
WHEN CHARITY ISN’T THE
GREATEST GIFT

An Albertan consultant urges churches to get
beyond servanthood in their community action

I believe the tension can be explained, in
part, by the fact that in older Canadian
neighbourhoods, churches are populated
by parishioners who don’t live in the com-
munities where they worship. The
churches don’t relate to the geographic
communities in which they find them-
selves. The parishioners commute in or-
der to attend choir practices, young
people’s meetings and Sunday services,
not to chat over the fence, shop at the
local butcher’s, or organize a pick-up bas-
ketball game. Churches are not neigh-
bours in the true sense of the word; most
certainly aren’t very neighbourly. (In my
area, churches are often compared to the
local stadium. Both bring in flocks of out-
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Parishioner: “You seem to have a problem with our desire to do good works in your

community”.

Resident: “In fact, I wish you’d stop inflicting your Christian charity on us, and

go do ‘good works’ in the burbs”.

So began a heated community meeting regarding a proposal to operate

another soup kitchen. What appeared to be a battle over a development

permit was in fact a clash of cultures, communities, and world views. Not

simply a sacred versus secular argument, the basis of the controversy was owner-

ship: ownership of property, mandate, vision, need, and clout. Potentially powerful

allies not only stood apart, they publicly fought over the right to undertake

philanthropic ventures. Why?
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siders for special events and leave the
locals to fight for parking spaces.)

Some churches have come to realize
that their very survival is dependent on
re-examining their mission and role in the
community. They want to increase their
membership and improve the life of the
congregation. Using “us” and “them”
thinking, they ask themselves, “How can
we help those destitute people?”

Consequently, churches, just like peo-
ple, start with what they know: on the
charity end of the development contin-
uum. With the best intentions, they begin
with programs they feel comfortable with:
ones that have a concrete, immediate im-
pact. Such churches typically focus on feed-
ing programs. “We have a kitchen. The
women like to cook. Let’s feed the hungry”.

Unfortunately, this approach is strewn
with pitfalls. For example, because they
do not relate to their geographical com-
munities, churches often do not see their
new-found interest in the context of what
the locals want or need, or what the com-
munity members are already doing.

This results in hard feelings. Neigh-
bours who are not consulted, and sud-
denly read in the paper that the church at
the end of their block plans to feed 2,000
people every month, start lodging com-
plaints with City Hall. Local agencies,
which already deliver a plethora of food
programs, are angered about duplication
of service and competition for donations.

When presented with other, long-term
solutions to poverty, church members
stuck in this mind-set become defensive.
“But that’s not what we are about. We
can’t get involved in housing. We don’t
want to provide mentors to the micro-busi-
ness development fund. That’s not our job.
What’s wrong with feeding the hungry”?

This type of thinking results in a situ-
ation where the poorest members of the
community are offered another hand-out,
rather than a hand-up. All they can do is
walk from breakfast program to lunch pro-
gram, and spend the afternoon drinking

coffee at the drop-in. This scenario is the
ultimate product of the charity model. A
stationary meals-on-wheels program. Is
this the vision that should compel
churches to action?

Some churches have rejected this ap-
proach and moved along the continuum
to consult and collaborate with partners
such as community associations, social
service agencies, business organizations,
and cultural groups. The partners all see
themselves as equal, contributing stake-

holders who work together on the com-
munity’s stated needs and goals. They all
have resources, abilities, and special man-
dates. The churches see themselves as one
of the many spokes of the wheel, rather than
the hub around which all other activities
revolve. Churches become invested in com-
munity development and consider local em-
powerment a church priority.

When churches make this transition,
they offer their kitchens to groups that
run collective kitchen programs. These

programs encourage low-income indi-
viduals to pool their grocery dollars and
cook together in order to produce inex-
pensive, nutritious meals. Community
meetings begin to take place in church
basements. The churches are full many
weeknights, even by people who don’t
attend Sunday service. Church parishion-
ers become involved in other community-
building events such as Friday Midnight
Basketball in the church gym. (Kids who
are playing ball won’t be out vandalizing
the neighbourhood.) The congregations
move from a framework of working for to
one of working with.

