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Persecuted Christians and the 
Global Food Crisis 
The worst global food crisis for 
a generation
We are in the midst of the worst food 

crisis the world has seen for 30 years.i 

Food prices are spiralling out of control.

The price of wheat has doubled in less 

than a year, and the price of rice (the 

staple food of half the world’s population) 

has tripled in an 18-month period. In 

some countries, milk and meat prices 

have more than doubled. It is little wonder 

that there have been food riots and food-

related violence in at least 14 countries. 

Even rich nations are feeling the 

inflationary effects and, for those  

who are already desperately poor, higher 

food prices mean less to eat and  

greater hunger. 

Experts have pointed to a number of 

reasons for the global food crisis, starting 

with poor harvests, for example in 

Ukraine and Kazakhstan. The multi-year 

drought in Australia is a major cause of 

higher wheat prices. Then there is the 

growing world population and the surging 

demand in China and India for meat 

(which needs grain to feed the cattle and 

poultry). Biofuels now use up 20% of corn 

and rapeseed production in developed 

countries. Economists point also to the 

damage done by subsidies and trade 

barriers which have distorted food prices 

for many years. 

What is poverty?

Definitions of poverty vary greatly. 

According to the US Census Bureau, in 

2002, 46% of American households 

defined as “poor” owned their own home, 

which typically had three bedrooms and a 

garage. Thirty percent of “poor” American 

households owned two or more cars, and 
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Transforming lives of 
Christians in Zimbabwe 
South African Christians, who went 
into Zimbabwe to deliver food to the 
poorest of the poor with support 
from Barnabas Fund, talk about the 
joy and thankfulness of 
Zimbabwean Christians 

“…to see how God provides for His 
people is a testimony in itself. 
How they survive outside of God is 
difficult to understand…”

“… to see the joy in the people’s 
faces when we arrived with the food 
is such a wonderful blessing…”

“…People cry for joy and I also 
become very emotional when I see 
people rejoice and thank God for 
the food…”

“…they took up an offering at a 
Sunday meeting to bless us with! 
This blew my mind. They have 
nothing yet they cheerfully give – to 
us! We came there to bless them 
and we got blessed instead…”

76% of them had air-conditioning.ii In the 
UK the official “poverty line” is currently 
defined as an income of £145 (US$290; 
€181) per week for a single person, or 
£332 (US$664; €415) a week for a family 
with two children.iii The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation announced on 1 July that a 
“minimum income standard” in the UK is 
£13,400 (US$26,800; €16,750) before tax 
for a single adult, or £26,800 (US$53,600; 
€33,500) for a couple with two children. 
This figure was designed to cover more 
than food, clothes and shelter, giving 
people the “opportunities and choices 
necessary to participate in society”.iv All 
these definitions look at poverty in a 
relative way, and basically highlight 
inequality within a nation. 

What about inequality across the world  
as a whole? It is estimated that 40% of 
the world’s population have to survive  
on slightly more than 3% of the  
world’s income.

An absolute definition of poverty might be 
to consider how many people do not 
have enough to eat, i.e. eat less than the 
human body’s daily requirement. This 
figure is estimated at 854 million people.vi 

The World Bank uses two reference 
poverty lines to estimate poverty 
worldwide: living on less than US$2 a 
day, and living on less than US$1 a day. It 
estimated that in 2004 around 2.5 billion 
people lived on less than $2 a day (40% 
of the world’s population) of whom just 
under 1 billion people (15% of the world’s 
population) lived on less than $1 a day.vii 
In Ethiopia, 78% of the population lives 
on less than $2 a day, with 23% living on 
less than $1 a day.viii 

The New Testament distinguishes two 
kinds of poverty, described by different 
Greek words. The term penichros refers 
to a simple lifestyle, working for one’s 
daily bread. By contrast the term ptochos 
means extreme poverty or destitution. In 
penichros basic needs are met, but in 
ptochos they are not. 

In 2001 it was estimated that 260 million 
Christians lived in absolute poverty, 
ptochos, comprising 13% of the 
worldwide Christian population. Around 
43 million of these lived in south and 
south-east Asia, where many Christians 
are discriminated against or persecuted. 

Discrimination creates 
poverty
There are many contexts in which 
Christians are a despised minority, and 
suffer discrimination in daily life. The 
effects of this can often keep them 
trapped in poverty. In countries like Egypt 
and Pakistan, Christians are often given 
low grades or failed in exams, simply 
because they are Christians. In Chin 
state, Burma (Myanmar), Christian 
parents are promised education for their 
children if they will convert to Buddhism. 

