
53

3

American Theodicy

Human Nature and Natural Disaster

HILL A RY K A ELL

Bonnie and I were chopping vegetables for lunch in her suburban home out-

side Kansas City while the television perched on a nearby countertop cycled 

through scenes of collapsed buildings and landslides in free-fall. The death toll 

was rising, the CNN announcer intoned over clips of people pressing rags to their 

mouths to block the dust as they sifted through the rubble. It was already being 

called the worst disaster on record in Nepal. Bonnie switched off the television. 

“That’s what I was telling you, Hillary,” she said, setting out the plates for lunch. 

“I listen to world news so I can get more of what’s going on in places but then it 

drags you right down. There’s just so much negativity you can handle.” Since I 

was there to chat about the child she sponsors, I asked her about the materials 

she accessed through the sponsorship organization. Did she feel the same way 

about their depictions of dire poverty or disasters, which often covered the same 

events as CNN? “But it’s different,” Bonnie replied, “because at least I’m interact-

ing. It’s not like suddenly [their problems] will be solved but somebody out there 

is thinking about them, prays [for] them, and cares about them.”

As many studies have noted, both humanitarian organizations and media 

outlets pitch global connections in the superlative of emergency relief and disas-

ter news. Scholars of globalization remark that these communications—in both 

their tone and their frequency—often create a sense of uncontrollable global cri-

sis.1 Experts also tell us that this sense of “negativity,” as Bonnie put it, leads to 

what in the 1980s was dubbed compassion fatigue after military jargon. People 

become worn out and so they tune out.2 Yet what Bonnie expressed to me was 

that the same information might have vastly different capacities to call forth 

connection. When it derives from Christian sources, the news can prompt what 

she views as generative activities, which are characterized by focused giving and 

prayer. Yet when CNN covers the same story, it may “drag” her into despair or 

apathy instead. Such subtle differences are crucial if we are to understand how 
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globally minded Christians hear news from abroad and feel its effects. It also 

reminds us that there is no simple equation that accounts for donor apathy. In 

fact, in the 1990s, at the very moment when critics warned most emphatically 

about compassion fatigue, United Nations Development Program surveys showed 

no downward turn in public opinion about foreign aid. Instead, there were sig-

nificant upticks in aid directed to refugee and disaster relief.3 The Christian 

child sponsorship organizations I study also grew enormously in this period.

Sponsorship is a popular fundraising tool in Europe and North America, and 

it refers, at the most basic level, to the systematic (usually monthly) support of 

an individual abroad with some communication between donors and recipients. 

From its inception, the model was tied to human suffering and insecurity. The 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions pitched the first spon-

sorship plans to U.S. donors in 1816, citing the many children left “friendless” in 

Bombay after they came to the city with families fleeing floods, famine, and 

other disasters and their parents “not infrequently” died.4 A century later, spon-

sorship made the transition from missionary fundraising to World War I relief. 

During the war, it was used by dozens of early humanitarian organizations 

including the American Red Cross and Near East Relief.5 This transition cemented 

the broad versatility of sponsorship beyond missionary circles. The nature 

of relief organizations’ work also amplified sponsorship programs’ focus on 

children in extreme distress, which carried over as fledgling nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) adopted it after World War II.

Sponsorship spread in the 1950s as a broad-based fundraising tool for 

humanitarian campaigns. It was part of the general proliferation of U.S. volun-

tary organizations working overseas; more than 200 were established in the four 

years after World War II alone.6 More specific to U.S. Protestantism, emerging 

parachurch organizations revitalized sponsorship even as the denominational 

missionary boards that once used it declined. The best-known example is World 

Vision, which grew out of evangelical networks coalescing around Youth With a 

Mission and Billy Graham in the 1940s.7 Christian Children’s Fund (CCF) is 

another key example. Founded in 1938 by a liberal Presbyterian pastor, it appealed 

to mainline Protestants and, in the 1950s, was the largest U.S. Christian organ

ization of its type. In many respects, CCF was heir to the pan-Christian fund

raising that Heather Curtis has traced at the Christian Herald a generation before. 

