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“Children are those most impacted by war, 
con�ict, and crisis—and as Jesus’ own example 
makes clear, it’s not an option for us to turn a 
blind eye. Su�er the Children takes an 
un�inching look at the hardships faced by 
millions of children each day, but then also 
turns our gaze toward approaches and 
organizations that are creating lasting change. 
Clear, compelling, and thoroughly biblical, 
this book envisions a future in which children 
exchange their su�ering for hope.”

—PETER GREER, president & CEO, HOPE 
International; co-author of Mission Dri�
 

“An excellent book full of �ne biblical 
discussion, current socio-economic data, and 
powerful stories. A solid help for Christians 
wanting practical help on how they can act 
e�ectively to reduce poverty here and around 
the world.” 

—RONALD SIDER, author of Rich Christians 
in an Age of Hunger

We all say that we care about children. We all know that millions of 
children around the world, including in the United States, are su�ering 
physically, materially, and emotionally and are unable to reach their full 
potential. Moreover, their material deprivation and physical ills o�en 
prevent them from responding to the gospel. Most of us conclude that we 
cannot do anything signi�cant to help the impoverished children living 
in our own backyards let alone those living in the slums of Nairobi or the 
hinterlands of Haiti. We can, however, do much to improve their lives 
materially and spiritually. �rough praying, giving generously, sponsor-
ing children, volunteering with aid organizations, living more simply, 
investing and shopping more prudently, and advocating more zealously 
in the political arena, we can make a di�erence. We can prod politicians, 
business executives, and church leaders to prioritize aiding destitute 
children. We can support one of the hundreds of organizations that are 
working e�ectively to help indigent children have better lives. Su�er the 
Children describes the plight of poor children and provides many practi-
cal ways we can participate in one of the most important crusades to 
improve our world.
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Preface

It takes a whole village to raise a child. 

Igbo and Yoruba (Nigeria) Proverb

this proverb applies to our book in two ways. first, it will take the dili-
gent efforts of people throughout the world to enable children to have 

clean water, more food, better shelter, education, health, greater safety and 
opportunities, and a brighter future. Second, this book rests upon the work 
of a village of scholars, activists, and practitioners. We utilize the expertise 
of hundreds of academicians and tell the stories of numerous educators, 
pastors, missionaries, business leaders, criminal justice personnel, nGO 
staff, government officials, and individuals who have overcome tremen-
dous adversities, some of whom we have interviewed. People from Seattle, 
Washington to Wilmington, north Carolina and from Kenya to india have 
told us inspiring stories, shared helpful insights, and offered practical solu-
tions for the problems that plague impoverished children.

Because many people “just don’t know the facts,” declares Peter edel-
man, a Georgetown university law Center professor who has worked on 
issues related to destitution for more than fifty years, “we need to tell the 
stories of poverty.”1 “We’re invariably more moved by individual stories than 
by data,” argues New York Times columnist nicholas Kristof.2 “Against-all-
odds stories resonate deeply within us and keep us mindful of the power of 
the human spirit to overcome challenges and adversity.”3 “Great storytelling 

1. “Poor Are Still with us.”
2. Kristof and Wudunn, Path, 192.
3. Maholmes, Why Hope Still Matters, 2.
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can be a powerful catalyst for change,” asserts Stephen friedman, the presi-
dent of MtV.4 

A young boy descends into the dark pit of a coal mine where he la-
bors long hours every day and where his mother and father have worked 
for many years. he lives in a village of makeshift huts in northeast india, 
which few residents ever leave. They stay because they need to feed their 
families and this is the only life they have ever known. to reach the bot-
tom of the pit, this boy makes a dangerous descent every day on a ladder 
built into the side of the chasm. At the bottom he crawls through spaces so 
small he can barely fit—with only a headlamp for light. When he reaches 
a previously untouched wall, he chips out coal with his pick. despite his 
deplorable circumstances, he dreams that someday he will have a different 
life. Millions of voiceless, vulnerable, victimized children around the world 
live in similar circumstances. how can we help them fulfill their dreams? 
What can we do to make life better for them? 

While we discuss it briefly, we assume that our readers understand 
and accept the scriptural basis for assisting the impoverished and working 
to end poverty. Our focus is on identifying what causes and sustains desti-
tution and practical ways we can work to abolish it. 

in his song “do Something” Matthew West, expresses his disgust that 
millions live in poverty and children are sold into slavery. 

So, i shook my fist at heaven 
Said, “God, why don’t You do something?” 

he said, “i did, i created you.”

God has given us the talents and resources to end poverty. together 
we can do it.

4. Quoted in Kristof, “tV lowers Birthrate.” 
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Introduction

The test of the morality of a society is what it does for its children. 

Dietrich B onhoeffer

There can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul  
than the way in which it treats its children. 

Nelson Mandel a

in many ways we are typical Americans. Jane is a retired reference li-
brarian who worked for twenty-five years primarily at Butler County 

Community College and Slippery rock university. i have taught history, 
humanities, and sociology at Grove City College, a Christian liberal arts 
college north of Pittsburgh, since 1978. i am also an ordained Presbyterian 
Church, uSA minister and have served five congregations as an interim or 
stated supply pastor. We are proud parents and grandparents who enjoy 
hiking, reading, and travel.

Our personal experiences in dealing with poor children, however, are 
numerous and diverse. for ten years i served as the part-time pastor of a 
church in a small city and had numerous encounters with indigent resi-
dents. for the past five years, we have served on the board of the Christian 
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Assistance network (CAn), an organization that helps individuals and 
families in our area with financial emergencies. CAn has aided hundreds 
of people, including many children, by paying for medications, car repairs, 
and home repairs. it has also kept many families from being evicted from 
their apartments or from having their heat and lights shut off. As a result, 
we have learned much about the problems, frustrations, and hopes of poor 
parents and children. CAn has assisted many individuals who are home-
less, unemployed, retired, divorced, or have been previously incarcerated. 
Most of our clients, however, have been the working poor who either have 
a full-time job that pays too little ($7.25 to $9 an hour) to cover their basic 
expenses or who work part-time and receive no health benefits. Many of 
these individuals work diligently, pay their bills regularly, and care deeply 
about their children. Their life stories are often heart-breaking. We have 
worked cooperatively with churches, the Salvation Army, a local food pan-
try, two thrift stores, a ministry to women who have been recently released 
from prison, and welfare system staff. 

My first encounter with poverty occurred when i was eight and a fam-
ily on welfare moved into a ramshackle house across the road from us in 
rural western Pennsylvania. Their twelfth child was born soon after they 
arrived. repelled by the children’s tattered clothes, lack of social skills, rank 
odors (the house had no running water), and poor performance in school, 
i and the other neighborhood children avoided them as much as possible. 
Adults reacted similarly. during the six years they lived there, my mother 
was the only one who showed them any kindness. After the family moved 
away, my grandparents, who lived next door to them, reacted as many other 
Americans with sufficient means might have: they bought the dilapidated 
house at a sheriff ’s sale and had it torn down so that no other indigent 
family could occupy it. 

i spent the summer after my sophomore year of college working with 
a mission organization in Colombia. There i had my first experience with 
the grinding poverty that plagued much of the developing world in the 
1970s. trips to visit impoverished rural Christians, the slums of Medellin 
and Bogota, and a week with an indian tribe living near the Panama border 
were deeply disturbing.

As a college student, i helped found a ministry at George Junior re-
public (GJr), a residential facility for male juvenile delinquents located in 
Grove City. “new life” initially sponsored Bible studies and discipleship 
groups and a big brother program that enabled about seventy-five college 
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students to take GJr residents off campus for a couple hours each week. 
Since 1988 i have served as the faculty advisor to this organization. each 
academic year about 125 students hold weekly Bible studies and spend 
time with these teenage males in various settings. hailing from across the 
united States, these boys are at GJr because of their use of illegal drugs, 
theft, truancy, and other law-breaking activities. Many of these students 
come from impoverished homes, usually single-parent ones in inner-cities, 
and have a parent who has been or is incarcerated. Their relationships with 
Grove City College students has led many of them to become Christians, 
grow in their faith, and participate in a church after leaving the institution. 

for several years Jane served as a volunteer court-appointed special 
advocate (CASA) in our county. She worked closely with children under 
state care and served as their voice in the courts. These interactions opened 
her eyes to the struggles these children face as well as to the problems of our 
underfunded and understaffed child welfare system. 