Education is key to helping Christians out 
of poverty, especially education in 
Christian-run schools. Barnabas Fund is 
currently supporting 3,613 Christian 
children in 16 Christian schools or 
educational projects in Sudan, Egypt, 
India, Pakistan and the Holy Land. 

When it comes to seeking a job, 
Christians in such contexts are 
disadvantaged, not only by their possible 
lack of qualifications despite studying 
hard, but also by the fact that they are 
Christians. Many employers are reluctant 
to give work to Christians, or to promote 
them as they do their Muslim colleagues. 

Transforming lives of 
Christians in Pakistan
Munir Masih and his wife come 
from a village in Pakistan where 
about 99% of the inhabitants are 
illiterate and have never been to 
school. They moved with their 
children to Rawalpindi, one of 
Pakistan’s major cities, in the hope 
of finding work there. As 
permanent jobs are almost 
impossible to find for people with 
no education, they had to work as 
day labourers, taking whatever job 
they could find. After a while, Mr 
Masih began helping out as a 
welder at another man’s business. 
Their situation changed 
dramatically when their family was 
put on the Barnabas Fund feeding 
programme. Because of the 
monthly food parcel, Mr Masih 
managed to save up part of the 
little money the family earned and 
was able to start his own small 
welding business.
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In India, many Christians belong to the 
Dalit people, the lowest level of the 
Hindu caste system, previously called 
“untouchables”. In order to help Dalits, 
they are given special quotas of places 
in educational institutes and government 
jobs but only if they are Hindu, Sikh or 
Buddhist. Christian and Muslim Dalits 
are not eligible for these special quotas. 

In February 2008 the Pakistani 
government introduced a scheme 
designed to lift Pakistan’s poorest 
households out of poverty. It offers 
savings on five basic food stuffs to 6.8 
million of Pakistan’s poorest families. 
However, Christian families have been 
excluded from joining the scheme, even 
though many of them suffer from extreme 
poverty. Although the fund is contributed 
to by all taxpayers, only Muslims can 
benefit from it.ix

When natural disasters occur in places 
where Christians are discriminated 
against in everyday life, they are often 
discriminated against in aid distribution 
as well, at least if the aid is handled by 
local people. After the devastating 
tsunami of 2004 Christians in India (Hindu 
majority), Sri Lanka (Buddhist majority) 
and Indonesia (Muslim majority) all 
experienced discrimination. In Aceh, the 
most Islamic part of Indonesia, some 
Christian victims of the tsunami were told 
they could only receive aid if they would 
convert to Islam. 

Persecution creates poverty
Violent persecution can often lead to 
immediate and severe poverty. When 
Christian-owned houses, fields and shops 
are burned by angry Muslims in Egypt, 
compensation is almost never given. The 
Christians lose their homes and/or 
livelihoods. It was very unusual when, 
after two incidents of anti-Christian 
violence in the small Egyptian town of 
Isna in December 2007, the Christians 
received compensation for the damage to 
their property; this was thanks apparently 
to the provincial governor, who is the only 
Christian governor in the country. 

When Christians in Orissa state, India, 
suffered a series of coordinated attacks 

over Christmas 2007, more than 700 
Christian homes were burned, 35 
Christian shops vandalised and 95 
churches destroyed. The state 
government offered some financial aid for 
the victims, but many homes which were 
completely destroyed were assessed by 
the state authorities as “partially 
damaged” and therefore received only a 
fraction of the compensation they should 
have had. Nothing was given for 
rebuilding destroyed churches. 

In Indonesia’s West Papua province, 
the burning and destruction of Christian 
villages is performed by the country’s own 
military forces. There is then no possibility 
at all of even thinking of government 
compensation. Likewise in Burma, where 
the army forcibly relocates the non-
Burman ethnic minorities (who include 
most of the Christians in Burma) far 
away from their fields, these subsistence 
farmers are deprived of their food source 
and left to forage, beg or starve unless 
they can find work in a town. 

Another direct link between persecution 
and poverty occurs in the Palestinian 
Territories. Our partners report that 
Muslims often tell each other not to use 
the Christian-run shops or patronise other 
Christian businesses. The aim is to 
impoverish the Christians by making their 
businesses fail. 

