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National consultation for Churches and Christian Organisations on the plight of orphans and vulnerable children


1.
Purpose

To make an input into the substance team dealing with the session on “a biblical mandate and challenge to the Church in terms of orphans and vulnerable children”.

2.
Introduction   
The timing of God is an awesome thing to behold.  There are 14 generations between Abraham and David, 14 between David and the exile and 14 between the exile and the birth of Christ.  The constancy of God and His plan remained unaffected by the choices of each generation, the quality of leadership, standards of holiness and understanding of the priorities of the Kingdom. The Messiah was born as prophesized in God’s time and we as disciples remain impacted by the centrality of Christ to this day.
As we gather as a Church and as Christian Organisations to discuss the plight of Orphans and Vulnerable Children, we need to be mindful that the choices that we make, the quality of our leadership, the standards of our holiness and our faithfulness towards the priorities of the Kingdom will not affect the plans and timing of God.  As a Father to the fatherless and as a protector of the vulnerable and the overlooked He remains sovereign and in no way constrained by the choices and priorities of man.  
It is within this paradigm that we are confronted with the words of Jesus:  
Matthew 25v31-46

31"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 34"Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.' 37"Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 40"The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.'  41"Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.'  44"They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?'  45"He will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.' 46"Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life."
It is within this revealed truth that we as a Church and as a Christian Community are confronted with the responsibility to care for the vulnerable in society, of which children at risk remain of particular concern.

As meet to consult we need to have a sense that we have the attention of heaven.  
The significance of South Africa hosting the Global day of Prayer
 in May 2010, the World Cup 
 in June/July, and Lausanne III
, the World Conference on Evangelism, in October, cannot be underestimated.  
3.
Context
South Africa’s Gini coefficient measuring inequality of income and wealth is one of the highest in the world.  This gap is dramatically reflected in the contrast between South Africans living in first and third world conditions, with the latter representing 50% of our population living below the breadline.  Millions of South Africans are living in conditions of unemployment, abject poverty and malnutrition.  The country has also the highest number of people living with HIV in the world, with more than 5,4 million South Africans living with HIV. These dry statistics do little to expose the depth of suffering, hopelessness and desperation.
In terms of collateral damage, South Africa, like the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa, is also in the grip of an orphan crisis. At present estimates indicate that there are 1,5 million orphaned children in South Africa. While Government is providing child care grants to 8,3 million children and support to 20 657 child-headed households,  many children still remain extremely vulnerable. According to the South African Social Security Agency's statistics, as of September 2008, only 494 992 children were in foster care and receiving the foster-care grant.  The backlog of about 157 000 reported cases of foster care waiting to be finalized is as a result of a shortage of social workers. According to the adoption register, the number of adoptions in South Africa was low because of a lack of awareness of adoption services. In the 2007/2008 financial year, only 1 682 children had been adopted.  It is our hope to address this issue of adoption in the 
However, the best method of dealing with orphan-hood is to delay the death of the mother.  Access to treatment is therefore essential.  In this regard, South Africa has the largest ARV roll-out globally,         350 000 South Africans out of a total of 524 000 needing treatment, now have access to ARVs. While this is more than 66%, efforts to increase access remain a top priority.  However, focusing on treatment is not enough. Prevention remains critical, particularly among the youth.  Half of the population in Southern Africa is below the age of 18.

4.
Reformation Agenda
How we as a nation deal with these challenges and inequalities, and how we share available resources, makes South Africa, a world in one, an important and significant model to the world at large.  Where we fail and how we succeed is of significance.  Perhaps these are some of the reasons why South Africa has been chosen to play host to such an important set of international events.  In the end it is never only about ourselves but the whole of Africa is watching and waiting!     
There is a general disillusionment with the prosperity Gospel and its fruit of materialism and self centeredness.   A great need exists for the teaching and proclamation of the full Gospel.  As the Old Testament prophets addressed in their day political and economic injustice, idolatry and a breakdown in family life
, we too need the same message. While South Africa has made major developments since 1994 in terms of addressing political injustice, the other evils still remain firmly entrenched.  

In this regard we need to reflect on the battles that have been won, in order to get courage for that  which lies ahead.  South Africa’s liberation from Apartheid must be one of the most significant giants that have been slain and one needs to recognize the hand of the Lord in this historic event.  In this regard, the Freedom Charter as a future basis for our democratic constitution and the role of the Anti-apartheid movement, is significant.  Despite lapses in conscience, the role of the Church also needs recognition.  In 1979, the First South African Christian Leadership Assembly (SACLA) met to mobilize a united response against Apartheid.  
The significance of the 1979 Assembly was not only to protect biblical principles of justice and equality but also to lay an important foundation for the future role of the Church in building a democratic  nation.   In many ways the truths of these foundations need appropriation.
In July 2003, SACLA met for the Second time, the most significant outcome of which was to identify the giants facing the nation and to begin an important process in building a national front in combating their cause and effect.  The giants were identified as: HIV and Aids; violence; racism; poverty and unemployment; sexism and crisis in the family.
In pursuit of this battle, a Reformation Agenda for the country started to build, and in April 2008, the National Initiative for the Reformation of South Africa (NIRSA) was launched, the purpose of which was to chart a map for the Reformation Agenda of the country and to consolidate the battle facing the giants as identified at SACLA II.  The NIRSA declaration
 marks an historic document setting out the battle plan for the body of Christ in bringing a “rebirth of hope, faith, confidence and renewed vision of what our nation can be under God”.

