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Overview of Poverty and Hunger 
 
Jesus’s ministry on earth was an extraordinary provision of physical, emotional, mental 
and spiritual food for hungry people. Just as Christ met people in their need, the mission 
of the church today is to bring holistic support to those who are food insecure in a way 
that glorifies God and promotes dignity.  
 
Food insecurity is defined as limited or uncertain access to nutritious, safe foods 
necessary for a healthy lifestyle. Government data shows that 14.9 percent of the country 
was food insecure at least sometime during 2011 (USDA, 2007). Some 5.7 percent 
experienced very low food security, meaning family members frequently cut back or 
skipped meals entirely. In 2011, national participation in SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program), or the Food Stamps program, was 44,708,726 people and 
21,072,113 households (USDA, 2011). A recent national survey indicates that among 
industrialized countries, the U.S. has one of the highest poverty rates (12.5 percent). 
Poverty and hunger are most prevalent among America’s children, its minorities, single-
headed households and urban centers, and rural homes in the Midwest and Southern 
states.  
 
In 2011, the poverty line for a family of four was $23,021 (USD of Health and Human 
Services), but researchers argue that families need about twice that amount to meet the 
actual costs of basic living (Bread for the World, 2008). In 2011, the official poverty rate 
was 15.0 percent, with 46.2 million people living in poverty (Income, Poverty and Health 
Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2011). This large number of people 
experiencing food insecurity should raise concern. While malnutrition has immediate 
physical effects, there are also long-term mental and physical changes that can negatively 
affect learning, development, productivity, physical and psychological health, and family 
life (WHY, 2009). 
 
The factors behind poverty and hunger demonstrate complex individual and societal 
issues. A new holistic war on poverty will be required to see sustainable change in 
poverty rates and food security in every American community. Such a goal requires an 
encompassing strategy that provides access to nutritious food, healthcare, education, 
employment and financial services. Each effort to create a sustainable system of food 
security in the U.S. should address both spiritual and physical needs of the food insecure.  
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Specific Areas of Need 
 
Sustainable Nutrition 
Emergency food assistance programs, both federal and private, have seen increased 
participation based on need. However, provisions in emergency food assistance often 
have limited nutritive value. Research shows that as income goes down, the nutritional 
adequacy of the household’s diet also drops. A sustainable approach to this critical 
situation must not only confront food insecurity and dependence on emergency food, but 
the entire food system from the “farms where food is grown to the tables where it is 
eaten” (WHY, 2009). Long-term programs should focus on uniting food assistance and 
sustainable agriculture to generate community food security by increasing access to fresh, 
healthful food through local markets and programs (WHY, 2009). The most powerful 
way to reduce poverty is to devote more attention and resources to improving agriculture 
because such programs benefit both the producers and the consumers. Economic growth 
originating in agriculture is at least twice as effective in reducing poverty as growth based 
outside agriculture (Bread for the World Institute, 2005).  
 
Healthcare 
Many low-income individuals are in poor health. Low income has been linked to poor 
health; almost all the causes of death increase along the social gradient (Marmot, 2007). 
Yet regular and affordable healthcare is not accessible to many impoverished families. 
According to a survey on health insurance coverage released in March 2012, 47.3 million 
persons of all ages (15.4 percent) were uninsured at the time they were interviewed for 
the survey, 59.7 million (19.4 percent) had been uninsured for at least part of the year 
prior to interview, and 34.6 million (11.3 percent) had been uninsured for more than a 
year at the time of interview. (Early Release of Estimates From the National Health 
Interview Survey, January – March 2012) 
 
The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (Obamacare), signed into law on March 
23, 2010, established some changes in the healthcare industry. Children under age 19 
cannot be denied coverage because of their health status. Children up to age 26 can 
remain on their parent’s health insurance plan. Coverage is now available for people who 
were denied coverage due to a pre-existing condition under the new Pre-existing 
Condition Insurance Plan (PCIP). Federal funding is provided for consumer assistance 
programs to offer help to more people looking for coverage. However, some programs 
are “grandfathered” in and are not required to implement these reforms until later dates 
between 2014 and 2020, or are entirely exempt. Premiums do not vary by health status, 
but they do vary by age and are not based on income. Thus, many people still cannot 
afford certain plans due to high premiums. (ConsumersUnion, 2011). 
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Jobs 
For sustainable change, there must be new and better job opportunities. Poverty and 
hunger in the U.S. show the strongest correlation to low-paying jobs (Post, 2009). The 
U.S. has the highest wage inequality of any industrialized nation. Individuals can 
currently work full time at a minimum-wage job and still not be able to afford the basic 
costs of living (WHY, 2009). In 2005, 25 percent of all workers earned a poverty level 
hourly wage (Post, 2009). Beyond the number of officially impoverished individuals, 
more than 90 million Americans work at low-wage jobs and live on the edge of poverty 
(Bread for the World, 2008).  
 
