HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

    By Dr. Riley Case




UNITED METHODISTS AND POVERTY
               If all goes as planned, United Methodists will be concentrating on four areas of focus over the next four years.  Led by the Council on Bishops, with a commitment from boards and agencies and other areas of church life, the General Conference will shift resources and redirect mission and program initiatives to concentrate on (1) leadership development, (2) congregational growth, (3) global health, and (4) poverty.  
             The focus on poverty raises some questions.  First of all, what really are we wanting to do when we speak of concentrating on poverty?  The African bishops, meeting together last Fall, declared that poverty is the number one problem in Africa.   Following this lead, some urge us to express solidarity with the Africans who point out the great disparity in the world between the haves and the have nots.  Another explanation of the focus on poverty speaks of ministry “with the poor” with emphasis on children.    Still another speaks of the goal of eliminating poverty in the world (fairly grandiose actually).   Obviously, we have some sorting out to do.
                 While that is taking place some general comments are in order.
         (1) We as United Methodists have emphasized care for the poor for years and years.  It is part of our Biblical mandate.  United Methodists have been the greatest supporters of Habitat for Humanity, of Rescue Missions, of relief through UMCOR and other agencies, of the Volunteers in Mission programs, and of local church food pantries and feeding programs.   
But even with these efforts we are unworthy servants.  We should be aware not of what we have done but what are the needs around us and throughout the world.

(2) Unjust political, social, and economic structures are linked with 
poverty.  We have differences of opinion as to how to address these injustices.  Some would address poverty by working toward some sort of socialism.  Some urge action against corrupt governments, multi-national corporations, globalization, tribalism, or racism.  
    While we recognize these sources of poverty, many of us hope our denomination will not commit a lot of time, money, and effort advocating simplistic political answers to very complex problems.  Not too many years ago agencies in our church were supporting Robert Mugabe and the Patriotic Front as a political (and revolutionary) solution to injustices in Zimbabwe (then Rhodesia).   The resulting political chaos has brought far more suffering than what existed before.     
   3) Any serious approach to dealing with poverty must be accompanied by a judgment on our own extravagant American life-styles.  To live more simply is not a message that is the property of either conservartives or liberals.  We cannot pretend to be concerned about poverty without some personal sacrifice.    

    4) If we are concerned about poverty in Africa, and if education is one of our strategies to fight poverty, we must support the African church in its educational efforts.   Africa University and Operation Classroom are good starts.    But it is not nearly enough.   When the American seminaries receive 15 million dollars a year from the Ministerial Education Fund, and the African seminaries receive nothing, we should hide our faces in shame.   
     5)  Our concern about poverty should be linked with our desire to make disciples.   That is to say, if we are concerned about the poor we must do our utmost to bring the poor to Jesus Christ   Most revivals of religion take place not among the affluent and self-satisfied but among the poor and the hurting.  Methodism both in England and in America was originally a poor people’s movement.  Today, however, for all of Methodism’s talk about the poor, the truth is that the poor in America do not hear us gladly (fortunately, this is different in other parts of the world).

    We speak of diversity, but our diversity does not include the poor.  We speak of being racially inclusive but only 4% of our membership is ethnic (in the early 1800s, 20% of Methodism was African-American).   Our present system, where we value highly educated, rational, proper, institutional-type ministers does not allow us to connect with the people who most need the gospel.
    If we want really to minister to and with the poor, are we willing to pay the price?

