USPG PowerPoint talk for Lent 2008

Note to speaker: The following talk is only intended as a starting point. It could be used verbatim, but please feel free to adapt to suit your own style and to add further thoughts or relevant information.
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Love one another: The work of the Church of Bangladesh
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I want to talk to you today about the Church of Bangladesh and the work it is doing among Bangladesh’s poor and marginalised communities.

Bangladesh is the focus of the Lent appeal being run this year by USPG: Anglicans in World Mission.
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Let’s start with a little background. I wonder how much you know about Bangladesh. 

Can anyone tell me where it is? 

Bangladesh is bordered by India on all sides, except for a small border with Myanmar, and the Bay of Bengal in the south. 

The country was born out of conflict. With Indian independence in 1947, the partition that followed created East and West Pakistan. But there was conflict between West Pakistan and the Bengalis in East Pakistan. So, in 1971, East Pakistan broke away and became Bangladesh. Bangladesh is therefore a very young country: just 36 years old this year [or: 37 years old in 2008].
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Bangladesh is one of the world’s most densely populated countries. To give you an idea: England has a population of approximately 50 million; Bangladesh is about the same size as England, but has a population of 150 million – three times as many people.

SLIDE 5

Bangladesh is a poor country. Most people work in agriculture. The principle crops are rice, jute, sugarcane, potato, pulses, wheat, tea and tobacco. But there are not enough jobs. Almost half the population lives on less than 50p a day.
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The country is 83 per cent Islam, 16 per cent Hindu. Christians make up less than 1 per cent. Within this small number, most Christians are Roman Catholic. 
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USPG works with the Church of Bangladesh, which is a United Church – which means it includes Churches from an Anglican tradition.
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It is in this context that the Church of Bangladesh is reaching out to poor and marginalised communities through its Social Development Programme. 
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This programme includes health care, education, agricultural training, theological training, projects to oppose human trafficking, and much more. All of this work is supported by USPG. Indeed, donations made by this church will have in some way helped to fund it. 

[Note to speaker: this might not be the case, for example, if they support a Project.]
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Today I want to take a brief look at just one aspect of the church’s work. 

There is an invisible killer in Bangladesh. 

It is arsenic, which occurs naturally in the ground, and contaminates drinking water. 

It is estimated that 35 million people in Bangladesh could be affected by arsenic poisoning.
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The problem was discovered in 1993 when scientists tested wells that had been dug by aid agencies. They discovered that many of the shallower wells were tapping into contaminated water. 
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Over time, drinking this water can cause cancers and gangrene and damage internal organs. Skin rashes are an early sign of arsenic poisoning. 

The Church of Bangladesh is helping to tackle this problem as part of its Social Development Programme.
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Let’s take a look at Alumpur, a village with a population of just over 3,000. A survey found that 128 out of the village’s 142 wells were contaminated.

The Church of Bangladesh sent a doctor to the village to test for signs of arsenic poisoning. 
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This is Asura Khatun, who lives in Alumpur with her husband and three children. 

The doctor warned Asura that the dark spots on her hands, feet and chest were symptoms of arsenic poisoning that could lead to cancer. 

She was not the only person in the village to show signs of poisoning.
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The church responded in several ways. 

Some wells were fitted with water filters. 

Families were given water filters for use in the home. 

New wells were dug to draw water from safe levels. 
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Villagers in Alumpur have also been encouraged to plant kitchen gardens and eat more healthily. This is because fruit and vegetables help to eliminate arsenic from the body. 
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This combination of safe water and healthier eating has saved Asura’s life. 

The marks on her body have now almost completely vanished. 

Asura described it as a miracle.

It is just one example of the Church of Bangladesh is reaching out to marginalised and vulnerable people.
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It should be added that Asura lives in a Muslim community. The Church of Bangladesh does not discriminate in terms of those it is prepared to help. Indeed, in a predominantly Muslim country where evangelism is not acceptable, practical social action is the main way in which the church can safely express its faith and share God’s love.
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USPG mission companion James Pender is helping to implement the arsenic project. He said: ‘The main vision of the Church of Bangladesh is to share the love of Christ, and the church’s practical work has earned the church and Christians a very positive reputation. The people of Alumpur village would say that the Church of Bangladesh is really committed to helping them.’
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In this talk I’ve been describing some of the work that USPG is supporting in Bangladesh. But USPG is supporting similar work in over 50 countries. 

I hope you will continue to support USPG because it is thanks to your prayers and donations that, together, we can continue to make a difference in the lives of people like Asura – and show our love for one another.
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USPG urgently needs your gifts of money, time and prayer to enable the world church to share God’s love.
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For more information

Tel: 0845 273 1701

e-mail: enquiries@uspg.org.uk

www.uspg.org.uk

