
We have been talking 
to churches across the UK 
about how we can build 
what Pope Francis calls 
“a poor church that is for 
the poor”. But sometimes, 
there is a language barrier. 
Pope Francis’ message is 
rooted in Latin American 
liberation theology, but in 
the UK the phrase ‘the poor’ 
is problematic, labelling 
people and denying them 
their agency. And we have 
had countless discussions 
about prepositions! Church 
of the poor? With the poor? 
For the poor? To the poor?

More importantly, 
the ideas are completely 
new to many. Churches, 
generally, are comfortable 
with running food banks 
and helping people in need. 
But we are raising difficult 
questions about how to see 
the face of Christ in people 
in poverty, rather than 
treating them as problems 
to be solved.

It’s difficult to define 
what a ‘church of the poor’ 
is in words. But we know 
it when we see it. So this 
summer, our ‘worship and 
theology collective’ – a 
group of ministers, writers, 
theologians and others – 
explored how we can better 
tell people the story of what 
it means to be a ‘church of 
the poor’. We agreed that 
this is the kind of church 
we might be talking about:

 � It is interested in 
building the kingdom, 
not growing the church.

 � It listens attentively 
to voices from the 
margins and works to 
be visibly present to 
the community around 
it (especially ‘those who 
don’t sit in the pews on 
Sundays’).

 � It expects to be 
challenged and 
changed by its 
neighbours, especially 
by people on the 

margins. (Revd Al 
Barrett, a member of 
the collective, talks 
about being a “radically 
receptive, outside-in 
church”.)

 � It puts an emphasis 
on sharing food and 
hospitality. (‘Social 
communion before holy 
communion!’)

 � It is hungry and thirsty 
for justice.

What does ‘church of the poor’ mean?
Church Action on Poverty has been working on our ‘Church of the Poor?’ 
project for two years now. What is it about?
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 � What do you think?
 � Do you see these signs 

in your church? 
 � How could we help 

churches to travel with 
us on this journey? 

 � Are there other signs 
of ‘church of the poor’ 
that we should be 
looking for?



The Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference in the UK 
said many years ago 

that when the gap between 
rich and poor becomes too 
large, society begins to be 
run for the benefit of the 
rich, not for all its members. 
It seems very clear that we 
reached that point in the 
UK some time ago. 

With some executives 
being paid hundreds or 
thousands times more 
than their lowest-paid 
employees, the injustice is 
plain for everyone to see. 
And it is most keenly felt by 
people trapped in low-paid 
work, unable to loosen the 
grip of poverty on their 
lives despite working just 
as hard as any chief exec.

So it is very welcome 
news that companies 
could be made to publish 
their pay ratios. Making 
these injustices more 
visible will increase public 
support for change, and 
enable shareholders and 
campaigners to take action. 
It will help more people 
to understand that these 
disparities are not natural 
or inevitable – that they 
have grown over time, and 
that we can choose to do 
things differently.

At Church Action on 
Poverty, our faith motivates 
us to speak out about this.

“Between you and us a 
great chasm has been 
fixed, so that those who 
might want to pass from 
here to you cannot do 
so, and no one can cross 
from there to us.”
(Luke 16, the parable of the 
rich man and Lazarus)

When I read Jesus’ parable 
of the rich man and 
Lazarus, it strikes me that 
the rich man doesn’t end 
up being tormented in 
Hades because of personal 
sin. Rather, Jesus’ anger is 
directed at the unjust gap 
between the rich man’s 
wealth and the terrible 
situation of Lazarus: 
“covered with sores, [he] 
longed to satisfy his hunger 
with what fell from the rich 
man’s table.”

That concern for 
injustice and inequality 
runs right through the 
Bible. Principles in the Old 
Testament like gleaning 
and jubilee are designed to 
ensure that no one gets left 
behind, and that the rich do 
not amass so much wealth 
that they become separated 
from the rest of society.

This new initiative 
on pay suggests various 
ways that Christians and 
churches can take action to  
loosen the grip of poverty 
and inequality:

 � Lead by example, and 
publish our own pay 
ratios. Church Action 
on Poverty has been 
publishing ours for 
several years in our 
annual review (it’s 1.5:1).

 � Also set an example 
by paying a real 
Living Wage. All the 
UK’s churches have 
committed to pay a 
genuine Living Wage 
– you could make sure 
that your own church is 
in line with the policy. 

 � Support companies 
that have fair pay 
ratios. Churches procure 
goods and services from 
companies, and have 
large pension funds to 
invest. This published 
data will allow us to 
insist on working only 
with companies that 
have fair pay ratios.

If every person is made in 
the image of God and has 
equal intrinsic worth, we 
must challenge any system 
that values some people so 
much more than others.

