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When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the
Poor … and Yourself
6WHYH&RUEHWWDQG%ULDQ)LNNHUW&KLFDJR0RRG\3XEOLVKHUV,6%1
 SDSHU 
5HYLHZHGE\3DXO(0F1DPDUD8QLYHUVLW\RI,OOLQRLV
Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert provide a fresh perspective on how
FKXUFKHV HVSHFLDOO\ ZHDOWKLHU FKXUFKHV LQ FRXQWULHV VXFK DV WKH 86
can engage in ministries that address poverty while remaining true to
ELEOLFDO WHDFKLQJ DQG VRXQG FRPPXQLW\ GHYHORSPHQW SULQFLSOHV When
Helping Hurts aims to assist its audience of church leaders and members
in understanding the principles and approaches of holistic witness and
KHDOWK\ SDUWQHUVKLSV ZLWK WKH SRRU DQG ZLWK WKHLU FKXUFKHV DQG SDUD
FKXUFKPLQLVWULHV&RUEHWWDQG)LNNHUWGLGQRWZULWHWKLVERRNSULPDULO\IRU
HFRQRPLVWVRUHFRQRPLFUHVHDUFKHUV1RQHWKHOHVVLWZLOOEHRIYDOXHWRWKH
many Christian economists, including those members of the Association
of Christian Economists who are active in their churches in leading efforts
WRDGGUHVVDQGÀJKWSRYHUW\
The book sets out to provide a discussion of the “appropriate ways for
a North American congregation—and its missionaries—to participate
LQSRYHUW\DOOHYLDWLRQDWKRPHDQGDEURDGWDNLQJLQWRDFFRXQWWKH*RG
ordained mission of the church and the typical church’s organizational
FDSDFLW\µ S   7KH LQWHQGHG DXGLHQFH IRU When Helping Hurts is a
general church audience, including leaders and church members and others
LQWHUHVWHGLQWKHFKXUFK·VIDLWKIXOUHVSRQVHWRSRYHUW\7KHERRNLQFOXGHV
GLVFXVVLRQRUUHÁHFWLRQTXHVWLRQVDQGFDQEHXVHGIRULQGLYLGXDOUHDGLQJRU
JURXSVWXG\
The authors cite their motivation for the book as both “the resurgence
LQFKXUFKEDVHGKROLVWLFPLQLVWU\WRWKHSRRUµDQGDOVRWKH´QHHGWRRIIHU
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
SUDFWLWLRQHUVRYHUWKHFRXUVHRIPDQ\GHFDGHVµ S )XUWKHU&RUEHWWDQG
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
S 7KH\DOVRGHVFULEHWKHSKHQRPHQRQRI1RUWK$PHULFDQ&KULVWLDQV
attempting to do something about poverty, but employing approaches that
DFWXDOO\FDXVHKDUPWRERWKWKH´PDWHULDOO\SRRUDQGWKHPDWHULDOO\QRQ
SRRUµ S 
This 230 page book contains nine chapters and a foreword written
E\ -RKQ 3HUNLQV D IRXQGHU RI WKH &KULVWLDQ &RPPXQLW\ 'HYHORSPHQW
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$VVRFLDWLRQ7KHERRNDOVRLQFOXGHVDSUHIDFHDQGDQLQWURGXFWLRQDVZHOO
DVDEULHIVHFWLRQZLWKFRQFOXGLQJFRPPHQWVDWWKHHQGRIWKHERRN&KDSWHU
RQHSUHVHQWVDQDQDO\VLVRIWKHPHDQLQJRI-HVXV·LQFDUQDWLRQDQGPLQLVWU\
and resurrection and its implications for the church’s understanding of
SRYHUW\ DQG KROLVWLF PLQLVWU\7KH FKDSWHU OD\V RXW DQ DUJXPHQW DJDLQVW
ministry approaches that separate ministries of word and deed from each
RWKHU7KHDXWKRUVDVN
