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Making Long-Term Investments to End Hunger

What Baptized People Are Doing in 2008

In 2008, the first two months of the year contain two seasons of the church calendar: Epiphany is quickly followed by Lent, with Ash Wednesday on February 6.  Many churches begin the Epiphany season by celebrating the Baptism of Our Lord, and historically Lent is a time of preparation for baptism. In reflecting on these themes, Bread for the World President David Beckmann has written:


“John’s baptism of Jesus and the proclamation of Christ as the beloved Son of God establish Jesus as the broker of God’s reign on our earth.  In our own baptism we are turned away from sin, and God calls us as beloved children.  Our self-centered identifies were drowned, and we are raised out of the water as agents of God’s kingdom.”  Beckmann concludes his reflection with, “Tackling the problem of world hunger is not too much for us.”

In 2008, Bread for the World is doing exactly that – pursuing a very big investment in ending global hunger and poverty.  Bread for the World’s 2008 Offering of Letters will urge Congress to provide more and better poverty-focused development assistance.  The House and Senate will be urged to increase funding for programs in the U.S. budget that give people in poor countries the skills and opportunities to break the cycle of poverty permanently.  These include long-term investments in things like education, agriculture, nutrition, health and clean water.

In the past few years, the U.S. Congress has increased federal funding for poverty-focused assistance by about $1 billion a year, and other countries have followed suit.  Now, more kids are in school, and many fewer children are dying every day from preventable, hunger-related diseases.  For the first time, villages in Africa and Latin America have new wells and access to clean water.  Now, there is hope for hundreds of thousands of Africans and Asians living with AIDS because they have received life-giving medication.

Churches around the country played an important role in convincing Congress to approve increased support for these poverty-reducing programs.  Often as part of an Offering of Letters, church members wrote letters to their representatives and senators.  Our nation’s decision makers learned that people of faith believed that helping our neighbors – whether they live next door or on another continent – is the right thing for our nation to do.  And Congress listened.

Bread for the World’s 2008 Offering of Letters will build on the success of previous years by calling on Congress to:

♦ Increase funding for poverty-fighting efforts by at least $5 billion a year, starting this coming year

♦ Direct these increases to programs that most directly address the root causes of poverty and hunger – and that encourage the participation of those citizens who will be served by this development assistance.

♦ Improve U.S. assistance to ensure the maximum benefit to those in greatest need

A first step would be to pass the Global Poverty Act, now in Congress.  This act would make the Millennium Development Goal of halving the number of people who are hungry an official part of U.S. policy. The legislation would also require a coordinated strategy to achieve this goal through U.S. aid, debt relief, and trade policies.  The strategy would encourage cooperation with other countries, international institutions, faith-based groups and the private sector.


Persuading our nation’s decision makers to fund these long-term investments is an ambitious undertaking.  But in these early months of the new year, messages of repentance and renewal will strengthen the voices of the baptized and sustain our advocacy for hungry people.

Newsletter or Bulletin Announcement

In 2008, we will participate in Bread for the World’s Offering of Letters.  As part of this year-long emphasis, we will use our Christian citizenship to urge our nation’s leaders to provide more and better assistance for Africa and other parts of the world that struggle with hunger.  You can learn more about this year’s Offering of Letters at www.bread.org.
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Church Profile

Cumberland First Baptist Church, Indianapolis, Indiana

It won't take much to convince members of Cumberland First Baptist Church to participate in an Offering of Letters this year – people have come to expect it.  "The Offering of Letters has become an annual commitment," explained Pastor Wyatt Watkins.  "It is understood to be a part of who we are."

For the past three years, Cumberland First Baptist members have sat down after worship to break bread together and write letters to Indiana's representatives in Congress on behalf of hungry and poor people.  Some write two or three letters, using Bread for the World's sample letters and additional legislative information as a guide.  It's not just adults that you'll find at these letter-writing tables, either.  Children and youth of all ages, including each of the pastor's four children, come to write their own letters.

According to Pastor Watkins, there is good participation in the Offering of Letters because Cumberland First Baptist has an active congregation, with lay people who take the initiative of making fellow members familiar with the legislation, giving announcements and offering personal testimonies.  In addition, the congregation has been a faithful financial contributor to Bread for the World over the years, and it has made good use of Bread resources.  They have used worship aids and bulletin inserts in Sunday morning worship, and they have included information about Bread for the World (and its web site) in the church newsletter.

Each year, the Offering of Letters is sponsored by Cumberland First Baptist's Eastside Peace and Justice group.  This group addresses issue of  poverty, peacemaking, the environment and nondiscrimination.  And letter-writing is not the church's only response to poverty and hunger.  The Rev. Watkins says they engage in ministry at both the "macro and micro" levels, complementing its advocacy work with active missions outreach in the local community and beyond.  

Members of Cumberland First Baptist cook meals for needy people and tutor disadvantaged students through a local Christian center.  They participate in medical service projects in Honduras and raise funds for missions through a church arts program.  And nearly 20 years ago, the food pantry at Cumberland First Baptist grew to include ten local churches in its Community Outreach Ministry Eastside (COME).  According to Sharon Custer, member of Cumberland First Baptist's board of community outreach, this ministry serves four local townships by assisting needy families with food, utility bills, rent and mortgage payments, and referrals to other agencies.

