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A Declaration of Importance for American Baptists on the Issue of Children in Poverty

In Psalm 81 God reminds Israel: “I relieved your shoulder of the burden; your hands were freed from the basket.  In distress you called and I rescued you…” (vs. 6,7b)

In Psalm 82 God admonishes the “powers that be”: “Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” (vs.3,4)

When our Lord Jesus appears absent from the world, we have only to look to “the least of these my brethren…” to see Him.  Here we will find and honor Him.  (Matthew 25:40)  

Our society casts off these hungry, ill-clothed “brethren,” depriving them of the blessings of life.  We marginalize them, denying them the resources of health and shelter.  Finally, we “lock them up,” in many cases a vivid illustration of their exclusion from life and society.

Brothers and sisters of Christ of all ages fill the ranks of these despised and cast-off.   The very young, however, notoriously make up the largest, most vulnerable and unnoticed segment.  Thus Jesus in Mark 10:14, 16 reminds the disciples,  “Let the children come to me….And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands upon them, and blessed them.”  (Mark 10:14, 16)  Yes, children are Christ’s and our brothers and sisters.

In its most recent report on poverty trends in August of 2004, the U.S. Census Bureau  indicated that for the third year in a row both the percentage and actual number of people in America living below the poverty level increased.  Of the 35.9 million people living in poverty in this wealthy nation, 12.9 million are children, an increase from 12.1 million in 2002.  Many families with working members, living above the government’s poverty level, must make drastic choices, i.e., rent vs. food, healthcare vs. transportation every month.  

And, again, the children suffer the most.

American Baptists believe that God has called us to minister in love to children.  We have shown it in our mission through the decades.  Today, if we still believe that, then we must also speak urgently in advocacy for children and their families.  As we seek God’s new direction for our denomination, God has already sought us.

We call upon the American Baptist Churches USA and its constituent partners to make the issue of Children in Poverty a priority of prayer, advocacy, ministry and stewardship.

Let it occupy us in our sanctuaries, our fellowship halls, our communities, and especially the halls of power.

To this end we commit ourselves to learn from one another in churches and regional missions as well as from other organizations, such as the Children’s Defense Fund and the National Center for Children in Poverty.  We will learn about and celebrate current mission.  We will seek direction for new mission and how we may accomplish it.

A vision and a promise await us on the horizon of this commitment:  “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age.  And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in the streets.  Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of these people in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts?”  (Zechariah 8:4-6)
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