In that future time of justice, everyone again would possess their own land, without fearing that the rich and powerful would take it from them!

The biblical ideal is a decentralized economic ownership where neither the state nor a few wealthy persons own all the land (and therefore the society’s basic capital). Instead, every family has its own land, which it can work responsibly to earn an adequate living.

This arrangement suggests a basic definition of economic justice. God wants every person and family to have access to the productive resources (that is, “capital”) so that if they act responsibly they make enough to cover their needs and be dignified members of their society.7

Today, while there are areas where land remains the most basic capital, the most important capital in a knowledgeable society is a good education. Christians who seek to implement the biblical ideal of economic justice must work to guarantee that every person in the world has access to the physical and intellectual capital they need to earn a decent living.

To do that we must face two stubborn facts. First, our global market economies produce the luxury goods people with money want and allow the poor with no capital or money to die of starvation or disease. Second, at least two billion people live in extreme poverty with virtually no capital. They have no land, little or no access to education, and almost no money. So, if we want to implement a biblical standard of economic justice, we must work to restructure dramatically today’s economic arrangements so that every person and family has access to land, loans, and school. Wise redistribution (especially via educational systems that are at least as good for the poorest members of society as they are for the wealthiest) is essential.




A FAITHFUL CHRISTIAN RESPONSE

While we have made major strides in combating extreme poverty globally, today two billion people still struggle to survive on two dollars (or less) a day.

Christians need to change. Our personal lives. Our churches. Our society.

First, we need to live more simply so that the poor may simply live. The vast majority of Americans are wealthy in comparison to the two billion poorest people on the planet. We easily could decide to spend significantly less on ourselves so that we can give more to effective programs that promote economic development for our poor neighbors around the world.

Second, our churches need to change. Every pastor and church leader must ask themselves: Am I talking and preaching about the poor as much as the Bible does? And if not, is my job security, rather than Jesus, my Lord?

Third, we all need to be involved in a small group or community where members have developed sufficient trust to help each other think about how we should spend our money in light of global poverty and the overwhelming biblical teaching about God’s special concern for the poor.

Finally, we need to change the structures of our society. We need to work more vigorously and effectively to correct the weaknesses of market economies; make international trade and international corporations fairer; preserve the environment; and guarantee that foreign aid is both more extensive and more effective.8

Each of these tasks is complex and complicated. Invariably, Christians will reach differing conclusions about what the best, specific strategies may be. But we must start with the clear biblical teaching that faithful Christians must work tirelessly to promote economic justice. Then we must inform ourselves with the best studies, data, and expertise from leading economists and development specialists about which programs are most effective.

If we do that, over the next two decades, Christians can contribute dramatically to bringing about the end of global poverty.
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