The momentum in this Baptist congregation for hunger ministry and advocacy efforts is supported by the leadership of Rev. Watkins, who utilizes his pulpit to preach prophetically on hunger, poverty and other justice issues.  When asked for the motivation of Cumberland First Baptist's involvement in anti-hunger ministry and letter-writing, Rev. Watkins explained that it is their gospel calling to follow in the way of Jesus, which is a way of compassion, justice and prophetically challenging the status quo.  "We can't extricate ourselves from this social structure - we must offer an alternative," he explained.  "Jesus' way, based on self-sacrifice and mutuality, offers the richest alternative."
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Caption:  Mark Ostermeier, a member of the Board of Directors of COME, works to keep the canned food moving, sorted, placed in the pantry in an orderly fashion and most importantly, in date. 
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Take two minutes now – for more and better development assistance

Many churches schedule their Offering of Letters for a Sunday in April or May, sometimes in conjunction with Mother’s Day.  This is often a crucial point in the legislative process in Washington, D.C.  But letters to members of Congress early in the year help prepare for later, more specific and targeted communication.  Communicating with your senators will be especially important because the Senate hasn’t yet adopted the Global Poverty Act.


Though your churchwide Offering of Letters may be a few months way, you may want to set aside time during an education hour or Sunday school for letter writing.  Some churches have a table set (with paper and stamps!) to encourage for letter writing after worship on selected Sundays throughout the year.


As you and others in your congregation raise your voice on behalf of hungry people, you may find these suggestions for an effective letter to be helpful:

1) Put your name and address at the end of your letter AND on the envelope, so your Members of Congress know that you are one of the people they represent.

2) Ask for specific action, using the sentence below or your own words.  For example, “Please do all you can to increase poverty-focused development assistance by at least $5 billion in fiscal year 2009, and pass the Global Poverty Act so that our assistance will have the maximum impact for those with the greatest need.” NOTE: When writing to your senators, please ask them to cosponsor this legislation, as it has not yet passed in the Senate.

3) Give reasons why you believe action is urgent. You might cite one or more facts:

· In September 2000, every nation of the world, including the United States, pledged themselves to work together to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. Keeping our promises will help achieve the goals of cutting poverty and hunger, improving health care and education, and protecting the environment by 2015.

· Nearly a billion people worldwide live on less than $1 a day. We can support their efforts to better their lives with effective poverty-focused development assistance.

· We can succeed in reducing extreme poverty if U.S. policy and programs cooperate with the work of developing countries, international institutions, the private sector, and faith-based development efforts. 

4) Put each letter in a separate envelope and address it. Send your letter to:

Senator ________________




U.S. Senate






Washington, D.C. 20510 




Sample Letter to Senators 









Date

Dear Senator ______,







I ask you to do whatever you can to provide more and better aid for the world’s poorest countries. 

All nations agree—extreme poverty can be cut dramatically by 2015. Progress has been made in recent years, so we know it can be done. But we’re not on track right now. Better-funded U.S. aid programs can help improve health, nutrition, education, and water systems, and build long-term solutions for families and communities worldwide.

Please do all in your power to increase poverty-focused development assistance by at least $5 billion in fiscal year 2009. I also want Congress to pass the Global Poverty Act, so that our assistance will have the maximum impact for those with the great need. I hope you will cosponsor this historic legislation.

Sincerely,

Your Name

Your Address
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Offering of Letters Kit

Each year, Bread for the World invites churches and groups across the country to take up a nationwide Offering of Letters to Congress on an issue that is important to hungry people. They often place these letters in the offering plate during church services, prayerfully offering them to God as a gift of citizenship before sending them to Congress. 

To help congregations and other groups organize an Offering of Letters, Bread for the World produces a handbook and video – with inspiring stories, helpful background, and practical suggestions.  This 28-page booklet and 10-minute DVD is an excellent resource for social concerns committees and Peace and Justice Groups.  A Bible study, worship resources, and sample letters are all included.

Using the video and other resources in the Offering of Letters kit will help members of your church see how their concerns are translated into policies that help hungry and poor people improve their lives. For many of these letter-writers, it is their first time communicating with their members of Congress. This outpouring of concern sends a powerful message to our country’s decision makers and helps us as a nation move closer to our goal of ending hunger. 

All those churches that have made financial contributions in the past year to Bread for the World will receive their Offering of Letters kit by mid-February.  If you don’t receive your kit by the end of February or if you would like to order a copy, please visit www.breadstore.org.  Using your Bread for the World membership number will speed delivery.


Free worship bulletin inserts are also available in any quantity to provide introductory information and a sample letter for all church members.  Orders for this free resource can be placed now at www.breadstore.org or by using the enclosed order card.

Looking for a way to provide a deeper spiritual grounding for your hunger ministries? Bread for the World’s partnership with JustFaith offers an in depth small group program that may be ideal for your church.  Biblical reflection, focused discussion, and “border crossing experiences” are designed to foster informed and committed leaders.  Orientation sessions will be held across the country this spring.  Find the session near you at www.bread.org.

Bread for the World is a collective Christian voice urging our nation’s decision makers to end hunger at home and abroad. God’s grace in Jesus Christ moves us to help our neighbors, whether they live in the next house, the next state or the next continent.  By changing policies, programs and conditions that allow hunger and poverty to persist, we provide help and opportunity far beyond the communities in which we live. 

