Forms which “Mission in Poverty” / “Mission without Power” Take: Vulnerable Missions
Pastor Joy Mindoe
______________________________________________________________________
Abstract
Shows and investigates the concept of missions in poverty which is referred to vulnerable missions. The focus will be on the two-third worlds with an emphasis on sub-Saharan Africa. The definition of terms used in reference to poverty such as vulnerable missions, Missions without power and missions from below will be considered. The review includes categories of the vulnerable, contexts of vulnerability, contemporary trends in vulnerable missions and conclusion.  The main focus will be consequences of poverty.
Introduction

Meet Mwizero1 an elderly Batwa woman from Burundi with a friendly warm smile who speaks Swahili, a language widely spoken in eastern Africa. She is surrounded by a group of children in a village In Burundi. None of the children belong to her because all her seven children have died. She is not sure how some of them died. It is a painful topic for her but she smiles and says God knows everything. She lives with a group of widows in a makeshift grass hut in Burundi, a country in eastern Africa and one of the ten poorest countries in the world. It has three main ethnic groups, the Hutu, the Tutsi and the Batwa. The Batwa are the poorest people group in Burundian society. They are marginalized and discriminated against because of their identity as pygmies.
Mwizero represents the poorest people living in one of the poorest regions of the world. She has no food, no home and cannot read or write. She has no country; she is a pygmy and pygmies are not considered human beings by their neighbors. She is identified as an imitate, though she stands at about 5’4” tall and fully a person. If she falls sick she cannot visit a hospital nor can she register a marriage. If someone would kill her, it would not be murder; she is, after all, not a human being. She cannot remember how many times she has been shifted by her government as they figure out a way on how to settle her. She has no church though she knows and believes that there is a God who will remember her. Her story is one of abject poverty representing many poor people like her. These stories must be shared and the world must listen to her and allow their voices to be heard.
Concept of Vulnerable Missions – what it is
The concept of ‘Vulnerable Missions’ is used interchangeably to refer to missions in poverty. Missions is God’s work of sending out followers of Christ with a message of reconciliation to the world and the whole creation. A reconciliation of God and man and that enables man to reconcile with fellow man and with all of creation. “Mission is an exercise in vulnerability as we share in God’s reconciling purpose which was achieved by God becoming weak and helpless, particularly in the sacrifice of Jesus of Nazareth. Mission is the place of identification with the marginalised2”. Vulnerability refers to the susceptibility, defenselessness of people when confronted with the challenges of daily life. They are exposed to many dangers and do not have the resources internally within their reach or externally to deal with problems. 

Writing for the World Vision, Robert Linthicum defines poverty as “not so much the absence of goods as it is the absence of power – the capability to change one’s situation”3. Poverty is a lack of power, the inability to change the circumstances that has made one poor and consequently vulnerable missions is referred to as missions without power. 

Categories and Contexts of the Vulnerable – who are they and where are they from
The poor are found in every community in the world. One common denominator among those who are poor is the lack of adequate food required to sustain life. It is the most dehumanizing situation that one can face, not knowing where the next meal will come from. Bosch states that ‘”being poor is quite incontrovertibly a material reality”4. The poor are found in city slums and in rural villages. They are in refugee camps and in prisons. They are found in the backdrop of war-torn countries and in the aftermaths of natural disasters as they are pushed to the peripheries of society by natural calamities caused by global ecological disasters as man plunders the earth. They are the prostitutes and the prisoners. They are the urban poor living in what is usually referred to as slum dwellers at risk of eviction or destruction from developers. They are substance abusers and the sick with no hope of getting medical assistance. They live in the shadow of death due to illnesses many which are preventable. They have no access to clean water; if they are fortunate to have any water available. They lack shelter, a place to call home; they are left naked to be exposed to any danger from nature or attack from man made danger of gangs. They are physically blind, deaf, lame or with body deformities from birth or due to preventable diseases such as leprosy, trachoma or polio. Many are tired and exhausted toiling for their livelihood because they want to live. It is a vicious daily cycle of pain and hopelessness. The poor are always looked down upon as if there is something wrong with them. Is there?
The poor are enslaved attributable to their caste or the battle of supremacy of races, tribes or clans propagated throughout centuries by ideologies and religion. The results of poverty are normally the causes of poverty primarily marginalization, exploitation and oppression4. The majority of these categories will be women, children and the elderly. They will be found in what is know as the Third World, geographically in Africa, Asia and Latin America. They are, by and large, found in the area where Andrew Walls has described that the church has shifted to the global south6. Poverty is not only a sub-Saharan Africa problem; it exists in Australia amongst the Aborigines, in Asia amongst the Dalit women, in Americas amongst the indigenous people and in Europe amongst the homeless people pushed to the street by failing economies. Jesus mentioned these categories in his inaugural sermon recorded in Luke 4:18-19 and in reference to the passage that has branded the poor as ‘the Least of These” in Matthew 25:31-46. 
The Bible shows special concern for the poor, the vulnerable, the forgotten and the oppressed. Most church goers either do not share concern for the poor or do not know how to turn concern and good intention into action. The magnitude of the needs of the poor overwhelms the wealthy. The numerous debates on definitions, the cause and effect of poverty and the models that work best to eliminate poverty go on as the poor continue to suffer. The heritage of the Christian faith in the past century is filled with a myriad of injustices from colonialism, slavery, apartheid, environmental irresponsibility and mistreatment of women as some of the ills that the church has been identified with. Even so the church has been at the forefront in looking for ways to alleviate poverty is simple acts of kindness.
Contemporary Trends in Vulnerable Missions – what the church is doing  and must do with reference to poverty