In Iraq, since the 2003 war, Christians 
have become subject to various kinds of 
extortion from Islamist militants who 
extract money in various ways. One 
method is to demand the payment of 

Transforming lives of 
Christians in Pakistan
Arshad Wicky has three children 
and lives in Rawalpindi, Pakistan. 
Arshad’s parents were extremely 
poor, so they could never afford to 
send Arshad to school to get an 
education. Because of this, Arshad 
found it difficult to get a decently 
paid job. Usually, he went out in the 
morning to find work for the day to 
earn a little money to feed his 
family. Often, he would return 
empty-handed. One day, Arshad’s 
wife fell seriously ill. Unable to 
afford the medical treatment, 
Arshad could do nothing but watch 
her die. He was left with three 
school-aged children to look after, 
no permanent job nor any financial 
security. But then Arshad and his 
children started to receive a 
monthly food parcel from Barnabas 
Fund. These parcels changed their 
lives: they can now be assured that 
they will have food to eat, and 
moreover, Arshad’s children can 
now go to school. This will ensure 
that they will be in a much better 
position to provide for themselves 
and their families once it is time for 
them to get a job.

Many Christians in Maluku, Indonesia, 
live in wooden houses like this
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If work is available, it is often the lowest 
paid and most dangerous. As many as 
40% of Pakistani Christians work as 
“sweepers”, cleaning the streets  
and sewers. 

Many Barnabas Fund projects seek to 
enable Christians to support themselves 
with their own small businesses or 
church-run businesses. This can involve 
training in skills or providing the start-up 
capital they need. 

Sometimes anti-Christian discrimination 
is made official in the law or constitution. 
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jizya, the traditional Islamic tax on non-
Muslims. The Christians are told they 
must either pay up, or convert to Islam, 
or leave, or be killed. Another method is 
kidnapping. Christians are the preferred 
targets of Iraqi kidnappers. The Christian 
community rallies round to try to raise 
the ransom, so the kidnapping is 
profitable. It is also safe because 
Christians are unlikely to retaliate. 
Furthermore, when four Iraqi Muslims 
who specialised in kidnapping Christian 
doctors and pharmacists were arrested 
in December 2007, they claimed to 
believe that, according to shari‘a, taking 
money from Christians is legitimate. 
Thus the well educated and formerly 
relatively affluent Christian community of 
Iraq has been reduced to poverty. “Our 
bank in Baghdad is the Christians who 
finance us,” is the blood-chilling joke of 
some Iraqi extremists. As such 
intimidation and violence forces more 
and more Iraqi Christians to flee, their 
houses and businesses are left behind 
for Muslims to seize. “Don’t bother to 
buy houses from Christians,” Muslims in 
some parts of Iraq have been saying, 
“Soon they will go and you can just help 
yourselves without paying.” 

Most of the Christians who flee Iraq have 
ended up in neighbouring Syria or Jordan, 
where they cannot find work, at least not 
legally. Internally displaced Christians, 
who have moved to the relatively stable 

Information file

When Muslims from a nearby village attacked the Christian 
village of Horale, Maluku, Indonesia, on 2 May 2008, 120 
houses were burnt. This picture shows some of the empty 
plots of land where wooden houses have been burnt to 
ashes. Houses built of less flammable materials survived

Christians from Horale sought refuge in the jungle

This West African woman came to 
know the Lord Jesus through a 
dream. She was then miraculously 
healed from 16 years of sickness, 
having previously spent everything 
on witch doctors to no avail. Her 
Muslim husband threw her out of the 
home, along with their eight 
children. Many converts find 
themselves homeless and destitute 
because of their faith in Christ
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Kurdish areas of northern Iraq, are 
likewise without jobs, and Barnabas Fund 
is assisting many to support themselves 
through small businesses such as rearing 
sheep or chickens or keeping bees.

The cost of conversion
Those who have left other faiths to follow 
Christ often face extreme hardship, 
including economic hardship. This is 
especially true for those from a Muslim 
background. They may be thrown out of 
the family home. They may be dismissed 
from their job or expelled from their place 
of study. Students whose families used to 
support them financially may find 
themselves suddenly without any money

The cost of ministry
Christian leaders in places such as China 
and Central Asia are often fined for various 
“crimes” such as holding worship services 
in their homes or in unregistered churches. 
In Uzbekistan, fines for a first offence are 
between about £300 (US$600; €375) and 
£600 (US$1,200; €750). This may seem 
small to some readers, but in Uzbekistan, 
the government’s minimum monthly wage 
is only £6 (US$12; €7.50) and the average 
wage is between £50 (US$100; €62.50) 
and £100 (US$200; €125) a month.

When Christian leaders are imprisoned, 
their families often suffer because of the 
absence of the bread-winner. Barnabas 

Fund is currently supporting the wives of 
two imprisoned pastors, one in 
Uzbekistan and the other in China. 
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Transforming lives of 
Iraqi Christian refugees 
in Syria
 “I would like to thank Barnabas 
Fund for caring about our little 
brothers who are suffering just for 
being Christians. May God bless 
you all.” A senior church leader in 
Syria who organises food 
distribution with support from 
Barnabas Fund.