We both became certified as foster parents.  Our longest placement 
was with African-American siblings: a five-year-old girl and her four-
year-old brother. This experience taught us about the challenges and joys 
of fostering. We struggled to understand and nurture them and to cope 
with cultural differences, help these precious children who had been deeply 
wounded by neglect and abuse, and provide appropriate childcare while we 
both worked full time. 

for the last decade, we have actively participated in a bi-racial Pres-
byterian congregation in new Castle,  a small city in western Pennsylvania. 
Among its other ministries, our church sponsors a free lunch every other 
Saturday for indigent community members.

Other personal experiences have given us insights into the plight of 
poor children around the world. for several years we participated in a 
group whose members read books about and discussed social justice is-
sues, especially global poverty. for almost twenty years, i taught a Social 
Problems course that examined world hunger, destitution, disease, and 
violence. Jane has worked to fight human trafficking for the past fifteen 
years as a researcher for Stop Child trafficking now in new York City and 
as an activist. She has written op-eds, done radio interviews, given talks 
to church and community groups, spoken with legislators in harrisburg 
and Washington, and created a local organization to combat contempo-
rary slavery. We have participated in short-term mission trips at home 
and abroad—to inner-city Pittsburgh and Philadelphia; Mississippi (after 
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hurricane Katrina); Greenville, north Carolina; romania; and Belize. in 
addition, for thirty years, we have been members of Bread for the World, 
an organization that lobbies Congress to provide greater assistance to the 
poor at home and abroad.

We have also learned much about the poverty children experience 
through our family and friends. My brother and his wife have worked for 
more than thirty years in two ministries in the Phoenix area to help native 
American children. The son of a couple in our Bible study group founded a 
school in Kenya, and we have closely followed its amazing progress. friends 
from our church served as foster parents of a young brother and sister for 
three years and eventually adopted them. One of my colleagues at Grove 
City College started a ministry in 2008 to share the gospel and aid the 
impoverished in south Asia. Several of our friends have adopted children 
either domestically or from Africa or South Korea.

unfortunately, for many Americans, poverty in the united States is 
invisible. Most middle- and upper-class Americans rarely interact with the 
poor who typically live in the inner city, mobile home parks on the edge 
of communities, dilapidated apartments scattered throughout cities and 
towns, or rural areas. despite living in our town of 8,000 residents for more 
than three decades, we had little understanding of the nature or scope of 
our area’s poverty until we began working with the Christian Assistance 
network in 2011. now we wonder how we could have been so blind. in A 
Path Appears, nicholas Kristof and Sheryl Wudunn discuss the patholo-
gies and problems that plague Breathitt County, Kentucky, in the heart of 
Appalachia. Strikingly, every problem they describe—the drug and alcohol 
abuse, dysfunctional families, school dropouts, difficulty finding jobs that 
pay livable wages, and hopelessness—is present in our community. even 
though you may have little contact with them, the poor undoubtedly live in 
your community or area.

Global poverty is much easier to see. Because of television, the in-
ternet, print media, and the wonderful work of many humanitarian  
organizations, we all know about it. We see images or read about the hunger, 
disease, and squalor that afflicts billions around the world. Pictures abound 
of children sleeping on sidewalks and begging in the streets. We know that 
in war-torn areas thousands of young boys are forced to serve as soldiers 
and many young girls are raped. We often, however, feel overwhelmed by 
the extent of and confused about the causes of global poverty. We do not 
feel responsible to help alleviate it. After all, what can one individual do? 
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trying to aid the hundreds of millions of poor children around the world 
often seems fruitless, akin to putting a Band-Aid on a gaping wound. Many 
people help distressed individuals if they get to know them personally, 
think their intervention can make a difference, and believe their endeavors 
will be successful. few people, however, feel compelled to combat social 
ills when they have no personal contact, the problems seem massive, and 
success seems unlikely, which is how millions of Americans view global 
poverty and injustice.1

The Biblical Basis

Our personal experiences prompted us to write this book to describe the 
immense problems of impoverished children around the world and to 
discuss potential solutions for them. Christians can obviously support 
dozens of worthy causes. We can help fund and participate in evangelistic 
enterprises and endeavors. Christians can engage with and work to enrich 
culture by financing colleges, buying books and magazines, and viewing 
websites, musical performances, movies, plays, and works of art. All of 
these ventures compete for our time, energy, and money. Why should we 
give priority to aiding the indigent?

near the end of his public ministry, Jesus told a parable about sheep 
and goats to accentuate God’s concern for the poor. nowhere does Scripture 
explicitly declare that we will be evaluated on Judgment day by how faith-
fully we read the Bible or how well we understood it, by how often we at-
tended church or witnessed to nonbelievers, how often we prayed, or by the 
depth of our theological understanding. Jesus clearly states, however, that 
we will be assessed by how we have treated the “least of these”—the impov-
erished (the hungry, naked, and thirsty), the stranger, and the imprisoned. 

how we respond to the most vulnerable and marginalized members 
of our society and the world is very important to God. More than one 
thousand biblical verses accentuate God’s passionate concern for justice 
and exhort us to provide just political, economic, and social arrangements 
and practices. Although Christians disagree about many aspects of public 
policy and social welfare (including the best ways to help the poor), that we 
should aid the indigent is undebatable.2 

1. Kristof and Wudunn, Path, 194.
2. Sider and unruh, “Poor Children,” 136. See also Sider, Just Generosity; Sider, 

Good News; Stearns, Hole in Our Gospel; Keller, Generous Justice; deYoung and Gilbert, 
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We have other powerful incentives for helping poor children. doing 
so lessens suffering, enables children to develop their God-given potential, 
and costs nations much less in the long run. The lower economic output 
resulting from inadequately prepared workers and the higher welfare pay-
ments and the criminal justice expenses connected with destitution are 
much more expensive than eradicating child poverty. The Children’s de-
fense fund estimates that reducing child poverty by sixty percent would re-
quire only one-sixth of the $500 billion that child poverty costs the united 
States each year.3 Moreover, altruism has many psychological and physical 
benefits.4

Suffer the Children

When the disciples rebuked people who tried to bring children to Jesus, he 
indignantly declared, “let the little children come to me, and do not hinder 
them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (Mark 10:14).5 
Jesus explained that only those who received the Kingdom of God in the 
unassuming way children did could enter it. Then Jesus took children into 
his arms and blessed them. We have chosen the language the King James 
Version uses in this verse, “suffer the children,” as the title of our book. The 
word play on Jesus’ invitation to the children to meet with him emphasizes 
the tragic reality that many children in today’s world are suffering because 
of their poverty and its concomitants of hunger, disease, threadbare cloth-
ing, and substandard shelter. 

Because Jesus valued children so highly, he was furious when some 
disciples tried to prohibit them from conversing with him. Jesus highlight-
ed the importance of children in other ways. When his disciples argued 
about who among them was the greatest, Jesus used a child to illustrate the 
humble attitude they should instead have. he also warned that anyone who 

Mission of the Church; Stearns, Unfinished; Chester, Good News; Bradley and lindsley, 
Least of These; Wydick, “Best Ways to help the Poor.”

3. edelman, “Child Poverty.” This is based on the calculation that child poverty costs 
$170 billion in later lost productivity, $170 billion in increased expenses combating 
crime, and $160 billion connected with worse health. See also holzer et al., “Childhood 
Poverty,” 41–61. 

4. e.g., Smith and davidson, Paradox of Generosity.
5. unless otherwise indicated, all biblical references are to the new international 

Version.
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caused children to stumble would be better off having a millstone placed 
around his neck and being drowned in the sea (Matt 18:1–6).