:KDW LV WKH WDVN RI WKH FKXUFK":H DUH WR HPERG\ -HVXV &KULVW
by doing what He did and what He continues to do through us:
GHFODUH³XVLQJZRUGVDQGGHHGV³WKDW-HVXVLVWKH.LQJRINLQJV
and Lord of lords who is bringing in a kingdom of righteousness,
MXVWLFHDQGSHDFH$QGWKHFKXUFKQHHGVWRGRWKLVZKHUH-HVXV
did it, among the blind, the lame, the sick and outcast, and the
SRRU S 
 7KHVHFRQGFKDSWHUSUHVHQWVDGHÀQLWLRQRISRYHUW\DQGLWHPSKDVL]HV
KRZSRYHUW\UHVXOWVIURPEURNHQUHODWLRQVKLSVDQGWKHIDOO&LWLQJWKHZRUN
of Bryant Myers, the authors write
Poverty is the result of relationships that do not work, that are
not just, that are not for life, that are not harmonious or are not
HQMR\DEOH 3RYHUW\ LV WKH DEVHQFH RI VKDORP LQ DOO LWV PHDQLQJV
S 
In this second chapter Corbett and Fikkert write that we are all broken
and “until we embrace our mutual brokenness, our work with low income
SHRSOHLVOLNHO\WRGRIDUPRUHKDUPWKDQJRRGµ S 7KH\DVVHUWWKLV
SOD\VRXWWKURXJKJRGFRPSOH[HVRIWKHULFKZKHQZRUNLQJZLWKWKHSRRU
They state
And now we have come to a very central point: one of the biggest
problems in many poverty-alleviation efforts is that their design
and implementation exacerbates the poverty of being of the
economically rich—their god-complexes—and the poverty of
being of the economically poor—their feelings of inferiority and
shame SHPSKDVLVLQRULJLQDO 
They also point out the uniquely devastating dimension of material poverty,
especially its being characterized by the lack of meaningful choices and
DJHQF\7KH\SUHVHQWWKHELEOLFDOWHDFKLQJRQWKHVSHFLDOORYHDQGFRQFHUQ
RI*RGIRUWKHPDWHULDOO\SRRU
Chapter three asks what the goal of Christian efforts to alleviate poverty
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LV7KH\DVVHUWWKDWDGGUHVVLQJSRYHUW\PHDQVWRVHWUHODWLRQVKLSVULJKWDQG
SRLQWRXWWKHWHDFKLQJRI&RORVVLDQV,QFKDSWHUIRXUWKH\GLVWLQJXLVK
between different contexts for relief and development, arguing that often
North American churches err by providing relief when what is called for
LVDGHYHORSPHQWSURFHVV$QDSSURSULDWHGHYHORSPHQWSURFHVVZLOODOORZ
WKHSHRSOHLQYROYHGWREHFRPHFORVHUWRZKDW*RGLQWHQGHGWKHPWREH
7KH\OD\RXWDUHOLHIUHKDELOLWDWLRQDQGGHYHORSPHQWSDUDGLJP6LPSO\E\
introducing these categories and making their application clear to popular
DXGLHQFHVWKHERRNPDNHVDQLPSRUWDQWFRQWULEXWLRQ&KDSWHUIRXUDOVR
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
VRFLDOVLWXDWLRQWKH\ÀQGWKHPVHOYHVIDFLQJ
 7KLVLVIROORZHGE\DGLVFXVVLRQRIDVVHWEDVHGFRPPXQLW\GHYHORSPHQW
$%&' LQFKDSWHUÀYH$%&'IRFXVHVRQWKHSRVLWLYHGLPHQVLRQVRIWKH
community and the strengths the community has to bring to the community
GHYHORSPHQW SURFHVV &KDSWHU ÀYH DOVR LQWURGXFHV DVVHW PDSSLQJ
SDUWLFLSDWRU\ OHDUQLQJ DQG DFWLRQ DQG DSSUHFLDWLYH LQTXLU\ &KDSWHU VL[