(In fact, some of CCF’s most successful 1950s campaigns were partnerships with 

the Herald, which ran short-term sponsorship plans as early as the Indian fam-

ine of 1900).8

Parachurch organizations such as World Vision and CCF leveraged sponsor-

ship to access larger donor markets and fuel ambitious programs for rapid 

growth.9 While missionary plans had included from a few hundred to a few thou-

sand children at most, these new plans scaled up to support tens of thousands 

of children by the early 1960s (and hundreds of thousands by the 1980s). This 
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growth brings us back to disaster: mid-century plans grew their donor base in 

part because they stoked a sense of urgency in the midst of disasters, notably 

in their appeals concerning war in the 1950s (mainly in Korea) and then natu

ral events, such as cyclones (Bangladesh in 1970), earthquakes (Nicaragua in 

1972), and drought-related famine (Ethiopia in 1984). The Ethiopian famine was 

a notable windfall: World Vision, which today is the largest Christian organ

ization that uses sponsorship, saw its income jump 80 percent that year.10

The tight link between disasters and the success of sponsorship organ

izations remains. In her study of World Vision (WV), sociologist Susan McDonic 

noted that the international WV partnership circulates fast-breaking infor-

mation about disasters, “which then is funnelled to the wider press and media 

associations . . . ​[allowing WV] to speak authoritatively about situations that 

are emerging and/or have erupted.” World Vision’s website promises “the most 

up-to-date information on emergencies, events and issues from around the globe” 

and, during McDonic’s fieldwork, the organization was mentioned in the North 

American press an average of 150 times a day. She argues that by offering “the 

press first-hand accounts from the areas where disaster strikes, footage and 

pictures,” World Vision promotes itself and makes its subsequent pitches to pro-

spective sponsors more credible.11 Although many of the larger organizations, 

including World Vision, have changed their marketing strategies since the early 

2000s to focus on hopeful, happy children, disasters remain integral insofar as 

the same organizations still issue regular calls for emergency relief donations, 

beyond each sponsor’s regular monthly contribution.

At a more existential level, the close relationship of sponsorship to disaster 

also prompts certain questions. What interests me here is how U.S. donors, like 

Bonnie, relate what they hear about global poverty and disasters to their belief 

that humanity is connected in basic terms via its shared relation to a single 

Creator—and, potentially, Destroyer. What is the space between a sense of exis-

tential security and chaos? How do sponsors grapple with persistent threats to 

human flourishing? These issues are extremely complex since the U.S. Christians 

with whom I worked credit their God as the only certain power in this world yet 

refuse the idea that He is capable of perpetrating such injustice. Herein lies a 

central problem of Christian theodicy.

To explore this topic, I draw on my five-year (2012–2017) study of Christian 

child sponsorship in the United States, which combined historical and ethno-

graphic work. Here I focus on my conversations with child sponsors, including 

196 hours of tape from discussions with 118 child sponsors. The people on whom 

I focus most closely in this chapter were Protestant supporters of Compassion 

International, an evangelical organization based in Colorado Springs, and Cath-

olic supporters of Unbound, a liberal, lay Catholic organization in Kansas City.12 

I also worked with Protestants (including those whom scholars would dub lib-

eral or mainline) who supported World Vision and ChildFund (formerly CCF). 
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Demographically, the people whose interviews I recorded were largely consistent 

with organizational estimates of the average sponsor; most were married, nearly 

all self-identified as white and Christian, and most went to church; three quar-

ters were women. Their ages ranged from thirty to eighty-seven; among my Cath-

olic interviewees the average age was sixty-five and among evangelicals it was 

fifty-five.13

This chapter focuses less on the official scripts that sponsorship organ

izations introduce or that priests, pastors, and other institutional bodies pro-

mote. There are, of course, massive amounts of literature produced for Christians 

about how to understand suffering and evil in the world. Instead, I draw on my 

conversations with sponsors to explore their grassroots theologies. These are 

generally ideas in the making rather than coherent pronouncements, and they 

may draw on more top-down conceptions but are rarely identical to them. One 

aspect that readers might consider pertains to how our conversations complicate 

the discourse related to “religious persecution.” These popular campaigns, which 

most sponsors knew of and many supported, tend to reify the “religious” by 

downplaying contextual factors, such as poverty, war, or natural disasters; Chris-

tians may suffer in either case, but when that suffering is called “religious” it is 

prioritized as Christian suffering par excellence. Nonetheless, I found that the 

sponsors with whom I worked generally integrated a broad cross-section of con-

cerns into their discussions about, and prayers for, suffering abroad. Though they 

rarely referred to this suffering as “Christian” per se, thy nearly all assumed that 

the faraway families and communities they supported through sponsorship 

were, in fact, Christians in distress. Many sponsors also linked their concern 

about foreign suffering to their own experiences, albeit with caveats.14 In sum, 

this chapter teases out how U.S. Christians parse various forms of violence and 

injustice as they trace the contours of God’s global projects.