Jesus’ treatment of children contrasted sharply with the practices 
of his day. infanticide, abandonment, and child abuse were all common 
throughout the roman empire. Children were considered to be the prop-
erty of their parents.6 Given Jesus’ treatment of children, Wess Stafford, for-
mer CeO of Compassion international, argues, we might have expected the 
disciples to develop a theology that puts “children at the center of the work 
of the church.” By affirming their value, Stafford contends, Jesus urges his 
followers to aid children who are victims of the slave trade, pornography, 
war, and poverty.7 

in 2015, Pope francis visited the Philippines where 35 percent of 
children live in poverty and more than a million children are homeless. A 
twelve-year-old girl, who had long slept on the streets, asked him why God 
allowed so many children to become prostitutes and use drugs. “Why,” she 
protested, “are children allowed to suffer.” Visibly moved, the pope urged 
his audience to ask themselves, “have i learned . . . how to cry when i see 
a hungry child, a child on the street who uses drugs, a homeless child, an 
abandoned child, an abused child, a child that society uses as a slave?” do 
we cry when children suffer and then work to end their agony?8

The Scope of the Problem

Both global and domestic poverty adversely affect children. extreme pov-
erty has been the perennial condition of the vast majority of humanity. to-
day 795 million people suffer from chronic hunger, and about 160 million 
children under the age of five are stunted in their physical development.9 
More than a billion people, including more than one-third of Africans, do 
not have clean water, and 2.5 billion lack basic sanitation facilities. Poor 
people in developing countries spend about seventy percent of their in-
come on food, leaving little money for life’s other necessities.10 A mere one 

6. laes, Children in the Roman Empire, 222–77.
7. Stafford, Too Small to Ignore, 176–80; quotation from 177.
8. Whaley and ramzy, “Outpouring for francis” (first quotation); tufft, “Pope fran-

cis” (second quotations).
9. “Accelerating Progress to Overcome Malnutrition,” http://www.ifpri.org/event/

accelerating-progress-overcome-malnutrition.
10. daigle, “World’s Poorest Kids”; Progress for Children, www.unicef.org/publica-

tions/index_82231.html.
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percent of the world’s people owns almost half of the world’s wealth. Their 
collective wealth is sixty-five times greater than the total assets of the poor-
est half of the world’s population.11

Major progress, however, is occurring. in 1980 half the people in the 
developing world lived in extreme poverty; today only 20 percent of them 
do. The illiteracy of adults worldwide has dropped from more than 50 per-
cent in 1950 to 16 percent today.12 fewer children are starving to death or 
dying of disease now than ever before, and a significantly higher percent-
age of children are attending school.13 deworming is common throughout 
much of the world. Most countries have malaria under control. AidS is 
declining. even in haiti more than four out of five children receive some 
childhood immunizations.14 Worldwide, maternal deaths during childbirth 
were almost cut in half between 1990 and 2015.15 even in the planet’s poor-
est region, sub-Saharan Africa, conditions are improving.16 World Bank of-
ficials argue that the world has the resources to eliminate extreme poverty 
by 2030.17 

in the united States, 22 percent of children live in poverty—14 per-
cent of white children, 33 percent of hispanic children, 37 percent of na-
tive American children, and 39 percent of African-American children.18 
Moreover, 1.7 million households barely survive on a cash income of less 
than $2 a person a day—the kind of desperate poverty experienced by the 
indigent in developing nations.19 About 600,000 Americans are homeless, 
including one in thirty children.20 That 14.7 million poor children and 6.5 
million extremely poor children live in the united States is “unnecessary, 
costly and the greatest threat to our future national, economic and mili-
tary security.”21 An African-American boy born in 2001 has a one in three 

11. hjelmgaard, “richest 1%.”
12. Kristof and Wudunn, Path, 307–8; “remarkable declines in Global Poverty.”
13. See editorial Board, “race to improve Global health.”
14. Kristof, “Scrooges.”
15. “Maternal Mortality,” http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs348/en/.
16. radelet, Emerging Africa.
17. “World Can end extreme Poverty.”
18. “Kids Count,” http://www.aecf.org/m/databook/aecf-2015kidscountdatabook-

2015-em.pdf.
19. lowrey, “War on Poverty.” 
20. “State of homelessness 2016,” http://www.endhomelessness.org/library/entry/

SOh2016.
21. edelman, “Child Poverty.”



Introduction

9

chance of being incarcerated during his lifetime and a latino boy born the 
same year has a one in six chance.22

Moreover, two of five American children live in families whose in-
come is at most 50 percent higher than the poverty line. These families 
face many financial difficulties. A parent who has two children and works 
full time at the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour earns $4,700 less 
than the poverty level. While poverty line income varies by family size and 
location, on average a family of four needs a member working full-time 
for at least $10 an hour to be above it.23 As a result, about one-third of all 
American workers do not earn a living wage.24 Strikingly, by the age of sev-
enty-five, three-fourths of Americans have lived at least temporarily below 
150 percent of the poverty line.25 Among the thirty-five Organization for 
economic Cooperation and development countries, America ranks 34th 
in relative child poverty, ahead only of romania.26 

The united States’ economic recovery since 2009 has had few posi-
tive consequences for its poorest citizens. The number of people eligible for 
food stamps remains at a record high of 46.5 million, while the amount of 
cash assistance has been reduced.27 Almost 20 percent of American chil-
dren live in households that experience food insecurity, and the figure is 34 
percent for children residing in female-headed households.28 Speaking for 
millions, erika McCurdy, a nurse’s aide in Chattanooga, says, “There’s just 
no way, making $9 an hour as a single parent with two children, that i can 
live without assistance.”29 

22. edelman, “Who Are We?”
23. Jacobs, “Minimum Wage.”
24. Mandelbaum, “trying to understand.” hud recommends that no more than 

30 percent of a household’s income should be used to pay rent or a mortgage, which 
amounts to only $377 a month for a full-time minimum wage earner. little housing at 
this price exists anywhere in the united States. See “housing Wage Calculator,” http://
nlihc.org/library/wagecalc.

25. rank, One Nation.
26. edelman, “Child Poverty.”
27. Bittman, “State of food.”
28. “hunger and Poverty facts”; Gundersen and Ziliak, “Childhood food insecurity.” 
29. Greenhouse, “low-Wage Workers.” 
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The Impact of Poverty

Growing up in poverty has a very negative physical, intellectual, and 
psychological impact on children. Abundant research shows that the dis-
advantages poor children experience have many harmful life-long conse-
quences.30 As Beth lindsay templeton argues, “poverty is more than a lack 
of money. it becomes a way of thinking, reacting and making decisions.”31 
Stafford maintains that “a lack of money” produces “a lack of options, 
which is perhaps a more accurate definition of poverty.”32 Poverty affects 
how responsive children’s parents are to their needs, how much education 
they receive at home, the quality of children’s physical environment, the 
amount and type of food they eat, how frequently they change residences 
and schools, and their self-image and emotional well-being. The lack of 
proper nutrition between birth and age three often causes physical and 
intellectual impairment. Sadly, but understandably, many mothers and 
fathers who received little positive attention as young children never learn 
how to properly take care of their children.33

Anxiety, unhappiness, and dependency are common feelings among 
those who grow up in a destitute household. Poverty frequently leads to 
a lack of self-discipline and low self-esteem and reduces children’s trust 
and empathy. destitute children often feel angry, depressed, and insecure. 
Many of them view life as hopeless, pointless, and fruitless. This gloomy, 
pessimistic perspective prompts many of them to put forth little effort to 
get good grades, plan for the future, or improve their lives. “More than 
any other emotion,” Stafford argues, “the poor feel overwhelmed.” having 
limited financial resources, education, or skills to improve their situation, 
many of them “succumb to the downward spiral” that ends in “hopelessness 
and despair.”34 Their sense of shame and stigmatization often leads poor 
children to withdraw socially, make reckless decisions, and misbehave.35

30. See Maholmes and King, Oxford Handbook of Poverty. 
31. templeton, Understanding Poverty, 20. 
32. Stafford, Too Small to Ignore, 176–80; quotation from 177. 
33. Alexander and Olson, “urban Poverty.” See also Alexander, Olson, and entwisle, 

Long Shadow.
34. Stafford, Too Small to Ignore, 184.
35. See Brooks-Gunn and duncan, “effects of Poverty,” 58, 80.
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My ths about Poverty