Organizations in federal, state and local government levels must advocate for a living 
wage, as well as tax reform. In many cases, income taxes discourage the poor and those 
reliant on federal assistance from seeking employment. The Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC), currently one of the most successful anti-poverty programs in the country, 
combats this issue by systematically raising after-tax wages of low-income workers. 
Increases in these credits could encourage work and move impoverished families out of 
the area of food insecurity (WHY, 2009). Entrepreneurship and new employment 
opportunities should be created. Further, private organizations can work to provide 
sustainable transportation and childcare options for the working poor.  
 
Education 
Census results reveal that, for every demographic – African American, Caucasian, 
Latino, men and women – income rises with education. For adults, educational training 
should prepare them for jobs that the business community needs. For those living in poor 
rural communities, distance learning could be encouraged. Increased broadband access in 
rural communities provides opportunities for distance learning programs. For children, 
efforts must be made to improve educational opportunities. Schools and teachers in low-
income areas need to be a priority (WHY, 2009). Students of all ages in low-income 
areas often have an abundance of educational needs, a lack of opportunity inside and 
outside the classroom, and less attention from parents and guardians at home. After-
school programs can help students achieve success in school by offering a safe 
environment, additional help with homework and regular, supervised access to 
computers. 
 
Financial Services 
In the U.S., about 28 million people have no bank accounts and nearly 45 million have 
limited access to financial institutions. This may be due to previous credit problems or 
lack of access to a local branch (Pimlott, 2008). With no credit and little to no savings, 
individuals either go without food or rely on emergency feeding systems. A savings 
account can provide the necessary tools for the impoverished to move away from food 
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insecurity. Savings provide a safety net for unforeseen challenges, encourage discipline 
and build dignity. Effective programs should promote financial services that provide 
savings opportunities for the poor. Such programs must also protect and educate food-
insecure individuals and families against fraudulent and predatory services. 
 

Conclusion 
Christians are called to follow Jesus in his care for the hungry and those in need. As 
Christ’s ministry revealed a love and respect for each individual as a whole person, the 
Church must endeavor to relieve the insecurities of the hungry in tangible and sustainable 
ways, centered in the Gospel.  
 

Best Practices 
Based on its research and experience, Global Scripture Impact has developed the 
following Best Practices for a Christ-centered response to address hunger in the United 
States: 
 
Holistic 
Programs should offer beneficiaries a better way of life in all respects, both physically 
and spiritually.  Biblical teaching and Scripture-based materials should remain a critical 
part of programs, relating the physical challenges to God’s teachings and revealing hope 
that’s found in trusting God.  
 
Relational 
Since the Gospel is best passed through Christ’s disciples, meaningful relationships 
should be a priority in hunger and poverty programs. Programs that connect beneficiaries 
with mentors, church members and stable relationships will often see the greatest return.   
 
Connected to the local church 
Programs connected to the local church will have more adequate supplies and manpower. 
Considering the needs for local church involvement, effective ministries will recruit, train 
and coordinate volunteers. Training should have clear objectives and measurable 
outcomes.  
   
Consistent 
Realizing that impoverished families often suffer psychologically or mentally from 
insecurity, services offered should be as consistent as possible. Services should be 
reliable and long term, when appropriate. 
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Contextualized and respectful 
Programs should recognize that beneficiary communities are significant members of the 
nation in terms of culture, geography and population, and are worthy of programs that 
increase their long-term wellbeing. 
 
Participatory 
From planning to implementation and evaluation, beneficiaries should be active 
participants in hunger programs. Programs should have an end goal of self-reliance for 
beneficiary groups.  
 
Prioritized 
Considering the fact that children, minorities, and particular geographic areas of the 
United States suffer most from food insecurity and poverty, programs should prioritize 
work in these areas.  
 
Immediate and long term 
In the area of hunger, immediate action is necessary to provide that which is missing in 
nutrition and care. Programs should first take action where it can succeed and produce 
near-term results. But, programs must also maintain a long-term intent to address the 
underlying causes of hunger and poverty.  
 
Measureable, monitored and evaluated 
Regular monitoring and evaluation are critical to a successful program. Programs should 
set smart and measurable goals at the outset and regularly measure failures and successes, 
making necessary adjustments in light of the evaluations.  
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