The Security and Insecurity of Global Connection

I asked every sponsor with whom I spoke whether they felt the world was becom-

ing more connected. Every one of them agreed—but they drew different conclu-

sions about the results. Did connection lead to greater understanding and 

equality? Or did they lead to greater disunity and violence? Quite a few sponsors 

explicitly told me they felt either optimistic or pessimistic about the state of 

the world. Among Catholics and liberal Protestants, about 20 percent fell into 

either category, skewing slightly more toward the optimistic.15 Among those 

who declared themselves pessimistic, most answers were either a resigned rec-

ognition that humans have always been cruel to each other and always will be; a 

feeling that things were actually worsening since there no longer seemed to be 

clearly defined global “good guys” and “bad guys”; or a concern about growing ter-

rorism, especially in the Middle East.16 The specter of Muslim violence haunted 
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these discussions and many people explicitly mentioned Islam, but only one per-

son among my Catholic and liberal Protestant interlocutors blamed the religion 

tout court. Nearly everyone else raised the issue to clarify that “real” Muslims 

were against violence.17 By contrast, sponsors who chose to support Compassion, 

a more conservative evangelical organization, clearly swung onto the side of pes-

simism: almost 40 percent stated they were pessimistic about the world; a bit 

under 20 percent were optimistic. And nearly three quarters of the pessimists 

unhesitatingly pointed to Islam as the culprit.18

A fair minority of the Compassion sponsors whom I got to know, especially 

those with less education and affiliations with fundamentalist-leaning churches, 

offered a clash of civilizations model to explain this outlook. “You’re not just 

dealing with a different religion [in Islam] but a whole mindset that is completely 

the opposite of the Christian one,” said Carol, a secretary in western Massachu

setts who self-defines as a Bible-believing Christian. Writing of domestic U.S. 

politics, Lauren Berlant remarks that intimacy is a powerful affective tool because 

it resides in familiarity and optimism while also cohering around concerns about 

threats to the world it seeks to sustain.19 Globalization creates possibilities for 

new intimacies, but it also magnifies potential threats. Most sponsors quite 

handily identified the intimate “we,” which encompassed their families and 

friends, Christians around the world (including the sponsored child), often 

extended to Americans in the United States as a whole (at least in the abstract), 

and sometimes included Canadians and others who seemed culturally and 

racially familiar (comments likely spurred by my presence). While not all respon-

dents focused on Islam, those who named what was emphatically not part of the 

“we” always did. No other group was singled out this way in global terms.

Many sponsors, including Carol, talked about being scared, or even “terri-

fied,” of threats associated with Islam, primarily violence against the “we”—that 

is, targeting Americans (9/11 came up often) and Christians in the Middle East 

(televised killings by ISIS had made a recent and indelible impression).20 They 

viewed Americans and Christians overseas as united by this common threat. It 

is a new pattern with older roots. Though Islam was rarely mentioned in evan-

gelical sponsorship materials from the 1950s and 1960s, when it did come up, 

Muslims were blamed for being “aggressive” missionaries for their own religion 

as well as stubborn and fanatical—as evidenced by how many times they prayed 

each day or how the women refused to talk with Christian missionaries.21 And 

yet contemporary sponsors are, above all, globally minded, which means that 

one cannot simply shut oneself off to others: one must try to engage them. Carol 

followed her previous comment with another one, speaking in the personal reg-

ister even though she had never been abroad: “You go into these countries and 

whether they’re Muslim or some other religion, you go to China you have their 

gods, and the thing is, my prayer would be that they realize that God is God and 

not Allah and not whoever they are over—you know, the Chinese ones and stuff 
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like that. That, you know, not just that family [I am sponsoring] but that the 

country itself would realize that God is God.” In responses like this one, “Mus-

lims” (and Chinese “gods”) are kept vague, as are the big dreams associated with 

their conversion. Ultimately, whole countries might come to realize that “God is 

God,” as Carol put it.22

About a quarter of the liberal Protestants with whom I spoke and almost as 

many Catholics blamed the United States itself for stoking global insecurity. 