Misunderstandings of poverty abound. Many assume that only a relatively 
small number of Americans are impoverished, that people usually remain 
poor for many years, that the indigent receive substantial welfare assistance, 
and that poverty generally results from not working hard enough. All of 
these assumptions, however, are false. Almost 40 percent of Americans will 
spend at least one year below the official poverty line ($24,250 in 2016 for 
a family of four) while they are between the ages of twenty-five and sixty. 
Moreover, at some point in their lives 80 percent of Americans will receive 
welfare payments, be unemployed, or live in or near poverty. The average 
time people are poor is rather short—one to two years—although some 
have more than one stint in poverty. One of two American children will 
live in a household that uses food stamps for part of her childhood. Our na-
tion spends less of its GdP percentage-wise than any other post-industrial 
country to pull families out of poverty and protect them from falling into 
it. unlike most other highly developed nations, the united States does not 
supply universal health care, affordable childcare, or moderately priced 
housing for low-income citizens. As a result, the American poverty rate is 
about twice as high as the average of european nations. A high percentage 
of the poor have worked or are working substantial hours. Our political, 
economic, and educational structures and policies, rather than individual 
laziness, accounts for most poverty.36

A 2014 Pew Center poll found that more than 55 percent of America’s 
most financially secure residents think that “poor people today have it 
easy because they can get government benefits without doing anything in 
return.”37 in reality, the poor face many challenges. in addition to worrying 
about how to pay their bills, many of them struggle with low self-esteem 
and sense of purpose. financial institutions refuse to serve many indigent 
Americans who are “nearly eaten alive by exorbitant fees,” especially the 
ones to cash payroll checks and buy money orders. The poor also often 
cannot get credit, have to purchase used cars at outrageous interest rates, 
and are fined by police departments to raise revenue.38

36. rank, “Poverty in America.” See also rank, hirschl, and foster, American Dream.
37. “financial insecurity.”
38. Blow, “how expensive it is to Be Poor.” 
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W hy Are People Poor?

Many affluent individuals are reluctant to help the poor because they be-
lieve these myths and blame the indigent for their plight. The wealthy often 
see poverty as a moral failure and think that anyone who studies and works 
hard, sacrifices for the future, and obeys the law can succeed.39 Many agree 
with conservative pundit Bill O’reilly that people are destitute because of 
their “irresponsible personal” conduct, especially their “addictive behavior, 
laziness and apathy.”40 The poor are allegedly indolent, imprudent, present-
oriented hedonists who make poor choices, including drinking excessively, 
using harmful drugs, and having children they cannot afford to raise. Con-
servatives and liberals agree that poor people are more likely than middle 
and upper-class individuals to engage in harmful behaviors and to focus 
more on instant gratification and less likely to exercise self-control and plan 
for the future. Conservatives typically argue that these behaviors cause pov-
erty, while liberals generally maintain that poverty causes these behaviors.41 

Surely, we can all agree that children do not deserve to be poor. Their 
poverty results from their parents’ conduct and choices, not their own self-
destructive acts, faulty decisions, or irresponsible behavior. Being wealthy 
and successful or poor and distressed is determined not simply (or even 
primarily) by people’s virtue, hard work, and self-discipline, but “by an 
inextricable mix of luck, brain chemistry, child rearing, genetics, and out-
side help.”42 numerous factors contribute to poverty at home and abroad: 
socialization patterns, mental and physical handicaps, lack of education, 
opportunity, and social networks, and social injustice. 

Most of the parents of poor children were also raised in homes by 
adults (often only mothers) who had many emotional problems and ne-
glected or abused them or gave them little loving nurture or educational 
enrichment.43

Some attribute the much higher poverty rates of African Ameri-
cans, native Americans, and hispanic Americans to cultural attitudes 

39. Kristof and Wudunn, Path, 14. When asked, “Which is more to blame if a person 
is poor,” 35 percent of respondents to a January 2014 Pew research Center/uSA today 
said “lack of effort on his or her part” while 50 percent said it was “circumstances beyond 
his or her control.” See “inequality Growing.”

40. Pavlich, “true Poverty.” 
41. rosenberg, “Cycle of Scarcity.” See also Katz, The Undeserving Poor.
42. Kristof and Wudunn, Path, 15. 
43. Velasquez-Manoff, “Status and Stress.” 
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and child-rearing practices that produce limited aspirations and failure to 
plan for the future. Others blame discrimination, restricted opportunities, 
pessimism, and feelings of resignation born out of frustration and bitter 
personal experiences.44 The median income of a black household is only 60 
percent that of whites.45 One contributing factor to this disparity is growing 
up in a single-parent home, which typically involves lower income, less pa-
rental involvement, and greater tension, and is much more common among 
African Americans (67 percent) and native Americans (53 percent) than 
whites (25 percent).46 Many studies report that the absence of a stable father 
especially has “adverse consequences for boys’ psychosocial development 
and educational achievement.”47

hunger also fuels poverty. About seven million American households 
include an individual who skips meals so that other members have enough 
to eat.48 Consequently, many impoverished children eat less nutritious 
food, which contributes to lethargy, obesity, chronic illnesses, and other 
health problems.49

Many economists contend that the most important reason for pov-
erty in America is the poor state of the labor market for low-wage workers 
and the nation’s escalating inequality. Prior to 1970, Americans could find 
manufacturing jobs that paid a decent wage. Since 1970 automation, for-
eign competition, and outsourcing have cost our nation 30 million manu-
facturing positions. Although blue-collar workers have generally become 
better educated and more skilled during the last thirty years, their income 
has declined.50 today instead of making steel, cars, or electronics, many 
Americans flip burgers at Mcdonald’s, stock shelves at Walmart, or sell 
clothing at The Gap for low wages.51 technological changes and globaliza-
tion, coupled with the waning of labor unions and the diminishing value of 
the minimum wage, have produced higher levels of unemployment and re-
duced upward mobility and income. This, in turn, has contributed to fewer 

44. e.g., Wilson, Truly Disadvantaged.
45. Cohen, “Public-Sector Jobs Vanish.” 
46. “Kids Count.” See, for example, hymowitz, “Single Motherhood,” and hymowitz, 

Marriage and Caste.
47. edsall, “What Makes People Poor?”
48. Kinsman, “Ongoing Struggle.”
49. “‘Wealth Gap’ Seen in American diet”; tanner, “Americans’ eating habits.”
50. lowrey, “War on Poverty.”
51. See Cherlin, Labor’s Love Lost. 
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marriages, more out-of-wedlock births, high rates of transitory cohabita-
tion, increased poverty, and greater dependence on government support.52 

Pervasive poverty exists in the world’s richest country. in the united 
States “the life prospects of the young are” more “determined by the income 
and education of their parents” than in most other post-industrial nations. 
during the past 35 years, the income of people with only a high school di-
ploma has declined 13 percent.53 “The six Walmart heirs are worth as much 
as the bottom 41 percent of American households put together.”54 This 
“widening and deepening inequality” affects people’s quality and length of 
life and their access to jobs, food, education, and healthcare.55 

Our Approach 

Suffer the Children analyzes the major problems children face in today’s 
world. We examine hunger, the lack of clean water, disease, substandard 
housing, deficient parenting, inadequate education, insecure property 
rights, police corruption, ineffective and unjust judicial systems, gangs, hu-
man trafficking, and the shortcomings of the American child welfare sys-
tem. We also discuss potential solutions—improving parenting, adoption 
practices, foster care, childcare, and education, increasing child sponsor-
ship, providing more jobs and raising the wages of workers, reforming the 
child welfare system, and abolishing human trafficking. We present various 
ways to help children (and their families) in developing nations, including 
expanding microfinance, combating disease, supplying uncontaminated 
water, and reducing violence. We feature the stories of individuals who have 
overcome child poverty, organizations and programs that are alleviating 
poverty, and interviews with practitioners who are making a difference. We 
discuss what many congregations, parachurch and secular organizations, 
politicians, government programs, and businesses are doing to improve the 
quality of life for the world’s impoverished children. We conclude chapters 
with what readers can do to aid poor children. together we can make a 
difference.

52. edsall, “What Makes People Poor?”; Shipler, Working Poor; Sawhill, “intergen-
erational Mobility.” 

53. Stiglitz, “inequality.” 
54. Kristof, “Canadian dream.” 
55. Stiglitz, “inequality.” 
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Solving the World’s Water  
and Food Crisis

 Lord, to those who hunger, give bread. And to those who have bread,  
give the hunger for justice. 

L atin American prayer 

 Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day;  
teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime. 