In particular, the NIRSA declaration in response to the orphans and vulnerable children crisis states:

We resolve to explore how the church, along with the government and appropriate NGO’s can embrace in a new way the huge challenges before our nation of dealing with the poor, marginalized and destitute, most especially orphans, widows and refugees.  One logical extension of this concern is for Christian couples to be open in new ways to adopting orphans.
This an important resolve made by brave Christian leaders, such as Michael Cassidy and others, and we are accountable for how we respond to their efforts. As in our history there will be those that will look away and there will be those that will answer the call.  What we now need is a clear strategy, strong leadership, and the commitment to fight in this part if the battle.  
4.
The hope of a promised land

The nation of South Africa is on its own journey, much like the ancient Hebrews who had to be delivered out of Egypt in order to take their promised land.  Our history of bondage of the majority of our people, the present impact of HIV and the identification of the “giants” that have to be taken, make for important reflection:
The angel of death is moving from house to house and it is not only the first born at risk.  Therefore the blood of the lamb needs to be on the lintel and the two doorposts.  Households need to be consecrated. The Lord is calling us out of Egypt, to stand at the Red Sea and trust Him to do what only He can do.  With the bondage and slavery of our past at our backs, only He can part the sea and take us forward.  And then in the desert we need to be focused and disciplined, we need to persevere and travel to the Jordan.  While some may be left behind we need to press forward. We must cross the Jordan.  The Lord will hold the waters that we may cross.  We have to cross a second time.  First the Red Sea and now the Jordan.  But peace in the promised land will only come if we deal ruthlessly with the giants that threaten us.  They are territorially illegitimate.  None must remain lest they grow strong and destroy us.
In terms of practical application, there is a sense that we need to return to evangelizing house to house.  There is a need to follow the angel of death to bring hope and comfort.  The role of the home-based care movement is significant in this regard.  But it is tactically unsound to just follow the epidemic, there is wisdom in going ahead with a message of prevention.  The consecration of each home to the Lord is necessary in order to advance this strategy.  It must be remembered that 9 out of 10 South Africans remain HIV negative.  This is a critical focus in our battle.  
Matthew 25 offers a valuable map upon which to navigate.  It is remarkable in that it brings together three seemingly disconnected themes but in application they set some important coordinates. First there is the focus on being prepared for the bridegroom’s return by a reliance on the oil to stay the distance.  Secondly there is a focus on accountability and talent management, offering valuable motivation, and finally the chapter creates a point of focus of the King, those that are overlooked, the most vulnerable in society.  This however is not a popular view.  
The spirit of this age is so well expressed in an advert advertising a leadership summit here in Sandton where Sir Richard Branson recently spoke. The advert reads: “All we can give you is knowledge, wealth and power.” Perhaps it should be appropriate that this advert come with a warning.  Beware! In the same measure that you have been given power, wealth and influence, you will be held accountable for what you have done for the King.  The revelation of this truth will greatly assist those that are ambitious and well resourced.  Investment in the vulnerable and overlooked is an investment in the Kingdom.  Knowledge, wealth and power, these are not just temporal, they are of great strategic eternal value.  While they may be desired they must be used with great care!
6.
A Kingdom Life
Orphans and vulnerable children should be seen from the King’s perspective.  As such one should approach their care and development from a Kingdom life perspective. 

During a lengthy meeting with a focus on people living with HIV, a delegate to keep her young daughter busy started writing some questions on a peace of paper for her to answer.  A man sitting next to the girl asked the mother if he too could ask her some questions.  He wrote down on her paper: “what is eternal life and how does one get it?”  Her reply: “to have eternal life is to be born free of HIV.  To get eternal life one has to eat as healthily as possible and take your medication when you have it.”  On reflection the man realized that in her mind she had not yet dealt with the issue.  As a young 12-year old on ARVs with a mother on ARVs, her point of focus was on staying alive. The person asking the question gently wrote his answer: “eternal life comes from knowing the Father, to know the Father is to know the Son”.  He had just quoted the response that Jesus had given.  Jesus defined eternal life in terms of intimacy with the Father and himself.  