“...we are living in a very bad, 
needy situation. This is a gift from 
the Lord Jesus and it is His grace 
that gives us a light of hope in the 
midst of our crisis.” Azadouhi, Iraqi 
Christian refugee in Syria. She and 
her family receive help through the 
feeding programme.

“The relief aid materials and items 
which we are receiving on a 
monthly basis... have a very good 
impact on all of us, and each 
member of our family... May the 
Lord bless all who are supporting 
us in such situations.” Sevan, Iraqi 
Christian refugee in Syria. She and 
her family receive a monthly food 
parcel through the feeding 
programme.

neediest. Some of these feed Iraqi 
Christians in Iraq and Iraqi Christian 
refugees in Syria and Jordan. Others 
feed Christians in Egypt, Sudan, the Holy 
Land (West Bank and Gaza), Pakistan 
and Zimbabwe. Together these feeding 
programmes helped at least 40,000 
Christians in the year to June 2008. 

But the needs are growing increasingly 
acute as global food prices rise. 

• �In Syria, 1kg of rice used to cost 25p 
(US$0.50; €0.32). Now it costs £1.00 
(US$2.00; €1.26). Inflation in Syria 
affects not only foodstuffs but also 
rents as the huge influx of refugees 
has pushed up prices. 

• �In Egypt, flour prices have increased 
greatly, making bread unaffordable for 
many. People queue for hours, 
missing work or school, to buy the 
government subsidised bread which 
remains cheap but is not available in 
some places.

• �In the West Bank, some students are 
dropping out of their courses because 
of the increase in food prices and 
transport costs. Barnabas Fund not 
only helps to feed needy Christians  
but also supports Christian  
university students. 

• �In Pakistan, flour cost 11p (US$0.22; 
€0.14) per kg in October 2007. By 
April 2008 it had almost doubled to 
20p (US$0.40; €0.25) per kg. 

• �In Zimbabwe, inflation is running at an 
incredible 2.2 million so that money 
loses its value overnight. In any case 
there is practically no food to buy in 
the shops and very little produced on 
the farms. Starvation is a reality. 

Conclusion 
The current food crisis does not look 
likely to diminish in the foreseeable 
future. Impoverished Christians in areas 
of anti-Christian discrimination are likely 
to become increasingly marginalised as 
competition for resources grows. Jesus 
said, “The poor you will always have 
with you,” (Matthew 26:11). He also 

Transforming lives of 
Christians in Zimbabwe
South African Christians, who went 
into Zimbabwe to deliver food to 
the poorest of the poor with 
support from Barnabas Fund, talk 
about the needs they saw

“…we met families that are in such 
dire need: - one woman sold her 

Iraqi Christian refugee children at a 
food distribution in Syria
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Feeding hungry Christians in 
times of inflation
In places were Christians are extremely 
poor, Barnabas Fund supports a number 
of long-term feeding programmes where 
aid is given through local churches to the 

commanded His followers to love their 
brothers and sisters in practical ways. 

Despite current economic pressures, 
Christians in Western countries still have 
so much in material terms, and our 
responsibility to care for our fellow 
believers remains. Barnabas Fund’s role, 
as ever, is to channel aid from Christians 
through Christians to Christians, and in 
particular to provide food for the hungry.

n Project reference  
00-636 Feeding Fund 
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Can you give a gift or set up a 
regular donation (standing 
order in the UK) to help feed 
needy Christians?
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Transforming lives of Christians 
in Pakistan
Shenhaz, her husband Ryast and their seven 
children, aged from 6 to 20, live in Missan 
Kalar village in Pakistan. Ryast is away 
from his family most of the time because he 
works as an army cleaner. One day, Shenhaz 

discovered that she had a tumour in her abdomen weighing half a kilo. 
Although the operation only costs £12 (US$24; €15), Shenhaz could 
not have afforded it were it not for the extra food ration her family was 
receiving from Barnabas Fund. If Shenhaz and her family had not been 
part of the feeding programme, the family would have been in a very 
precarious situation: with Shenhaz too ill to work, the family would have 
been dependent on only one income, and thus would have been forced 
to go into debt to simply keep from starving. 

bed in order to buy her last bag of 
maize meal.We were able to give her 
some food…”

 “…Last Sunday three guys came to 
me after church and said they had 
not had food for a week because 
they couldn’t buy any even though 
they had money in their pockets…”

“…We handed out food parcels to 

the people in the church. There 
were some that had walked more 
than 10 km just to get a parcel. 
There were old grannies with 
walking sticks that had walked 
such a long distance – just for a 
small parcel of food. The people in 
the church believed that it was a 
miracle that we were even there, 
because of the unrest…”
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