About 10  percent blamed the U.S. government for wars abroad and another 

10 percent said that foreign people had legitimate reasons to distrust Americans. 

These respondents were all optimistic that the one-to-one charity associated 

with sponsorship could make amends. Their responses echo decades of Ameri-

can strategies in the world—one thinks of President Dwight Eisenhower’s call 

for “People to People” diplomacy whereby pen pals or the Peace Corps would 

bring “regular” Americans into friendships with people abroad.23 In the hands 

of politicians, these messages tend to efface larger questions about the struc-

tures that create and sustain global inequality.24 Sponsors, like most Americans, 

contribute to those systems through mechanisms such as paying taxes and mak-

ing investments, benefiting from white privilege and consuming the lion’s share 

of the world’s resources. Some of them addressed the issue directly, describing 

how they felt impotent in the face of structures that seemed so large as to defy 

clear understanding. Rather than focus on threats from without—Islam, terror-

ism, disasters—these sponsors viewed themselves as deeply enmeshed in threats 

to world prosperity. Barbara, an unmarried accountant in her late fifties, put it 

this way: “Pretty much the U.S. is in a state of permanent warfare. So what’s the 

countervailing force? I can do nothing about the politics of my country. Really I 

cannot. That’s a done deal but I can do something about that [child, Jimmy]. For 

me [sponsorship] is a political action. It’s not how Jimmy’s family thinks about 

it but for me it’s a political act . . . ​For me this is my social justice political act. 

Just trying to nurture one little being.”

Barbara lives in Kansas City, where she cares for her aging parents and is 

deeply involved in her Catholic parish as well as liberal Catholic organizations 

that promote social justice. She is passionate and educated, and she makes time 

to consume international news. Barbara was one of the few sponsors I met who 

drew a structural link between wealth in the United States and poverty else-

where by, as Susan Sontag put it, mapping American privilege onto the same 

map as other people’s suffering.25 “We also take resources from other countries 

for our own use, like, since we consume most everything—right?—on the planet,” 

Barbara told me. Other respondents did talk about curbing personal consump-

tion in the West. A few also discussed the unethical practices of U.S. corporations, 

but they rarely saw these entities as “American” per se; rather, they viewed the 

U.S. government and people as generous and some corporations (run by certain 

Americans) as greedy. Only Barb insisted that the U.S. government’s militarism 
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and economic policies was a source of global unrest—and therefore that the 

American people who elected those leaders were enmeshed in threats to 

global prosperity.

Human Nature and Natural Disaster

Writing during the 1980s AIDS crisis in New York, with news reports about the 

recent Ethiopian famine on her mind, Susan Sontag noted how people in West-

ern countries persistently reproduced a nature-culture divide in which calami-

ties that ravaged poor countries were seen as “natural” whereas those in the West 

were understood as culture-making “world events.” “Part of the self-definition 

of Europe and the neo-European countries,” she wrote, “is that it, the First World, 

is where major calamities are history-making, transformative, while in poor, 

African or Asian countries they are part of a cycle, and therefore something like 

an aspect of nature.”26

In fact, most of the U.S. Christians I got to know recognized “natural” 

disasters as part of the fabric of American life, especially if they came from 

regions hit by annual tornados or hurricanes. However, they did tend to divide 

disasters in the West into either natural or human-made (the latter being 

“world events” in Sontag’s terms, such as 9/11 or the failed response after Hur-

ricane Katrina). By contrast, when they discussed poor countries they persis

tently grouped all disasters into a seemingly endless, and therefore natural, 

cycle. The twin natures at stake were earthly elements, for example an earth-

quake or tsunami, and also human nature, which produced a parade of bad 

dictators and the like. Nearly every sponsor told me that humans have free 

will, are greedy by nature, and do bad things as a result. By a wide margin, 

sponsors blamed global inequality partly or wholly on the ways in which cor-

rupt elites or government officials in the child’s country of origin, giving into 

this base nature, diverted aid money and resources for personal gain. These 

responses echoed classic Christian theology, in which the vocabulary and 

emphasis reflected sponsors’ upbringings and orientations; Catholics talked 

about free will, mainline Protestants talked about human tendencies, and 

evangelicals talked about inherent sinfulness.27

All the sponsors I got to know agreed on one major point: God did not tar-

get particular individuals to suffer. This was no book of Job—at least where the 

sponsored child and his family was concerned. My interlocutors often referred 

to poverty as an accident of birth; they had happened to be born in the United 

States and the sponsored child had not. Yet this idea prompted discomfort. After 

all, did God not choose where each one of us would be born? The resulting exis-

tential problem became even more intractable when the conversation turned 

to natural disasters, as it often did, which sponsors knew often deepen poverty 

and increase the unjust allocation of resources. As the term natural suggests, 
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hurricanes or earthquakes are not caused by human action: the implication is 

that God is therefore responsible.