Moses Maimonides, Jewish philosopher 

On September 9, 2006, Scott harrison invited hundreds of his friends 
to a party in new York City to celebrate his thirty-first birthday. he 

charged them $20 to attend. is he a megalomaniac who thought people 
would be honored simply to come to his party? nine months later, on June 
1, 2007, a team of twenty-one ordinary female and male athletes from thir-
teen different countries set out from new York City on a ninety-five-day 
journey. running twenty-four hours per day, they collectively traversed 
15,200 miles as they crossed eleven european nations, Mongolia, China, 
Japan, and Canada. each athlete ran ten miles per day, and collectively 
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they handed off a baton more than 1,500 times. Why did these twenty-
one people spend more than three months of their lives jogging on three 
continents? had they suddenly become fitness fanatics? Both harrison and 
the runners undertook their respective activities for the same reason: to 
publicize and try to end what they deemed the preeminent crisis of the 
early twenty-first century—the world’s lack of safe water. reinforcing this 
contention, when sixteen development experts were recently asked which 
poverty interventions are most successful, they ranked providing clean wa-
ter to rural villages as number one.1 

After working for several years promoting prominent nightclubs and 
fashion events in new York City, harrison felt desperately unhappy and 
spiritually bankrupt. in 2004 he volunteered with Mercy Ships, which re-
cruits surgeons to operate on thousands of indigent people throughout the 
world who have no access to medical care. harrison soon became the ship’s 
photojournalist and spent months documenting human suffering in Africa. 
he was especially moved by his visits to many remote villages in liberia 
where thousands had no electricity, running water, or sewage system.2 his 
birthday celebration in 2006 raised $15,000 to construct three wells in a 
refugee camp in northern uganda. Since then, charity: water, the organiza-
tion he soon founded, has financed more than 20,000 projects, primarily 
involving freshwater wells, rainwater catchments, and sand filters, and has 
brought potable water to more than six million poor people in Africa, Asia, 
and Central and South America.3 

Similarly, the runners sought to motivate people to “alleviate the cata-
strophic burden placed on over a billion people who, every day, must drink 
unsafe local water, or travel long distances on foot to search for safe water 
for themselves and their families.” They pointed out that about one in six 
people around the world does not have clean water for drinking, cooking, 
or bathing. to accomplish their aims, a book of photographs and analysis 
titled Blue Planet Run: The Race to Provide Safe Drinking Water to the World 
was published and the Blue Planet run foundation was created to supply 
safe drinking water to 200 million people by 2027. today this global net-
work includes more than 100 organizations that operate sustainable water 
and sanitation programs in twenty-seven countries.4 Many other organiza-

1. Wydick, “Cost-effective Compassion.”
2. “Scott’s Story,” http://www.charitywater.org/about/scotts_story.php.
3. “charity: water,” https://www.charitywater.org/projects/.
4. “Blue Planet network,” http://blueplanetnetwork.org/BPr/. See Smolan and 
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tions are also working to provide safe water for the 1.1 billion people who 
lack it.5 

Think what your life would be like if you could not go to your faucet 
or refrigerator to get a glass of clean water any time you wanted one. few 
people in the West consider this a luxury, but millions of others around 
the world would.6 Millions of people in developing nations live in villages 
or rural areas where the only source of water is a polluted river, stream, or 
swamp. imagine carrying eighty pounds of water in a can on your head or 
back for five miles once or twice a day, digging in the sand to obtain water, 
or waiting at a well for several hours for your turn to draw water.7 While 
an average American household uses about one hundred gallons each day, 
families in the developing world use only five gallons a day.8 Consequently, 
after carrying water home, the poor have to choose whether to use it for 
drinking, cooking, bathing, or washing dishes and clothes because they 
do not have enough water for all these purposes. Worldwide, the indigent 
spend billions of hours procuring water, time that children could instead 
use to attend school or play and adults to generate much needed income.

in the developing world, either the lack of water or contaminated 
water causes numerous health problems, including the death of almost 
two million children every year.9 impure drinking water, improper hand 
washing, and inadequate sanitation cause diarrhea, which alone leads to an 
estimated 842,000 deaths per year.10 filthy latrines, open sewage, and the 
lack of places to bathe make matters worse. Strikingly, more people today 
own a mobile phone than have a toilet in their home.11 every minute a child 
dies as a result of a water-related disease such as roundworm, whipworm, 
or hookworm. Throughout much of the world, “the toddlers of the poor 
waddle across minefields of microbial threat.”12 These diseases also stunt 

erwitt, Blue Planet Run.
5. Human Development Report, 2006.
6. See roth, “extra hour each day.” 
7. “Our Mission,” http://www.charitywater.org/about/mission.php.
8. lenda, “Water Crisis.”
9. Human Development Report, 2006, 6.
10. “Progress on drinking Water and Sanitation.” We could totally eliminate this 

problem through oral hydration therapy, which costs pennies per use, and is available for 
free in many areas of the developing world (Karlan and Appel, More Than Good Inten-
tions, 42).

11. “Safe Water,” water.org; “Why Water,” http://www.water.cc/whywater. 
12. todd, Hope Rising, 51. 
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growth, produce debilitating anemia, diminish children’s cognitive poten-
tial, and lead millions of them to miss many days of school. Among other 
benefits, access to clean water cuts infant mortality in rural villages in half 
at a cost of only $10 per child per year.13

Countless women and girls spend as many as twenty hours per week 
collecting water, which also limits their school attendance and often de-
stroys their dreams of becoming physicians, teachers, lawyers, or nurses. 
demographers predict that one billion women could enter the global work-
force in the next ten years, but the time they will expend searching for safe 
water will impede their ability to do so.14 

Thankfully, conditions are improving. Since 1990, two billion people, 
who previously used water that could sicken or kill them, have gained ac-
cess to clean water.15 Moreover, during the last century, the world’s use of 
water increased more than twice as rapidly as did its population. 

nevertheless, the World economic forum contends that a water 
shortage is the greatest risk facing the world during the next decade.16 The 
lack of safe water and healthy sanitation inhibits economic development, 
causes disease, and perpetuates the cycle of poverty.17 The un warns that 
the situation could become worse by 2025. As industrial development, 
population growth, and improving lifestyles create greater demands for 
water, experts estimate that unless we act quickly and vigorously almost 
one-quarter of the world’s people will live in areas where water is scarce and 
two-thirds will live in regions where water resources are strained.18 Afflu-
ent nations must help developing countries supply more uncontaminated 
water and increase their conservation and recycling of water to improve life 
for today’s and tomorrow’s children. 

fortunately, action is being taken. in 2014 the uS Congress passed the 
Water for the World Act to increase people’s access to safe water, sanitation, 
and hygiene in the nations with the greatest needs. The World economic 

13. This is the estimate of the World health Organization.
14. “Third Billion,” http://www.strategyand.pwc.com/global/home/what-we-think/

third_billion.
15. “Progress on drinking Water and Sanitation,” http://www.unicef.org/media/files/

JMPreport2012.pdf.
16. “Third Billion.”
17. damon and White, “Journey to Sundance.” 
18. “freshwater Crisis,” http://environment.nationalgeographic.com/environment/

freshwater/freshwater-crisis/; hjelmgaard, “Bringing Water to the Masses.” 
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forum’s Global Agenda Council on Water is challenging business leaders 
around the world to provide equitable access to water in emerging markets. 

Meanwhile, many non-governmental organizations are also working 
to provide clean water and better sanitation for the millions who lack it. in 
2009, for example, civil engineer Gary White and actor Matt damon created 
Water.org. Water.org partnered with Belgian beer manufacturer Stella Ar-
tois at the 2015 Sundance film festival to launch the “Buy a lady a drink” 
campaign to reduce the trips millions of women and children around the 
world take every day to collect water. Water.org also produced a film about 
Anita, an indian woman, which aired at the festival. The installation of a 
water tap in her home transformed the life of Anita’s family. her children 
now go to school instead of waiting in line at a local water source. She works 
in a family business and grows her own food instead of frequently making 
a long journey to town to buy vegetables.19 By working with local partners 
to provide innovative long-term solutions to water problems, Water.org has 
significantly changed the lives of thousands of other people in Africa, South 
Asia, and Central America.20 

numerous Christian organizations are also providing clean water to 
the world’s poor. Since 1977, lifewater has aided 2.5 million vulnerable 
children and their parents who live in remote regions in forty countries 
by eliminating life-threatening diseases through its community-focused 
hygiene and sanitation programs.21 living Water international, created in 
1997, has trained thousands of volunteers and professionals in shallow well 
drilling, pump repair, and hygiene education who have completed more 
than 15,000 water projects in poor regions of Africa and latin America.22

More than eighty organizations, Christian and secular, are working 
to provide clean water and improve sanitation around the world. They 
distribute hygiene kits and construct latrines and hand-washing stations. 
These organizations also make water filters from basic local materials and 
teach residents of poor communities to wash their hands, cook with clean 
utensils, and draw water from uncontaminated sources.23

The alternative birthday party through charity: water is an innova-
tive approach. every year parents spend millions of dollars on parties to 

19. damon and White, “Journey to Sundance.” 
20. “About us,” http://water.org/about/.
21. “lifewater,” http://lifewater.org/impact/.
22. “About living Water,” http://www.water.cc/aboutlivingwater.
23. “Water for the Ages.”



