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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• The causes and types of prejudice and discrimination;
• Biblical and church opinions on prejudice and discrimination;
• Bible teaching on responsibility towards people in need;
• The causes and characteristics of local, national and global poverty;
• The work of one organisation fighting poverty;
• Ways in which individuals and communities can respond to and support fair trade and campaigns for 

justice.

CAUSES AND TYPES OF PREJUDICE AND DISCRIMINATION 
Key terms:
To be prejudiced means that we prejudge, that is we make a decision about someone or something before 
the basic facts are known or before we have even experienced the situation.

Discrimination happens when we put our prejudices into action. It is when we make prejudgements about 
people and act accordingly in an unfair and unjust way towards them.

Discrimination = Prejudice + Power.

Causes of prejudice and discrimination 

• Ignorance or misunderstanding about their beliefs and practices. 
Misunderstanding can in many cases be a result of stereotyping 
– an assumption that a person shares negative characteristics of a 
group to which they belong;

• Fear and suspicion of the people or fear of change in their 
communities. Sometimes this can come from bad experiences;

• People are brought up to be hostile towards those from different 
backgrounds – the influence of their parents can be very negative;

• They blame ‘outsiders’ for problems in society such as 
unemployment. This is referred to as scapegoating. For example, 
in the 1930s in Nazi Germany, the Jews were blamed for Germany’s 
economic difficulties.
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Types of prejudice and discrimination

• Racism – racial inequality or prejudice / discrimination directed towards someone of a different race 
based on the belief that one’s own race is superior;

• Sexism – gender inequality;
• Ageism – age inequality;
• Sectarianism – religious inequality. In Northern Ireland this usually refers to the divisions between 

Catholic and Protestant but equally applies to discrimination against religious minorities such as Sikhs, 
Muslims, etc.

Discrimination can also take the form of:
• Disability inequality
• Economic inequality
• Xenophobia

BIBLICAL AND CHURCH OPINIONS ON PREJUDICE AND DISCRIMINATION
Christians believe that all humans are created in the image and likeness of God. This comes from Genesis 
1:27 “God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he 
created them.” This reference shows that all human life has been created by God and in his image therefore 
all human life is sacred, and any form of discrimination is immoral.

The Old Testament prophets were angry with how poor people were being exploited by the wealthy and many 
other injustices within their society. Prophets like Amos promoted the idea of social justice and wanted a 
society where everyone was respected: 

“But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!”
Amos 5:24

In the New Testament, Jesus’ teaching promotes equality for all.

Elsewhere in the New Testament, St Paul reinforced Jesus’ message when he wrote
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male or female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”
Galatians 3:28

Story Message

The Parable of the Good 
Samaritan
Luke 10:25-37

Jesus taught that people should care for and respect everyone, even 
those considered to be an enemy.

The Golden Rule
Matthew 7:12

Do to others as you would have them do to you.

The Greatest 
Commandment
Matthew 22:39

Love your neighbour as yourself.
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The Catholic Church teaches that discrimination is immoral: “We cannot truly pray to God if we treat any 
people in other than brotherly fashion, for all men are created in God’s image.” 

The Catholic Church, led by Pope Francis believe that people from other faiths and none must always be 
respected because “All nations form but one community … all stem from the one stock which God created.”

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland requests that everyone should “become more socially inclusive” 
while Methodists urge their congregation to “be open to the diversity and enrichment that can come 
from different cultures.” Finally, the Church of Ireland states that we must “challenge … racism and 
discrimination.” 

Despite this teaching from the main denominations in Northern Ireland, many people who belong to a 
religious minority still face difficulties:
1. They have no or limited places of worship;
2. Other members of society don’t understand their religious practices (kosher food / Ramadan);
3. Their religion is overlooked in schools as they are a minority;
4. They face discrimination in society – attacks on homes, cars, etc.

Consequently, many in society argue that we have a responsibility to assist people who are suffering from 
religious discrimination within our society. For example, schools could do the following:
• Don’t focus on Christian prayer during assembly;
• Use RE lessons to teach about all religious faiths;
• Celebrate key festivals from all religious faiths;
• Allow people to express their faith as part of the school uniform eg. Sikh men wear a turban.

