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Today, as you’ll have gathered, is Church Action on Poverty Sunday. So, obviously, I want to say 

something about that. But it also felt appropriate, even though it may not seem to follow naturally, 

to say something about our understanding of the nature of God, and also something about prayer – 

and, in saying something about prayer, to pick up briefly the theme of transfiguration which runs 

through our readings this morning. So that might sound like rather a lot to pack in, and apologies in 

advance if it doesn’t seem to ‘hang together’ in practice quite as coherently as it did in my head. 

Church Action on Poverty is a campaigning organisation which works, with others where 

appropriate, to build a powerful movement that can really tackle the root causes of poverty in this 

country. One of the campaigns it’s been coordinating over the past few years, which you may have 

heard of, is End Hunger UK whose strap lines are, ‘Everyone should have access to good food. No 

one should have to go to bed hungry’. As a Church, the PCC agreed that we should support this 

campaign, and you may remember last year that there was an opportunity, which many of you took, 

to sign a petition about the roll out of Universal Credit. But this is the first time we’ve really focused 

on the campaign, and on Church Action on Poverty more generally. 

One of the key messages of the End Hunger UK campaign has been to enable people in poverty to be 

seen in a different light – as real people, with real lives, stories, hopes and aspirations for themselves 

and their communities – and to enable others, who aren’t in poverty themselves, to better 

understand how poverty prevents people from fulfilling their potential. To do that, they’ve 

undertaken a major project called ‘voices from the margins’ – the idea being that, before ‘we’ do 

anything for ‘them’, we need to listen to them, the experts on poverty, and their stories. So, in a 

moment, I’m going to simply relate two of their stories, in their words.  

Before I do that, however, I want to say something about how this approach might fit with our 

understanding of God. I’ve been convinced, by something I’ve been reading recently,1 that “for Jesus 

compassion was the central quality of God, and [is therefore for us] the central moral quality of a life 

centred in God.”2 The words from Luke 6:36, which we often have translated as, “Be holy [or 

sometimes merciful] because God is holy [merciful]”, are perhaps better translated, “Be 

compassionate, as God is compassionate.” Compassion comes, in Hebrew, from the word for womb, 

so there is a very strong and feminine sense of this being to do with our feelings, and a way of being 

that flows out of those feelings. A woman (and here you women have the advantage over us men) 

feels compassion for the child of her own womb. Compassion means to ‘feel with’. It’s slightly 

different from mercy which tends to assume a superior over an inferior relationship, and often one 

in which the inferior person has done something wrong; the superior person can then be mecriful in 

forgiving the other. But I think the God we see in Jesus is, above all, compassionate, not just 

merciful. Jesus, of course, experienced all that we as humans experience, and so is able to be with 

                                                           
1
 Marcus Borg, Meeting Jesus again for the first time. The historical Jesus and the heart of contemporary faith. New York: 

Harper Collins, 1994, and this is also central to God being with us which is the theme of Samuel Wells’, A Nazareth 
Manifesto. Being with God, Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2015. 
2
 Ibid., p.46, and see p.47-8 for the rest of this paragraph.  

http://www.church-poverty.org.uk/
http://www.endhungeruk.org/


2 
 

us, to feel with us in all the circumstances of our lives. And if that is God’s primary mode of being, 

our calling then is to be compassionate as He is compassionate. I’ll come back to that later, but now 

let’s listen to some of the stories of those people who are in poverty. 

These two stories have been posted this year on the Voices from the Margins website, and are by 

people who have been to the Byker Pantry in Newcastle, a community-focused project that helps 

people to significantly reduce their food bills. Food pantries, from what I can find online, seem to be 

an American idea now in the UK, and the idea is that they complement and extend what food banks 

do. I want to read these stories ‘straight’, exactly as they appear on the website, so that we listen to 

their words. Inevitably, I may put stresses where they didn’t, or not emphasize something they 

particularly wanted to. But within those limitations, here are their stories. 

Sue’s story 

“I’ve been living round here for 16 years and poverty has got worse because of the benefit cuts and 

sanctions. I have used food banks twice, when we had no money to live on, but now we come here 

twice a week, to this pantry. 

They need to look at the system and make it easier for people to live. The money is not coming in 

but prices are all going up and by the time you’ve paid all your bills you’ve nothing left to live on. I 

live on my pension which is not much, I live with my granddaughter, and my daughter lives next 

door. 

Universal Credit stinks. It’s not right. It’s not enough to live on. My granddaughter is 25 and is the 

carer for my daughter. She went on to Universal Credit and they said she would not get anything so 

we are struggling. We’ve been to see about that, and apparently she will be paid something next 

month, but we are just having to wait. 

Rent has gone up, everything has gone up, but incomes are not going up. If they could increase 

incomes a little then people would be able to live properly instead of getting trapped in poverty. 

They should come and talk to people here, but everything is decided down south. 

I used to have PIP [Personal Independence Payment] as well but they stopped that in January, so I 

am about £300 a month down, so I’m keeping my granddaughter and me on just my pension each 

week. I don’t think the benefit system is working. They’re not doing enough to help people, you just 

seem to get into more debt because you don’t have the money coming in so instead of getting out of 

poverty you get pulled further in.” 

Kayleigh’s story 

“People are working hard and trying hard and it’s not right that they’re not getting the support they 

need. 