S u f f e r  t h e  C h i l d r e n

20

celebrate children’s birthdays by renting facilities, buying pizza, and supply-
ing cake and children receive many presents and gift cards. Children could 
instead emulate the example of six-year-old lory. he became upset when 
he learned that contaminated water harmed millions of children. rather 
than bringing him presents, lory asked family members and friends to do-
nate $6 each to help furnish clean water for people in Africa. Through this 
and other means, he collected $2,386 that provided a clean water source 
for thirty-six rwandans. While not as lucrative as lory’s, the average char-
ity water birthday campaign raises about $770. if a mere one percent of 
Americans participated in this program each year for the next ten years, it 
would provide 100 million people with safe drinking water.24

More than a million residents of Kibera, a nairobi slum, live in an area 
smaller than new York City’s Central Park. Kibera has no running water, 
its roads function as open sewers, and one-fifth of its children die before 
the age of six. Some residents use makeshift hoses to hack into the mu-
nicipal waterline, which contaminates the water they withdraw. Thousands 
of families purchase this dirty water at exorbitant prices. Pentair, a global 
water services company, recently drilled a well and put kiosks in Kibera, 
enabling residents to buy pure water for a small fee.25 

Convenient access to clean water changes people’s lives dramatically. 
The drilling of wells in hundreds of villages and rural areas has enabled 
more young girls to go to school, women to become economically produc-
tive, and children to live beyond their fifth birthday.26 Consider the exam-
ple of Murinja, rwanda. four times each day, fifteen-year-old Jean Bosco, 
like many other village children, walked a long distance to fill five-gallon 
cans with water from a muddy, stagnant, foul-smelling pond. living Water 
international drilled a well in his village giving Jean and dozens of other 
children more time to attend school, do other chores, and play with friends. 
They no longer have to boil water to prevent the diseases that using unclean 
water causes. now a nearby clinic uses wholesome water to treat the sick.27 

As noted, improving water and sanitation especially benefits women. 
When communities have a clean, easily-accessed water supply, women 
spend less time caring for sick family members and can earn more income. 
Because women and girls are often assaulted or raped on their trips to 

24. “Birthday Parties,” https://www.charitywater.org/birthdays/history.php.
25. Sohn, “Coke.” 
26. hjelmgaard, “Bringing Water to the Masses.” 
27. havens and Walling, “Jean Bosco.” 
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procure water, their lives become safer. Meanwhile, improved sanitation 
systems allow girls to stay in school after they reach puberty because they 
can handle menstruation more effectively.28 Moreover, numerous organiza-
tions that provide clean water, better latrines, and improved hygiene part-
ner with women, which helps elevate their status. Women typically take 
the lead in helping their communities practice better hygiene, including 
regular hand washing.29

While providing pure water through wells and rainfall collection 
systems is crucial, so is ensuring that farming practices do not contami-
nate clean water sources. Consequentially, many organizations that focus 
on alleviating other aspects of poverty also address water issues. Arguing 
that “clean water is the foundation of health and prosperity,” heifer inter-
national, for example, teaches families and communities how to manage 
their water resources.30 All of these improvements to the water supply of 
developing nations help their residents have a better life.

The Challenge of World Hunger

hunger problems are closely connected with the world’s water crisis. Since 
1980 the percentage of the planet’s people who live in extreme poverty and, 
therefore, do not have enough to eat has been substantially reduced, but the 
total number, 850 million, has remained about the same because of the in-
crease in the world’s population. every night one out of eight people in the 
world goes to bed hungry. One out of five people is undernourished. Many 
of us chastise our nineteenth-century forebears for not abolishing slavery, 
but when future generations look back on our day, they can justifiably cen-
sure us for not ending the tragedy of human hunger. Although two-thirds 
of the world’s 850 million malnourished people live in Asia, sub-Saharan 
Africa has the highest percentage (25) of persistently hungry individuals. 
A significant number of the hungry are children. Globally, the mental and 
physical development of one in four children under age five is stunted be-
cause of malnourishment (including 40 percent of all African children). 
Moreover, one in six children—about 100 million—in the world’s poorest 
countries is underweight because of acute or chronic hunger.31 Worldwide 

28. “Clean Water,” http://www.care.org/work/health/clean-water.
29. ibid.
30. “heifer international,” http://www.heifer.org/ending-hunger/index.html.
31. Green, “ending World hunger”; “hunger Statistics,” http://www.wfp.org/hunger/
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300 million children go to bed every night with an empty stomach.32 Many 
poorly-nourished children are frequently ill. Malnutrition exacerbates the 
effects of every childhood disease, including malaria and measles.33 in ad-
dition to the 850 million people who are persistently hungry, the united 
nations food and Agriculture Organization (fAO) calculates that more 
than another billion suffer from micronutrient deficiencies.34

The fAO estimates that half of the world’s hungry people are small-
holder farmers and their families who eke out an existence on land with 
poor soil that is prone to drought or floods. About 20 percent are families 
who own no land and earn money by working for farmers. Another 10 
percent of the hungry survive by raising animals, fishing, or using forest 
resources. The final 20 percent live in shanty towns on the edge of large 
cities in developing nations where they do various odd jobs or scavenge to 
avoid starvation.35

Many assume that the reason millions are hungry is that the world 
does not produce enough food. This supposition, however, is false. food 
production per person is currently the highest it has ever been. for several 
decades, the world has produced enough calories, about 2,700 per day per 
person, not only to feed the planet’s 7.3 billion people, but to adequately 
feed the united nations’ projected 2050 population of nine billion. Al-
though the world’s population has increased 70 percent since 1985, its 
farmers, who have achieved increased yields per acre by using better seeds 
and strains, and more irrigation, fertilizer, and mechanization, produce 17 
percent more calories per person. in addition, the world’s cultivated land 
has doubled as peasants, displaced by agribusinesses, grow crops on hill-
sides and in tropical forests. unfortunately, these developments, especially 
as pesticide use rises, groundwater levels drop, and erosion intensifies, of-
ten harm the environment.

The problem, therefore, is not that the world’s food supply is inad-
equate. rather, the problem is that many calories the world produces do 
not go to feed humans and that millions of indigent individuals do not have 
enough land to grow food, the energy to produce it, or sufficient income 
to buy it. Being extremely poor (earning less than $1.25 per day) makes 

stats; “State of the World’s Children,” http://www.unicef.org/sowc09/.
32. Thurow and Kilman, Enough, xiv.
33. “hunger notes.”
34. Bittman, “feed the World.” 
35. “Who Are the hungry?” http://www.wfp.org/hunger/who-are.
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people physically weaker and less able to earn the income they need to 
avoid hunger.36 discrimination, inadequate distribution systems, unjust or 
inept governments, conflict, war, drought, and flooding also contribute to 
one billion of the world’s people consuming less than 1,900 calories each 
day. in addition, a third of the world’s food is consumed by animals, at least 
a third is wasted, and about five percent goes to produce biofuels.37 Some 
experts estimate that half of all the world’s food is wasted after it is harvested 
because of poor storage facilities, inadequate transportation (made worse 
by the lack of roads and bridges), and misuse in kitchens and restaurants.38 
A variety of factors force peasants off their land or cause famine: cruel dic-
tatorships (such as north Korea), war and ethnic persecution (including 
South Sudan, the democratic republic of the Congo, and Syria), drought, 
or other calamities. So do land speculation and the seizure of farms and 
water sources by wealthier citizens, sometimes facilitated by government 
officials who view poor farmers as inefficient. As a result, millions of peas-
ants flee to cities where they work (often sporadically) at low-paid jobs, 
occupy miserable housing, and often eat worse than before.39

The world’s current food system is environmentally harmful, eco-
nomically unsustainable, and unjust. While the more affluent half of the 
world’s people eat well, the other half struggle to feed themselves.40 increas-
ing prosperity and the effort to create alternative sources of fuel are making 
the world’s hunger problems worse. As hundreds of millions of people in 
China and india move toward middle-class standing, the demand for dairy 
products and grain-fed meat escalates. As a result, global grain reserves 
have plummeted and many regions are more vulnerable to natural disas-
ters. Moreover, these developments have increased the price of food. The 
pressures of a larger population, greater demand, and ecological changes 
(expanding deserts, sinking water tables, lakes that are drying up, and cli-
mate changes) are making it more difficult to grow staple crops, especially 
in tropical regions.41 unless we act now, rising demand for food, increases 
in global food prices, and environmental devastation are likely to increase 
hunger, cause civil unrest in many countries, and topple governments.