The Northern Ireland Inter Faith Forum unites all religions in Northern Ireland and aims to “promote mutual 
understanding between different faith traditions and to educate people in Northern Ireland in awareness 
that we are not a country of two traditions only, but a vibrant community of many faiths whose people come 
from varied religious and ethnic backgrounds.”
http://niinterfaithforum.org

Each individual member of society must ensure that the basic human rights of every human being are 
respected and protected. According to the UDHR: “All human beings are born free and equal … everyone is 
entitled to all the rights … without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language or religion …” 
(Articles 1 & 2).

http://niinterfaithforum.org
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BIBLE TEACHING ON RESPONSIBILITY TOWARDS PEOPLE IN NEED
Christians believe that it is their responsibility to help those suffering from poverty.
Consider the following New Testament references:

• Matthew 25:31-46 gives an account of the parable of the Sheep and Goats in which the Son of Man 
is responsible for the judgement of all the nations of the world. Those who have helped the following 
groups of people are told by Jesus that they will have eternal life because, as Jesus said “as you did it to 
one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me” 

 i. Feed the hungry;
 ii. Give drinks to the thirsty;
 iii. Welcome the stranger;
 iv. Clothed the naked;
 v. Took care of the sick; and
 vi. Visited the prisoners.

However, those who have not fed the hungry and ignored the other groups of people suffering will “go away 
into eternal punishment” because in addition to ignoring these people they have ignored Jesus.

• Mark’s account of the Rich-Man (Mk 10:17-31) gives another example of our duty as Christians to 
assist those in need. In order to “inherit eternal life,” the man is told that in addition to observing the 
commandments that he must “go sell what you own and give the money to the poor”. 

• In the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37), we learn that in order to truly show love of 
neighbour, we must help anyone in need. This message can apply to our obligation to help all people 
suffering from poverty, despite the fact that they are not our immediate neighbours.

• In the parable The Rich Man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19-31), the message once again is that we cannot ignore 
the poor. Lazarus is a wealthy man and each day he passes and ignores the poor beggar who lay at the 
gates to his house. As a result of his failure to help the beggar, when Lazarus dies, he is punished in the 
afterlife and is, in his own words, “in agony in these flames.” 

• Saint Paul highlights the importance of the equal distribution of resources in his first letter to the 
Corinthians. In 1Cor. 11:21 he is angry with the members of the Corinthian community who ignore the 
needs of the poor at the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. He states that “For when the time comes to eat, 
each one of you goes ahead with your own supper, and one goes hungry and another goes drunk.” In 
chapter 12, Paul emphasises the fact that all members of the Church make up one body: “For just as the 
body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so 
it is with Christ … If one member suffers, all suffer together with it.” This reference can be applied to the 
issue of poverty in the world. Paul implies that we have a responsibility to care for any member of the 
community who suffers. Even on a global scale, if someone is suffering as a result of poverty then we 
have an obligation, as Christians, to do what we can to relieve that suffering.

Christians today, influenced by the above scripture references, encourage their congregations to act 
responsibly towards the poor. Methodists recognise “the obligation laid upon Christians to go to the relief of 
those in need.” 

Catholic teaching on issue of world poverty is outlined in the Catechism of the Catholic Church: “God blesses 
those who come to the aid of the poor and rebukes those who turn away from them. It is by what they have 
done for the poor that Jesus will recognize his chosen ones.” 

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland is a sponsoring church of Christian Aid who work to fight poverty and 
strengthen the poor throughout the world.
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THE CAUSES AND CHARACTERISTICS OF POVERTY
Poverty can be defined as a state of being extremely poor and having a lack of the resources needed for a 
basic standard of living or in extreme cases, a lack of resources needed for survival. 

Relative poverty refers to a condition where household income is below the average income in society. 
This type of poverty is experienced by many people in Northern Ireland today. While some members of our 
society are very well off and live a lifestyle that reflects their financial situation, others are not be as well off 
and cannot afford to buy the items that more affluent people take for granted.

Absolute poverty or extreme poverty refers to a condition where household income is below the level 
needed for a very basic standard of living. It is defined by Robert McNamara as “a condition of life so 
characterised by malnutrition, illiteracy, disease, squalid surroundings, high infant mortality and low life 
expectancy as to be beneath any reasonable definition of human decency.”