then goes into the detail of how to facilitate the participation of the poor in
WKHFRPPXQLW\GHYHORSPHQWSURFHVV
 &KDSWHU VHYHQ LV WLWOHG ´'RLQJ 6KRUW7HUP 0LVVLRQV :LWKRXW 'RLQJ
/RQJ7HUP+DUPµLWDGGUHVVHVWKHLVVXHVRIVKRUWWHUPPLVVLRQVLQOLJKW
of the understanding of responding to poverty as presented in the earlier
FKDSWHUV )RFXVLQJ RQ RQH WR WZR ZHHN ORQJ PLVVLRQV WULSV ZKLFK DUH
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
QRWLQJJURXSYHUVXVLQGLYLGXDOLVWLFGLIIHUHQFHV 
Chapter eight addresses the challenge of doing effective poverty
alleviation in our own communities, and the book closes with a ninth
FKDSWHU RQ KRZ WR H[WHQG WKLV DSSURDFK DURXQG WKH ZRUOG $OWHUQDWLYH
DSSURDFKHVVXFKDVPLFURÀQDQFHDQGPLFURHQWHUSULVHDVZHOODVEXVLQHVV
DV PLVVLRQ DUH LQWURGXFHG 7KH UROH RI 1RUWK $PHULFDQ FKXUFKHV LV
GLVFXVVHGLQRYHUVHDVDVVHWEDVHGFRPPXQLW\GHYHORSPHQWDQGUROHVRI
VXSSRUWHUMRLQWWUDLQHUDQGPRELOL]HURIZRUNHUVDUHGLVFXVVHG
 7KURXJKRXWWKHERRNWKHDXWKRUVHPSKDVL]HWZRNH\WKHPHV)LUVWWKH\
write that for fullness of life to be experienced, four key relationships must
function properly: relationship with God; relationship with one’s self;
UHODWLRQVKLSZLWKRWKHUKXPDQVDQGUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHUHVWRIFUHDWLRQ
Corbett and Fikkert teach that the Fall broke each of these relationships and
thus Christian community development ministry is about reconciling these
UHODWLRQVKLSV7RDOOHYLDWHSRYHUW\WKHLUHPSKDVLVLVXSRQUHFRQFLOLDWLRQ
with the objective of helping people respond to their call of glorifying
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God through work and through the proper support of their families with
WKHUHWXUQVWRWKHLUODERU$VHFRQGNH\WKHPHWKDWDSSHDUVWKURXJKRXWLV
the necessity to properly understand a community and its situation along
WKHFRQWLQXXPRIUHOLHIUHKDELOLWDWLRQDQGGHYHORSPHQW7KH\SRLQWRXW
instances when churches utilize an approach that might be appropriate in a
disaster relief situation, when in fact the situation called for a development
DSSURDFK7KHVHH[DPSOHVLOOXVWUDWHKRZWKHPLVDSSOLFDWLRQRIUHOLHILQD
development context can needlessly complicate relationships and actually
KLQGHUWKHUHFRQFLOLDWLRQWKDWLVFHQWUDOWRPDWHULDOSRYHUW\DOOHYLDWLRQ,Q
GLVFXVVLQJFRPPXQLW\GHYHORSPHQWWKH\UHLQIRUFHWKHFRQFHSWRIDVVHW
EDVHG FRPPXQLW\ GHYHORSPHQW DV RSSRVHG WR QHHGVEDVHG GHYHORSPHQW
WKURXJKRXWWKHERRN
 7KLVERRNFRQWULEXWHVGLUHFWO\WRWKHRQJRLQJGLVFXVVLRQVZLWKLQ86
churches, especially evangelical churches, concerning the nature of
PLVVLRQV DQG GHYHORSPHQW HIIRUWV ,Q UHFHQW FRQYHUVDWLRQV ZLWK FKXUFK
members and mission leaders, I have learned of leaders within missions
DQG GHYHORSPHQW DJHQFLHV VXFK DV :RUOG 9LVLRQ VWDII DQG 86EDVHG