Although poverty is as old as history itself, every generation must deal with the daunting challenges and obstacles surmounting from the consequences of poverty. These obstacles may not be new but the experiences and the stories by those who are poor are personal and unique for every individual or society that suffers from the ravaging dehumanizing influences of poverty. Since the majority of the people in the world today are poor and Jesus lived in the background of poverty, then there must be something right about the poor but wrong about poverty. Their faces of the have telltale signs of pain and oppression, but the poor have a strong will to live a life of decency and equity. The fallen nature of man seeks after the self, but the law of love that Christ brings through his work at the cross reconciles man to man. The systemic injustices that continue to hold people poor will be broken on the fulfillment of Luke 4:18-19 as God ushers His reign and we await and declare the year of Jubilee for all creation. 
Mwizero is not just a statistic, she wants to hear the whole gospel of the kingdom of God. What is our intelligent response to poverty of our brothers and sisters around the world? Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in his last book the ‘Trumpet of Conscience’ that the rich cannot remain secure in the midst of seething poverty set beside the glaring contrast of the wealthy7. Brain McLaren in his book ‘Everything Must Change’ gives an overview of how to confront poverty by bringing change of dominant suicidal systems that propagate poverty in the economic sphere with stark economic injustices (prosperity), the increasing gap between the rich and the poor (equity) and a lack of peaceful coexistence (security). He says that we cannot give a little to the poor without asking the question of why they are poor. He mentions seven categories that the church must engage in including trade, aid, debt, limits, wages, justice and community8. John Stott advises the church to approach poverty in our times in three main ways; rationally as we understand the realities given to us by statisticians, emotionally as we see, hear, and feel the poor all around us, and biblically in order to know the mind of God concerning poverty9.
Vulnerable missions begins from below, amongst the down trodden people. Samuel Escobar, a native of Peru writes about ‘Mission from Below’ in reference to the heart-beat and the thrust of missions today. He states that “ there is an element of mystery when the dynamism of mission does not come from the people of position of power or privilege…but from below, from the little ones, those who have few material, financial or technical resources”10. He considers that the present shift of Christian mission is from the poor. The momentum to share the gospel and spread the good news is spontaneous and accepted primarily among those who are at the margins of society. 

There is a common proverb from Somali that states that ‘Poverty is slavery’. The poor need to be assisted to get out of poverty. The church that has material resources must participate in missions with the poor who have the tenacity and drive emerging from a total reliance on the Holy Spirit. Many organizations have been formed to help avert poverty. Many have their origin from wealthy and compassionate communities of faith and are well funded and their work is amongst the poor is commendable. Some though are in the ‘Business of Poverty’, with no tangible results after years of working in impoverished communities.
Conclusion

The Bible shows a steady preference for the poor. To inherit eternal life the church must be willing to leave everything to follow Christ.  Christ became poor so that we may be rich. Philip Jenkins reminds us that “Christianity is flourishing wonderfully among the poor and the persecuted while it is atrophies among the rich and secure”11. Let us listen more to what Mwizero would tell us about her needs. She does not seek vengeance from those who have caused her and her ancestors pain and anguish, she seeks redress of her situation. The future is certain that the reality that poor will always be with us and the church is called to rise up and act.
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