36. Patel, holt-Gimenez, and Shattuck, “ending Africa’s hunger.” 
37. Bittman, “feed the World”; “hunger notes.” 
38. Green, “ending World hunger.”
39. Bittman, “feed the World.”
40. ibid.
41. Thurow and Kilman, Enough, xv–xvi. 
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Leading Organizations Combatting World Hunger

Thankfully, numerous organizations are working energetically and effec-
tively to alleviate hunger. The efforts of uniCef, the united nations’ World 
food Programme, heifer international, CAre, Oxfam, and farming first 
are especially notable. established in 1946 to help children in countries 
devastated by World War ii, uniCef today works in 190 countries and 
has saved more children’s lives than any other humanitarian organiza-
tion. it provides emergency food during natural disasters and famines 
and community clinics that furnish nutrition education and support for 
young mothers. uniCef also supplies vaccines, antibiotics, micronutri-
ent supplements, and insecticide-treated bed nets and teaches women how 
to breastfeed and families how to practice safe hygiene.42 The World food 
Programme, the united nations’ other key agency in combatting hunger, 
aids eighty million people in the world’s seventy-five poorest countries by 
quickly furnishing food during emergencies and empowering indigent 
farmers to help themselves.43 

heifer international, which began in 1944, gives cows, chickens, pigs, 
and other animals to poor farmers in more than thirty countries. These 
animals supply milk, cheese, eggs, honey, and other essential products. 
They plow fields, help increase crop yields, and transport goods to market. 
every family that receives an animal is required to give one of its offspring 
to another needy family. On average, progeny are passed on for nine gen-
erations. heifer international has helped more than twenty-two  million 
families increase their income and has enabled many children to receive 
more education.44

Since its founding in 1945, CAre has played a leading role in fighting 
global poverty. Originally known for giving “care” packages to the indigent, 
the organization today focuses on equipping poor women to help their 
families and communities escape destitution. CAre works with local com-
munity leaders to improve education, stop the spread of hiV, provide clean 
water and better sanitation, increase economic opportunities, and preserve 
natural resources.45 

42. “uniCef,” http://www.unicef.org/; “7 top hunger Organizations,” http://www.
foodandnutrition.org/September-October-2013/7-top-hunger-Organizations/.

43. “Our Work,” http://www.wfp.org/our-work.
44. “heifer international,” http://www.heifer.org/ending-hunger/index.html.
45. “history of Care,” http://www.care.org/impact/our-stories/care-history.
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founded in 1995, Oxfam is an international confederation of seven-
teen independent non-governmental organizations that each represent a 
different country. Oxfam supplies clean water, food, and hygienic materials 
to victims of war and natural disasters. Working in ninety countries, its staff 
also strive to devise fairer land policies, improve the operation of the inter-
national food system, and provide basic health, educational, and financial 
services to the indigent.46 

established in 2009, farming first is a global coalition of 154 orga-
nizations representing farmers, scientists, engineers, industrial leaders, 
and agricultural development nGOs. it highlights how better agricultural 
practices can increase food security, inhibit climate change, expand bio-
diversity, and increase farmers’ income. farming first strives to safeguard 
natural resources, increase harvests, expand access to markets, and foster 
research about sustainable development.47 

Hunger in the United States

Although hunger problems are more severe in developing nations, they 
also exist in the united States. Currently about 49 million people (roughly 
15 percent of the American population), including almost 16 million chil-
dren, live in food insecure households. numerous organizations strive to 
alleviate hunger in the united States. especially impressive is the work of 
feeding America. established in 1979, it sponsors 200 food banks and 
60,000 food pantries and meal programs throughout the country. each year 
it supplies about 3.3 billion meals to needy individuals and families. While 
the national School lunch Program, operated by the federal government, 
provides free or reduced-priced meals to more than 21 million children 
during the school year, feeding America provides nutritious meals and 
snacks to hundreds of thousands low-income children on the weekends 
and during the summer.48

The federal government’s Supplemental nutrition Program (SnAP) 
“offers nutrition assistance to millions of eligible, low-income individu-
als and families” and benefits communities economically. SnAP is by far 
the nation’s largest hunger program. its staff work with state agencies, 

46. “Oxfam international,” http://www.oxfam.org/.
47. “farming first,” http://www.farmingfirst.org/about-us/.
48. “hunger in America,” http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/learn/us_hunger_

facts.htm; “feeding America,” http://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/.
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neighborhood and faith-based organizations, and nutrition educators to 
ensure that those eligible for assistance know about the program and can 
apply to receive its benefits.49 Many Americans incorrectly believe that 
the SnAP program is plagued by fraud, inhibits recipients from working, 
subsidizes able-bodied loafers, makes people dependent, and provides only 
a minor portion of people’s food needs. in reality, studies show that the 
rate of fraud and waste in the SnAP program is less than one percent. The 
average household receives $281 per month, and the typical individual 
receives $133. Who would refuse to work in order to try to live on this pal-
try amount? in our work with the Christian Assistance network, my wife 
and i have been often amazed, given how little income many of our clients 
have, that their SnAP benefits are so low. in 2011, 87 percent of households 
receiving food stamps included a child, an elderly person, or a disabled 
individual. in 2013, 44 percent of SnAP participants were under age eigh-
teen. half of all Americans will use food stamps as children and so will half 
of all Americans sometime between ages eighteen and sixty-five. Because 
the typical SnAP amount is so small and using food stamps involves social 
stigma, few people want to be dependent on them. More than 50 percent 
of SnAP recipients work, and 80 percent of the others who are able-bodied 
take a job within a year after their benefits begin. The SnAP program costs 
about $2 billion a year, which is only 2 percent of the federal budget.50 

Ending World Hunger

in addition to increasing funding for humanitarian efforts, numerous other 
actions can alleviate world hunger. especially crucial are removing impedi-
ments (governmental, societal, material, and psychological) that make life 
more difficult for the poor and helping them gain the knowledge, skills, 
and resources they need to provide for themselves. We must move from 
furnishing aid to promoting development. foreign aid can be helpful under 
certain conditions and is essential during emergencies caused by drought, 
typhoons, and wars. however, aid can also produce sizeable national debt, 
foster political corruption, depress local markets (which reduces the in-
come of local farmers and business people), and lead to dependence. in 

49. “Supplemental nutrition Assistance Program,” http://www.fns.usda.gov/
characteristics-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-households-fiscal-year-2013.

50. Johnson, “Six Myths”; “Characteristics of SnAP households”; Sherter, “food 
Stamps.” 
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the 1960s Africa exported 1.3 million tons of food each year, while today it 
imports almost 25 percent of its food. The cost of paying off international 
development loans and misguided national policies have both substantially 
contributed to this outcome.51 to be politically and economically secure, 
countries must develop their own stable food supply. 