OHDGHUVRIDQHYDQJHOLFDOPHGLFDOPLVVLRQVRUJDQL]DWLRQUHDGLQJWKLVERRN
7KHPLVVLRQVFRPPLWWHHDWP\RZQFKXUFKLVUHDGLQJWKLVERRN$FXUVRU\
VHDUFKRIRQOLQHUHYLHZVRQEORJVDQGRQ$PD]RQFRPVKRZVWKHH[WHQW
WRZKLFKWKLVERRNLVKDYLQJDQLPSDFW$OVRWKHERRNLVFXUUHQWO\LQLWV
ÀIWKSULQWLQJZKLFKLVH[FHOOHQWIRUVXFKDERRN0RUHRYHUPDQ\SHRSOH
DUHEHLQJLQWURGXFHGWRWKHERRNE\WKHLUSDUWQHUVLQRWKHUFRXQWULHV)URP
what I have seen and heard, this book is meeting an important need in the
GLVFXVVLRQ RI FKXUFK VWUDWHJ\ LQ WKH DUHD RI VKRUWWHUP PLVVLRQV DQG LQ
KROLVWLFPLQLVWU\
 $OUHDG\ PDNLQJ D VLJQLÀFDQW LPSDFW WKLV ERRN KDV D UROH QRW RQO\
for the dialogue within the church on missions and development but
DOVR IRU &KULVWLDQ HFRQRPLVWV )RU WKH ODWWHU WKLV ERRN SURYLGHV D ÀUVW
rate example of a scholarly contribution aimed squarely at the ministry
RI WKH FKXUFK :RUNLQJ RXW RI WKHLU WUDLQLQJ DQG SUDFWLFH RI &KULVWLDQ
FRPPXQLW\ GHYHORSPHQW DQG PLFURHQWHUSULVH SURPRWLRQ &RUEHWW DQG
Fikkert translate community development approaches in an approachable
DQGUHDGDEOHPDQQHU7KLVVW\OHZLOOKHOSGUDZSHRSOHLQWRWKHERRNZKR
otherwise would not read a community development journal or a volume
DLPHGVROHO\DW1*2VWDIIRUDVFKRODUO\DXGLHQFH:KLOHPDQ\RUSHUKDSV
most Christian economists will not take on such a public role aimed at
QRQHFRQRPLVWRUQRQVFKRODUO\DXGLHQFHVIRUWKRVHRIXVZKRGRWDNHRQ
WKHVHUROHVWKLVERRNSURYLGHVDÀQHPRGHO
Moreover, for those Christian economists involved in their church
or local communities in discussions of economic development and
community development, this book may serve as a resource for study
DQG WHDFKLQJ7KH DXWKRUV GHVLJQHG WKH ERRN IRU JURXS VWXG\ LQFOXGLQJ
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GLVFXVVLRQTXHVWLRQV6RPHDGXOW6XQGD\VFKRROFODVVHVPD\ÀQGWKHERRN
WREHVXLWDEOHIRUDVKRUWFRXUVHRUFODVV
Additionally, while the book is not a research monograph and it does
not emphasize research, the academic reader cannot help but see a number
RI WKHPHV ZKHUH IXUWKHU HFRQRPLF UHVHDUFK FRXOG DVVLVW WKH FKXUFK
Some possible research topics suggested by the book in my analysis
include describing and explaining in economic terms the different forms
of economic relationship between North American churches and their
SDUWQHUFKXUFKHVDQGRUJDQL]DWLRQVLQWKH*OREDO6RXWK$OWHUQDWLYHO\WKH
ERRN PHQWLRQV EXVLQHVV DV PLVVLRQ +RZ HIIHFWLYH DUH YDULRXV EXVLQHVV
as mission approaches in terms of both evangelistic and church growth
impacts and also in terms of community development and economic
LPSDFWV" :KDW IDFWRUV PLJKW LQÁXHQFH WKH HIIHFWLYHQHVV RI EXVLQHVV DV
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
PLQLVWU\LQDGGUHVVLQJSRYHUW\KHUHLQWKH86DQGDEURDGDQGDVDKHOSIXO
H[DPSOHRIDERRNZULWWHQE\&KULVWLDQHFRQRPLVWVIRUDSRSXODUDXGLHQFH
Q