On the far end of the continuum,
churches have become leaders who seek
the empowerment of the community.
The parishioners embrace the local com-
munity as part of the extended congrega-
tion. The members form an integral part
of community life and tie the church’s
success to the future growth of the area.
Paradoxically, as the churches become
more skilled and confident, they see the
imperative of taking leadership on pov-
erty-related fundamentals. By leveraging
their tremendous human, technical, spiri-
tual, and financial resources, they begin
to link with others to build affordable
housing, network with training institu-
tions, and help create jobs.

The authors of Churches at Work in the
Community indicate that there are many
ways that churches can demonstrate lead-
ership. Churches can act as conveners and
organizers, visionaries, advocates, devel-
opers, managers, and financiers. The
book provides numerous examples of
churches that have become involved in
job placement assistance, job training,
and job creation. Rebuilding our Communi-
ties provides ample illustrations of how
churches can provide, support, and fi-
nance quality housing for low-income
families. Both books provide step-by-step
instructions, as well as case studies of
churches across the United States which
have succeeded in making a difference:
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“Congregations are most effective in
meeting housing needs if they work
within the context of and [in] part-
nership with local coalitions, neigh-
bourhood groups, and volunteer
associations already working on
low-income housing actions and
agendas”. (Rebuilding Our Communi-
ties, p. 9)
With this in mind, World Vision has

identified the following “entry level” ac-
tivities that churches can take on:
§ One church adopt one family and find

them affordable housing or adopt one
unit and renovate it.

§ Organize a sharing housing arrange-
ment where one parishioner shares
his/her home with a low-income per-
son or family.

§ Provide supplies and training for home
improvement and weatherization.

§ Start home painting campaigns.
§ Develop a resource bank or a donated

materials warehouse.
§ Begin a tool lending library.
§ Create a revolving loan fund for rent-

ers (to pay for costs associated with
damage deposits, moving fees, etc.).
Most communities would welcome

churches into the fabric of community
life, bring them into the geographic fold.
Organized communities would be
thrilled if churches moved along the de-
velopment continuum and took leader-

ship on fundamental issues
around housing and economic
development. Nonetheless,
making the shift from charity
to empowerment is no easy
task. Doing for helps maintain
distance and the illusion that
those receiving aid are quali-
tatively different than those
giving it. Working with strips
away any pretense of supe-
riority and provides ample
opportunity to learn hu-
mility and perseverance.

As John McKnight il-

lustrates, it takes courage and vision to
make the transition from servant to
friend:

“Christ’s mandate to be friends is a
revolutionary idea in our serving so-
ciety. Here we are, a nation of pro-
fessionalised servers, following
Christ’s mandate to service. And
here He is, [at the Last Supper] ...
getting it backwards once again.
The final message is not to serve.
Rather, He directs us to be friends.
Why friends rather than servants?
Perhaps it is because He knows
that servants could always become
lords but that friends could not.
Servants are people who know the
mysteries that can control those to
whom they give “help.” Friends are
people who know each other. They
are free to give and receive help.
In our time, professionalised ser-
vants are people who are limited by
the unknowing friendlessness of
their help.
Friends, on the other hand, are peo-
ple liberated by the possibilities of
knowing how to help each other.”
(The Careless Society, Basic Books,
1995, p. 178-79.)�

ANNA BUBEL is an Edmonton-based con-
sultant. Another Way specializes in commu-
nity development and civic participation in
the development of public policy. Contact
her at (tel) 403-425-4122, e-mail
abubel@connect.ab.ca

Churches at Work in the Community:
Strategies to Improve Local Job Opportunities,
and Rebuilding Our Communities: How
Churches Can Provide, Support, & Finance
Quality Housing for Low-Income Families,
both by Alice Shabecoff, are available from
The CED Bookshop. Price in each case is
$20 . To order, or to receive a complete list-
ing of top-quality CED resources, contact
The CED Bookshop at 4656 Margaret
Street, Port Alberni, B.C. V9Y 6H2 (toll-
free) 888-255-6779.
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