Three critical steps in reducing world hunger are discussed in other 
chapters: improving schools to empower poor children to escape the trap 
of poverty, sponsoring children, and helping the destitute save money and 
obtain loans. A fourth is to increase indigent adults’ knowledge about 
family planning and birth control to enable them to limit the size of their 
families if they choose. Governments, organizations, and individuals can 
engage in many other actions to alleviate poverty and provide a better life 
for children. for example, Brazil and Ghana have demonstrated that giving 
cash transfers to the destitute, increasing the minimum wage, and assist-
ing individuals, especially women, who farm small plots can substantially 
decrease hunger.52 

high transportation costs, food spoilage, and unreliable and inad-
equate water supplies hamper food production in many developing nations 
today. Therefore, their governments, aided by grants and experts from 
affluent countries, foundations, and charitable organizations, must help 
communities and farmers manage land more effectively, conserve soil and 
water, control flooding, and stockpile water for future use. Governments 
need to construct more roads and bridges, erect warehouses, granaries, and 
farmers’ markets, build more irrigation systems, clear land, plant trees, and 
build or renovate schools. teaching poor citizens how to better manage 
natural resources, handle their finances, and generate more income is also 
essential.53

The governments of developing nations and humanitarian organiza-
tions must also work together to create more stable markets, improve the 
status and opportunities of women, help the indigent establish legal title 
to their land (which is discussed in the next chapter), encourage farmers 
to utilize more ecologically-sound practices, reduce conflict and war, and 
change the attitudes of the destitute. Poor farmers must often sell their 

51. Patel, holt-Gimenez, and Shattuck, “ending Africa’s hunger.” See also Perkins, 
Geopolitics; Gruden and Asmus, Poverty of Nations, 65–74; easterly, White Man’s Burden; 
Moyo, Dead Aid. 

52. Green, “ending World hunger.”
53. “food Assistance for Assets,” http://www.wfp.org/food-assets; “What Causes 

hunger,” http://www.wfp.org/hunger/causes. 
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products when prices are low, which decreases their income. helping 
poor farmers combine their resources and sell their crops at higher prices, 
which, in turn, enables them to produce more, can alleviate this problem. 
The World food Programme (WfP) provides technical expertise to enable 
farmers to boost their production of staple food commodities and increase 
their sales to WfP and other buyers at fair prices, thereby augmenting their 
earnings. This has greatly improved the lives of hundreds of thousands of 
small farmers, especially women, in many developing countries.54 how-
ever, when food prices rise, indigent urban workers are forced to purchase 
cheaper, less nutritious foods, which increases malnutrition, especially 
among children.55 Therefore, helping the urban poor increase their income 
and reduce their housing costs is also important.

to enhance the lives of children, we must improve conditions for their 
mothers. Women are generally paid less than men for their agricultural 
work, do the lion’s share of household work, and are usually excluded from 
making decisions about agricultural practices.56 in numerous African na-
tions, women produce most of the food, but men control family finances, 
and many of them squander money on alcohol, sex, and drugs. Women 
are much more likely than men to save money, use loans to establish viable 
businesses, and upgrade their farms, and they repay loans at much higher 
rates than men do.57

Picture two women farmers in Kenya. Both raise maize on small plots 
of land. One produces two tons of maize per acre, while the other produces 
only one-fourth that amount, leading to tremendous differences between 
their families. The first family has enough to eat, decent housing and cloth-
ing, and healthy children. The second family struggles to survive. What ac-
counts for this difference in production? like many other farmers since the 
Green revolution began in the 1960s, the first woman is using improved 
hybrid crop varieties, fertilizer, and planting techniques that boost yield 
per acre.58 

in 2006 Andrew Youn co-founded One Acre fund to help African 
farmers implement these Green revolution techniques that doubled the 

54. “Purchase for Progress,” http://www.wfp.org/purchase-progress.
55. “What Causes hunger?” See also Conway, One Billion Hungry, and timmer, Food 

Security and Scarcity.
56. “Agriculture,” http://www.care.org/work/world-hunger/agriculture.
57. Kristof and Wudunn, “Women’s Crusade.” 
58. Bornstein, “Green revolution.” 
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world’s food production between 1960 and 1990. today his organization 
employs 2,500 staff who provide training and market assistance to 280,000 
smallholder farmers in Kenya, Burundi, rwanda, and tanzania, and it 
hopes to serve a million families by 2020. Meanwhile, many companies 
have been created to improve seed varieties, and African governments are 
partnering with fertilizer manufacturers to reduce costs.59 

in conclusion, to lessen world hunger, the world’s wealthy nations 
must provide more carefully targeted and monitored development aid, as-
sist poor farmers in developing nations to grow more food, and help im-
prove the infrastructure of these countries. Affluent nations must also prod 
African countries to invest more money in agriculture, protect the property 
of farmers, and prevent armed conflict between and within nations.60 Mo-
tivating the poor to adopt a more positive mindset is also crucial to ending 
hunger.61

W hat We Can Do to Solve the World’s Water  
and Hunger Problems

norman Borlaug, the architect of the Green revolution, declared in 1970: 
“we will be guilty of criminal negligence . . . if we permit future famines.”62 
for more than forty-five years, we have known how to avert famine and end 
world hunger. A world that put astronauts on the moon, invented the in-
ternet, and almost conquered AidS should be able to eradicate humanity’s 
oldest scourge. nevertheless, every day 21,000 people living in the develop-
ing world die as a result of malnutrition and related diseases.63 

We cannot prevent natural disasters or stop all the malevolent actions 
of dictators that produce food and water problems in numerous nations. 
The world’s chronic hunger and water shortages, however, are largely 
caused by human ignorance, selfishness, and lethargy, on the one hand, 
and well-intended, but misdirected, actions of individuals, organizational 
leaders, and government officials, on the other. We have the ability to end 

59. ibid. See also tina rosenberg, “Green revolution”; Sanchez, “Plentiful food 
Production.” 

60. Thurow and Kilman, Enough, 265–73.
61. ferrari, “World hunger.”
62. Borlaug, “Green revolution.” 
63. Thurow and Kilman, Enough, xiii–xiv; “hunger and World Poverty,” http://www.

poverty.com/.
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this calamity. We have enough resources to provide everyone with adequate 
food to eat and clean water to drink.64 for $30 billion a year, the fAO esti-
mates, we could abolish world hunger.65 This amount is less than 2 percent 
of what the world’s nations collectively spend each year on their military 
budgets. Providing the additional calories the 13 percent of the world’s 
chronically hungry people need would require a mere 1 percent of the food 
we currently produce. Several studies indicate that we could provide clean 
water to every person in the world for about $20 billion.66

Christians can take several steps to help provide clean water for ev-
eryone and end world hunger. We can limit our consumption of water and 
food. We can reduce our personal waste. Christians can give generously to 
organizations that furnish pure water, alleviate hunger, and work to help 
people supply their own needs in the future. We can prod the governments 
of developing nations to take steps to solve their water problems and reduce 
the hunger of their citizens. Christians can support organizations like Bread 
for the World that lobby members of Congress to fund the food programs 
at home and abroad that most help beneficiaries and hold both recipient 
nations and individuals accountable. 

Many of us can also change what we eat. The diet of most Westerners 
includes large amounts of meat, fruit, and other foods that require much 
greater resources to produce than the more plant-based diet of people in 
other parts of the world.67 

decreasing food and water waste is crucial too. experts calculate that 
30 percent of all food produced is squandered rather than consumed.68 
in wealthy nations most waste takes place in restaurants, cafeterias, and 
homes. it happens because of consumer preferences (expectation of un-
blemished fruit and vegetables) and supermarket strategies such as “buy 
one, get one free.” raising awareness about world hunger, educating con-
sumers to make better choices, increasing prices for food, enacting govern-
ment regulations, and developing campaigns (like the united Kingdom’s 
“love food, hate waste”) can all help reduce waste.69

64. Thurow and Kilman, Enough, xvi–xvii. See also leathers and foster, World Food 
Problem; Butterly and Shepherd, Hunger and Patel, Stuffed and Starved.

65. “Scourge of hunger.”
66. todd, Hope Rising, 52. 
67. Godfray, “9–10 Billion People,” 113–14. 
68. e.g., WrAP, Food We Waste.
69. Cheng-tozun, “The food Supplier”; Godfray, “9–10 Billion People,” 115–16. See 
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failing to end world hunger will have disastrous consequences. We 
are biblically and morally obligated to ensure that all the world’s people 
have clean water and enough food to eat. God has blessed us with the re-
sources to accomplish this. As stewards of the planet God has created and 
disciples of Christ, we must act quickly, compassionately, and wisely to end 
the scourges of contaminated water and world hunger.

also Sachs, Fork.
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