Causes and characteristics of local and national poverty

Causes • Low income and high unemployment;
• Inflation – the costs of goods and products increase but income doesn’t;
• Debt – people turn to loans and credit cards to finance basic needs but get into 

a cycle of debt with high interest payments reducing income further;
• Housing costs – home ownership is expensive and social housing is sometimes 

inadequate so people on lower incomes have to pay higher rent in the private 
sector;

• Family situation – single parents with one household income are more likely to 
suffer from relative poverty;

• Education – lack of literacy and numeracy skills due to a poor education has 
an impact on employment opportunities and can potentially limit a person’s 
income in the long term.

Characteristics • 4.2 million children in Northern Ireland living in relative poverty in 2018-19;
• High levels of homelessness is a characteristic of local / national poverty levels 

with many people forced into rough sleeping as a consequence;
• Increased dependence on foodbanks for basic food supplies. In 2019 the 

number of people using food banks rose by 13% as more people struggled with 
the costs of living; 

• Poverty has an impact on physical and mental wellbeing with the poorest 
people more likely to suffer from stress, anxiety and depression. Poorer people 
are also more likely to suffer from long term illness.
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Causes and characteristics of global poverty
The place where you live is one of the key factors in determining whether or not someone will suffer from 
absolute poverty. Most absolute poverty is found in less economically developed countries (LEDCs). These 
countries are non-industrialised are people living here are more likely to have high rates of child mortality, 
inadequate housing and poor educational standards.

Those who live in more economically developed countries (MEDCs) will have a much better chance of 
living in relative wealth. These countries have a more developed economy and have a greater income due to 
their technological and industrial abilities.

Causes • Climate: long periods of extremely hot weather can affect crops and prevent 
harvesting reducing food supplies and income;

• Natural disasters: will hit poorest people hardest and they will struggle to 
recover from the impact of a disaster such as an earthquake;

• Unfair trade: many farmers in LEDCs are not paid a fair price for their product 
and have very low incomes that don’t reflect the work required to produce their 
product;

• Debt: many developing countries required loans to fund development. However, 
the interest becomes unaffordable and reduces what a country can spend on 
further development;

• War: money funding weapons could have been spent elsewhere. If people who 
usually work as farmers are caught up in fighting or become refugees, they 
cannot grow and harvest food. War also destroys a country’s infrastructure;

• Corruption: some of the aid given to LEDCs has never reached the poor who 
need it. In some cases, it has been used by corrupt governments to fund a war;

• Lack of education: in densely populated, poor countries, many children 
have little or no access to education. Many people who believe in sustainable 
development argue that in poor countries, it is only through decent education 
that people will get out of the poverty cycle.

Characteristics • 400 million people do not have access to adequate food supplies to ensure that 
they “sustain their bodies and minds in a healthy state.”

• Millions of people across the world are constantly hungry and suffer from 
infections and diseases which a better diet would prevent e.g. TB, malaria, 
leprosy and HIV.

• As a result of the infections and diseases which are related to malnutrition, “14 
million children under five die every year.”

• Poorer countries will experience high rates of infant mortality and low life 
expectancy.
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THE WORK OF AN ORGANISATION FIGHTING POVERTY

Christian Aid
Christian Aid aims to create a world where every person can 
live a full life, free from poverty. Many churches in Britain 
and Ireland officially sponsor Christian Aid and endorse their 
appeals throughout each year e.g. Autumn, Christmas and 
Easter appeals.

They have provided support to people in need for over 70 years 
and continue to work throughout the world to promote dignity, 
equality and justice for all people.

Their mission statement is outlined as follows:

Everyone is equal in the sight of God. Yet we live in a world where poverty still persists.
Poverty is an outrage against humanity. It robs people of their dignity and lets injustice thrive. But together 
we have the power to transform lives. 

For over 70 years, we’ve been standing with the poorest of our neighbours. We work in 37 countries, with 
people of all faiths and none, to stand up for dignity, equality and justice. 
Together we can create a world where everyone can live a full life, free from poverty.
Our voices and actions are stronger together. And with your help, we can make an even bigger difference.
https://www.christianaid.org.uk/our-work/about-us/our-aims 

Christian Aid aim to expose poverty throughout the world and help end it by challenging and changing the 
structures and systems that favour the rich and powerful over the poor and marginalized.