In preparing to leave his disciples Jesus encouraged them along the same lines.  In John 14:15 (ESV) Jesus says:  
“15"If you love me, you will obey what I command. 16And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever— 17the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be[c] in you. 18I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.
This is a foundational understanding and point of departure when developing a biblical worldview of orphans and vulnerable children.  The focus is on eternity and intimacy. The Lord himself wants to be the Father to the children.  He has such a heart for those who have lost their mother and have never known their earthly father. But unlike the social worker, cluster mother, concerned neighbour, kind teacher, He wants to live through His Spirit in each child.  In John 14:16-18 (Amplified Translation) Jesus makes this remarkable statement: 
16And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Comforter (Counselor, Helper, Intercessor, Advocate, Strengthener, and Standby), that He may remain with you forever-- 17The Spirit of Truth, Whom the world cannot receive (welcome, take to its heart), because it does not see Him or know and recognize Him. But you know and recognize Him, for He lives with you [constantly] and will be in you. 18I will not leave you as orphans [comfortless, desolate, bereaved, forlorn, helpless]; I will come [back] to you.

The Kingdom Life is a life of walking in the Spirit.  Galatians 5: 22-23 (ESV) lists the benefits:              
  22But the fruit of the [Holy] Spirit [the work which His presence within accomplishes] is love, joy (gladness), peace, patience (an even temper, forbearance), kindness, goodness (benevolence), faithfulness, 23Gentleness (meekness, humility), self-control (self-restraint, continence).
In having a Kingdom focus and a Christ centered approach to the care of orphans and vulnerable children the conditions are set for the great equalizer in life.  The children have access to the above fruit.  An access that is not dependent on material resources does not require a just and fair society and does not depend on their history or their circumstances.  Paul wrote of this fruit while in prison.  In terms of social justice what an amazing revelation.  Children from a privileged resourced rich environment may not have what children from a disadvantaged background may have.  While it is incomplete to share just a part of the Gospel and all the needs of the child need to be considered.  Nothing can compare to the strategic advantage for that child to have the Spirit of the Living God in them in order that they may walk in the Spirit producing the fruit of the Spirit. 
7.
The Great Banquet

In Luke 14:16-24 (ESV) Jesus shares a parable that seems to have a particular echo for today.  
16But he said to him, "A man once gave a great banquet and invited many. 17And at the time for the banquet he sent his servant to say to those who had been invited, 'Come, for everything is now ready.' 18But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, 'I have bought a field, and I must go out and see it. Please have me excused.' 19And another said, 'I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I go to examine them. Please have me excused.' 20And another said, 'I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.' 21So the servant came and reported these things to his master. Then the master of the house became angry and said to his servant, 'Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in the poor and crippled and blind and lame.' 22And the servant said, 'Sir, what you commanded has been done, and still there is room.' 23And the master said to the servant, 'Go out to the highways and hedges and compel people to come in, that my house may be filled. 24For I tell you, none of those men who were invited shall taste my banquet.'"
What is the relevance of this parable for today and how does the information highway that we have access to relate to the “highways” mentioned in verse 23?  What is the significance of the information society in terms of the great commission and how does this relate to the care of orphans and vulnerable children?  What is the role of the virtual Church?  How will it look?  What will be its priorities and focus areas?  Where does the storehouse sit?  How will it distribute its resources and how will it define and manage concepts such as tithing and offerings?  How will the virtual Church manage its storehouse?  What will be its impact in terms of the care of orphans, widows, refugees, displaced people and those that are destitute?  Furthermore what will be the exchange of gifts with the so called poor giving to the so called rich?
One of the greatest tragedies of the present epidemic and scale of poverty is the breakdown in households.  The absence of the father and the death or sickness of the mother makes for a desperate situation where the very fabric of the family is torn apart.  In addition the traditional role of the extended family is also eroded as the community struggles to cope with the scale of the problem.   The situation is grim with the very poor caring for the destitute.  
How the local and global Church respond and how the local and global village assist is of critical importance.  Each village having different resources that when put together provide for a Kingdom expansion.  The virtual community can become an extended family providing critical resources. The practical application of which is now possible given the migration of business intelligence systems to the developing arena.    The full implication of which is however, beyond the domain of this specific paper.  It will be covered more substantially in session IV.    
8.
Finally: Sharing the Second Tunic
In conclusion, it is the message of John the Baptist that has an echo in the world of today.  In Luke 3:11 (ESV) John the Baptist in preparing the way for the first coming of the Lord, had this to say:
11And he answered them, "Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none, and whoever has food is to do likewise."
Perhaps as we think of the Lord’s return we need to be mindful of the same message.  The challenge of caring for millions of orphans and children will force the Church and our society to face the reality that they are going to have to share of their second tunic.  While this will mean different things to different people, it is a truth that all will have to face.  While the technological age will make its mark and the information society will be of strategic value, the old fashioned ethic of love, prayer and grace driven by a passion for intimacy with our God will be the real drivers that will produce the men and women of conscience that will care for these precious jewels of the King.  Finally it will be from among these jewels that our next generation of Church and Christian leaders will emerge and what role they will play.  For them it will not be too hard to focus on where the King is focusing!  
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� Landa Cope is credited with this insight.
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