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When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the 
Poor … and Yourself

 Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert provide a fresh perspective on how 

can engage in ministries that address poverty while remaining true to 
When 

Helping Hurts aims to assist its audience of church leaders and members 
in understanding the principles and approaches of holistic witness and 

many Christian economists, including those members of the Association 
of Christian Economists who are active in their churches in leading efforts 

 The book sets out to provide a discussion of the “appropriate ways for 
a North American congregation—and its missionaries—to participate 

ordained mission of the church and the typical church’s organizational 
When Helping Hurts is a 

general church audience, including leaders and church members and others 

 The authors cite their motivation for the book as both “the resurgence 

a corrective lesson to churches using poverty alleviation strategies that 
are grounded in unbiblical assumptions about the nature of poverty and 
that violate ‘best practice’ methodologies developed by theorists and 

Fikkert mention being motivated by their conclusion that North Americans 
are “simply not doing enough” about poverty, and that the church does not 
display a widespread and deep concern and level of action about poverty 

attempting to do something about poverty, but employing approaches that 

 This 230 page book contains nine chapters and a foreword written 
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and resurrection and its implications for the church’s understanding of 

ministry approaches that separate ministries of word and deed from each 

by doing what He did and what He continues to do through us: 

and Lord of lords who is bringing in a kingdom of righteousness, 

did it, among the blind, the lame, the sick and outcast, and the 

of Bryant Myers, the authors write

Poverty is the result of relationships that do not work, that are 
not just, that are not for life, that are not harmonious or are not 

In this second chapter Corbett and Fikkert write that we are all broken 
and “until we embrace our mutual brokenness, our work with low income 

They state

And now we have come to a very central point: one of the biggest 
problems in many poverty-alleviation efforts is that their design 
and implementation exacerbates the poverty of being of the 
economically rich—their god-complexes—and the poverty of 
being of the economically poor—their feelings of inferiority and 
shame

They also point out the uniquely devastating dimension of material poverty, 
especially its being characterized by the lack of meaningful choices and 

 Chapter three asks what the goal of Christian efforts to alleviate poverty 
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between different contexts for relief and development, arguing that often 
North American churches err by providing relief when what is called for 

introducing these categories and making their application clear to popular 

discusses paternalism, including the notion of knowledge paternalism, 
where outsiders and the rich assume they know how to do things and they 
have the answers, when in fact, their knowledge may not generalize to the 

community and the strengths the community has to bring to the community 

then goes into the detail of how to facilitate the participation of the poor in 

of the understanding of responding to poverty as presented in the earlier 

the norm for North American churches, Corbett and Fikkert highlight the 
cultural differences between Americans and people from the Majority 
World, especially in the areas of concept of time and of concept of self 

 Chapter eight addresses the challenge of doing effective poverty 
alleviation in our own communities, and the book closes with a ninth 

write that for fullness of life to be experienced, four key relationships must 
function properly: relationship with God; relationship with one’s self; 

Corbett and Fikkert teach that the Fall broke each of these relationships and 
thus Christian community development ministry is about reconciling these 

with the objective of helping people respond to their call of glorifying 
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God through work and through the proper support of their families with 

the necessity to properly understand a community and its situation along 

instances when churches utilize an approach that might be appropriate in a 
disaster relief situation, when in fact the situation called for a development 

development context can needlessly complicate relationships and actually 

churches, especially evangelical churches, concerning the nature of 

members and mission leaders, I have learned of leaders within missions 

what I have seen and heard, this book is meeting an important need in the 

for the dialogue within the church on missions and development but 

rate example of a scholarly contribution aimed squarely at the ministry 

Fikkert translate community development approaches in an approachable 

otherwise would not read a community development journal or a volume 

most Christian economists will not take on such a public role aimed at 

 Moreover, for those Christian economists involved in their church 
or local communities in discussions of economic development and 
community development, this book may serve as a resource for study 
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 Additionally, while the book is not a research monograph and it does 
not emphasize research, the academic reader cannot help but see a number 

Some possible research topics suggested by the book in my analysis 
include describing and explaining in economic terms the different forms 
of economic relationship between North American churches and their 

as mission approaches in terms of both evangelistic and church growth 
impacts and also in terms of community development and economic 

mission efforts?
 I recommend this book as a resource for Christian economists as 
a possible text in a class on community development, as a resource for 