The rich CEO and Lazarus
Our Communications Manager Liam Purcell reflects on news that the 
government plans to make businesses publish the gap between the pay of 
their chief executive and an average worker.



I’m here today to talk 
about a rural East Devon 
town called Axminster... 
Over 22% of households 
in Axminster have used 
our food bank in the last 
five years – 701 people 
and rising... Sadly we are 
just like many rural towns 
across the UK. 

In 2012 we started our 
food bank and in April 
2013 Axminster Carpets, 
our biggest local employer, 
went into administration. 
We fed 143 people weekly 
for a minimum of 6 weeks...
We have people walking 
three and a half miles to 
get to our food bank and 
three and a half miles back 
carrying shopping. Why? 
There is only one bus in and 
one bus out once a week 
from a local village – if they 
could afford it...

There are no hostels 
in our area and the one 
homeless shelter in Exeter 
(25 miles away) has a six-
week waiting list. So, I cry 
in despair as a vulnerable 
17-year-old boy was put 
out into the pouring rain 
in minus temperatures. He 
was somebody’s son... 

In 2014, Personal 
Independence Payment 
(PIP) assessments were 
introduced. A disabled lady 

deemed fit for work had 
her car removed, remained 
housebound and was 
finally hospitalised with 
malnutrition... 

In 2014 our hardship 
grants were stopped due 
to a lack of funding by East 
Devon District Council. We 
no longer had money for 
people to get to interviews, 
medicine, washing their 
clothes, buying a suit for 
their partner’s funeral, 
money to get to their 
DWP appointments, or to 
outpatients appointments...

Then in 2015 our 
hospital was taken, and 
many people couldn’t 
afford the public transport. 
A young woman missed 
a series of appointments 
and decided to return to 
addiction... She abandoned 
her children in reception... 
All of her children were 
taken away....

Then the next wave 
came – Universal Credit 
arrived. I listened in 
hopelessness as a mother 
from across the borders 
could not put petrol in her 
car due to Universal Credit 
delays and lost her job… 
The kids didn’t get bathed 
for two weeks because 
they didn’t have electricity 
to heat the water. The 

washing stayed unwashed 
and the kids were bullied 
at school for looking dirty. 
They sat in three layers of 
dirty clothes in a freezing 
house... Her friend gave 
her a lift to our food bank 
because she couldn’t 
stomach being recognised 
in her own town...

Universal Credit is 
designed to enforce more 
hardship through delays and 
work sanctions. Sanctions 
never motivate people 
to work. It has a major 
impact on a community 
and its social structure. 
Independent food banks 
have unknowingly taken 
on the role of emergency 
community support.

We as a nation have got 
this terribly wrong when 
even one child is starving. 
Food banks should not 
be an integral part of our 
policy-making or society. 

Fix Universal Credit!
In July, End Hunger UK launched a new campaign to Fix Universal Credit. 
Aynsley Jones of the independent Axminster Food Bank gave a powerful 
speech about why this is so urgent. Here are some highlights.

The End Hunger UK 
petition will send a strong 
message to the Prime 
Minister that it’s time 
to fix Universal Credit. 
Download petition sheets 
at www.endhungeruk.org/
universalcredit



“We are not just social service providers, we are prophetic interrogators for why so many 
people are hungry or homeless. We have to keep asking the ‘Why’ question: not just keep 
pulling bodies out of the river, but send people upstream to see who or what is throwing 
them in.” 

Jim Wallis, Sojourners
Across the UK, churches are 
pulling increasing numbers 
of people ‘out of the river’ 
through food banks, debt 
advice centres, and other 
social action projects. But 
our task as Christians is 
also to go upstream to stop 
people being swept into 
poverty in the first place. 

This is core to what Church Action on Poverty has been about since 1982, and the task is 
more urgent than ever. If you can, please support this vital work. A donation from you today 
will support work like...

 � End Hunger UK  – the national campaign to persuade the UK government to ‘step up to 
the plate’ and play its part in ensuring no one has to go to bed hungry.

 � Your Local Pantry  – a new network of member-run food clubs that will ensure people 
on low incomes have access to good, affordable food on a regular basis, reducing the 
need for emergency food banks.

 � Church of the Poor?  -  a new programme to enable churches to find ways of affirming 
the gifts, talents and dignity of people in poverty, rather than seeing them as helpless 
and hapless people who are solely reliant on our charity.

If you can, please make a donation today.  
Visit www.church-poverty.org.uk/upstream to make a secure donation online,  
or call 0161 872 9294 to request a donation envelope.

going upstream
Our Director Niall Cooper invites you to make a donation in support 
of our summer appeal – and tackle the powerful current in our society 

that sweep people in to poverty.
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