Christian Aid respond to emergencies throughout the world and support the people living in horrific 
conditions e.g. The Rohingya Crisis involved thousands of Rohingya Muslims fleeing into Bangladesh to 
escape ethnic cleansing creating one of the world’s largest refugee camps with over 850,000 people. 

Christian Aid also support people in the poorest parts of the world in long term projects:

TASK
Research the work carried out by other organisations who 
fight poverty such as Trócaire and the Salvation Army.

Case Study – Trócaire
www.trocaire.org 

Case Study – The Salvation Army
https://www.salvationarmy.org.uk 

Africa Christian Aid support peace building in South Sudan, promoting resilient farming in Kenya 
and challenging inequality in Sierra Leone. They also working with women to increase 
their access to green and sustainable energy in Burkina Faso, Ethiopia and Malawi.

Asia Their programmes include promoting women’s rights in Afghanistan, justice and 
peacebuilding in Myanmar and ensuring people can access the services they need in 
Bangladesh.

Latin 
America

They help promote gender justice in the Dominican Republic, El Salvador and Guatemala, 
peace building in Colombia, and and support marginalised communities to adapt their 
livelihoods to climate change in Honduras, Nicaragua and Haiti.

https://www.christianaid.org.uk/our-work/about-us/our-aims
https://www.trocaire.org
https://www.salvationarmy.org.uk
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WAYS IN WHICH INDIVIDUALS AND COMMUNITIES RESPOND TO SUPPORT FAIR 
TRADE AND CAMPAIGNS FOR JUSTICE

Fair trade
Fair trade is a strategy to alleviate poverty and promote sustainable development in poor countries 
throughout the world. It ensures that farmers are not exploited and get a better deal by guaranteeing them 
a minimum price for their products. The most common Fairtrade products include bananas, coffee, cocoa, 
cotton and flowers.

For example, fairtrade.org.uk reports that life is tough for cocoa farmers. The price of cocoa beans has 
slumped in recent years despite high demand. Fair trade helps to make cocoa farming in places like Ivory 
Coast and Ghana more sustainable by guaranteeing minimum prices and providing a premium to invest in 
local communities, so farmers can provide a better future for themselves and their families.

Consumers can reduce poverty by purchasing products with the Fairtrade mark. The money spent on such 
items will directly improve the lives of the producers and allow them to plan for the future.

Campaigns for Justice
Campaigns for justice are a very important way of highlighting inequality and help put an end to injustices 
throughout the world. Campaigns for justice could include fundraising in the aftermath of a natural disaster, 
promoting environmental issues and standing up for the rights of people whose rights have been violated. 
Individuals can donate money to organisations and can attend rallies or sign online petitions to bring 
attention to issues.
 
Many people today use social media to campaign for justice. Many campaigns are centred round the rights 
of women which are still violated throughout the world. For example, Amnesty International worked to bring 
change to abortion laws on Northern Ireland.

They also campaigned for the right for women to drive in Saudi Arabia. The ban was lifted in 2017 and the 
first driver’s licences issued to women in 2018. People use social media to share abuses of rights with others 
thus gaining more attention for a particular issue.

Racism continues to be one of the greatest injustices in society today. Black Lives Matter was founded in 
2013 after the acquittal of George Zimmerman who fatally shot 17-year old African American, Trayvon 
Martin. Communities throughout the world have shown support for BLM and have joined protests against 
racism and campaign for justice and equality for all people.
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Case Study – Black Lives Matter
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-53273381 

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Outline the reasons why some people are prejudiced towards those of a different race or nationality.
2. Describe some of the different types of discrimination.
3. Explain what Christians learn from the bible about prejudice.
4. Explain some of the difficulties that people from religious minorities face in our society today.
5. How can Christians show respect to people from minority faiths?
6. Explain what Christians learn from the bible about their responsibility to those in need.
7. Outline the effects of absolute poverty.
8. “Helping the poor is the most important part of being a Christian.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your 

answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-53273381