I’m not on Universal Credit yet but I’m dreading going on it. My brothers are on it and have been 

waiting nine weeks to get their benefits sorted. They’ve had letters threatening them with eviction 

and have had pennies to live on for a week. The system isn’t working properly. The DWP 

[Department of Work and Pensions] keep making mistakes and when you ring you get passed from 

pillar to post. It’s not right. 

http://www.voicesfromthemargins.org.uk/
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I’ve an 18-month-old daughter and a ten-year-old son. I’m on income support, child benefit and child 

tax credits and once I’ve paid the bills and repaid loans I don’t have much to live on. 

This place is a lifeline, and it’s not just the food; it’s the people. I like this place because it’s a nice 

community and I can get cheaper stuff. Nothing is too silly to ask here, and I think if a lot of people 

did not have this place then they would not eat. This place is great because it makes things more 

affordable. I was able to get 44 nappies for 88p the other week for my little girl. But places like this 

shouldn’t be needed. 

The benefits freeze has affected people here. The amounts we get have not changed but prices are 

all up. The Government could help people more by being realistic. They do not understand. 

Sometimes you can be scraping together just to get a carton of milk. If we had a little more we could 

live a bit more fully, go for some days out and make more decisions. Child care is also really 

expensive, and that makes it harder for parents – especially single parents – to get back into work. 

It’s easier when they get to school but if there was more support when they’re younger and child 

care didn’t cost so much, we could get back into work more. 

What’s the answer? There needs to be more help for people. They should come and see us and live 

on our budget for a week. That would make a massive difference. They would understand that we 

are all trying; we just need a bit more help than we’re getting.” 

Where is God in these stories, and in the lives of Sue and Kayleigh? And I want to suggest that, 

whether they recognize it or not, God is with them in their distress, feeling with them, being 

compassionate because that is His very nature. God longs for lives that are abundant not weighed 

down in poverty. 

So where are we in these stories, and in the lives of Sue and Kayleigh? Obviously, it’s unlikely that 

any of us will know them personally even though Byker is not so far away. But that does not mean 

that we cannot feel compassion for them, and for the many thousands of others in this country who 

are in similar situations. And that, of course, invites us to action, to be agents of God’s compassion. 

Church Action on Poverty suggests three ways in which we can take action – give; campaign for a 

society where no one has to go to bed hungry; and pray. So there’s an opportunity to take one of 

these cards with details of how we can follow up on any or all of these. 

But in relation to prayer, how might we best pray? I think there are three basic ways of praying3 for 

those who suffer, whether through poverty or illness or grief or whatever. The first is the way of 

resurrection, which in effect is a call for a miracle. “Lord, by the power with which you raised Jesus 

from the dead, raise Sue and Kayleigh, and all those in similar situations, out of poverty.” This is a 

good prayer, though it takes a lot of faith to really believe that God will act, and it tends to be a 

passing of the buck into God’s hands, which might then relieve us of any responsibility to act further. 

The second way of praying is the way of incarnation. This is to ask God to be with Sue and Kayleigh. 

“God, in Jesus you shared our pain, our foolishness, and our sheer bad luck. Be with Sue and 

Kayleigh, and all those in similar situations, giving them patience to endure what lies ahead, hope to 

get through each day, and companions to show them your love.” This, as you’ll probably realise, is 

closest to an understanding of God as a God of compassion. The trouble with this prayer is that it 

                                                           
3
 This is taken from Samuel Wells, op. cit., pp.292-5. 
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invites the question as to whether or not we are best placed to be agents of God’s compassion in 

that situation. By praying it, it might call for further action on our part. 

The third way of praying is the way of transfiguration, which of course (finally) links to our readings. 

“God, in your Son’s transfiguration we see a whole reality within and beneath and beyond what we 

thought we understood, and a glory into which we and the whole created order are already, 

amazingly, being transformed; in their times of anger and distress, show Sue and Kayleigh, and all 

those in similar situations, your glory, that they may find a deeper truth to their lives than they ever 

knew, make firmer friends than they ever had, discover reasons for living beyond what they’d ever 

imagined, and be folded into your grace like never before.” While in one sense this is like the prayer 

of resurrection, in that it passes the buck to God and doesn’t seem to require anything further of us, 

it’s also a good way to pray because it reminds us, and invites Sue and Kayleigh, and all those in 

similar situations, to realise that there is in God a whole other dimension to reality. But it can never 

be our only prayer, because the main dimension to their reality is that they, and their children and 

grandchildren are poor and hungry, and need that to be resolved.       

The End Hunger UK campaign has three priorities over the next three years: child food insecurity; 

welfare reform; and a right to food. It has already had some success with the first two of these in 

that the government has just recently agreed to measure food insecurity and committed to trial 

some holiday food and activity programmes for children, and there has been extra money put into 

the Universal Credit budget. The new addition is to try to establish, in law, that we all have a right to 

eat well. All of these will bear directly on the main dimension of reality of Sue and Kayleigh’s lives, 

and all those in similar situations.  

So can we, in trying to live out the compassion of God, as individuals and as Church, give and 

campaign and pray so that these three priorities become a reality, while also pointing beyond all of 

that to the other dimension of reality which we see in the transfigured Jesus? 

Amen   

 