Western Christians have long believed that natural disasters carried a 

deeper message from God. This idea was standard before the Enlightenment and 

remained so, at least among Christian child sponsors, until the early twentieth 

century.28 In previous periods, sponsorship promoters therefore suggested that 

natural disasters and war had the positive effect of creating orphans who, hav-

ing been violently ripped from everything they knew, would be open to hearing 

Christian truth.29 By contrast, the contemporary sponsors I got to know strongly 

emphasized that God abhorred seeing anyone suffer and did not cause natural 

disasters. At the same time, most of them also told me that God did allow these 

crises to happen.30 Larger-scale surveys have noted similar responses following 

natural disasters in the United States. Among committed Christians, surviving 

such a disaster generally deepens a positive view of God and pushes people to 

find alternatives to blaming God for negative outcomes.31 In our conversations, 

I heard Christian sponsors reasoning about similar ideas in greater detail.

Most often, sponsors suggested that God allowed poverty in general, includ-

ing disasters that might deepen that poverty, to encourage Christians to realize 

their utter dependence on God. “For people that are having all their financial 

needs taken care of, it might be harder for them to realize that they need God 

too. And we all do,” said Sue, a forty-seven-year-old who attends an evangelical 

Lutheran church in Massachusetts with her husband, Ted. She paused and con-

tinued, “I think for one thing, God allows trials in people’s lives to draw them 

[closer] and make them stronger, to learn important lessons in life. . . . ​Destruc-

tion, you know, [like] earthquakes in India and other places and we’ve had our 

share of hurricanes and everything and floodings and everything [in America].” 

Sue continued in a personal register: “Disaster sometimes can bring brokenness, 

because we literally lost everything [in a hurricane] when we were growing up 

as kids. The family unit, it’s almost like everybody’s off busy-busy-busy and 

nobody knows their neighbor anymore and then it brings us together too.”32

Sue knows something about surviving chaos. The hurricane ripped apart 

her home and, shortly after, as a teenager, she became an alcoholic. As a result, 

she and Ted have lived with a sense of impending disaster for decades; they chose 

not to have children because of her volatility. Now sober for five years, Sue feels 

a sense of relative peace. Along with Ted, she plans their budget carefully each 

month in order to sponsor three girls in Latin America. Sue does not equate her 

alcoholism—which she sees as a personal failing—with natural disaster. But in 

either case, she views God as allowing chaos in order to achieve greater ends. 

“I believe destruction . . . ​can bring blessings,” she repeated. “And I don’t believe 

that God wants people to necessarily to stay poor. That’s why he has given people 

like me [the means] to help other people who are poor.” In Sue’s view, God also 

sent people to lift her up when she was “broken” by the hurricane and then by 
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her alcoholism. Now, she believes, God is using her—because of her good for-

tune at being from the United States—to help other Christians who need spiri-

tual and material stability in turbulent times.

Sociological and psychological surveys of U.S. Christians that ask about 

natural disasters are heavily biased toward Protestants. If Catholics are included, 

little distinction is made between responses from Christians of different back-

grounds.33 Yet in my conversations, at least, Catholics offered the most richly var-

ied set of responses. Like their Protestant counterparts, Catholics pointed out 

that everyone had to bear physical suffering, whether it was “hunger or cancer,” 

and struggle with spiritual consequences such as greed, envy, or ingratitude. The 

Catholics with whom I spoke were also much more likely to view the poor in 

other countries as already spiritually rich compared to Americans, usually 

because they were pictured as closer to the earth and to their families and there-

fore better able to recognize their dependence on God’s natural processes—the 

food culled from the land and the joy that came from family. A large minority of 

Catholics also turned to the afterlife to reframe material poverty as potentially 

leading to spiritual wealth. John, a middle-aged Catholic sponsor in upstate New 

York, put it nicely: “God allows poverty to happen and I think that He sees the 

bigger picture, one that we don’t see and that being, if heaven is eternal then 

our lives are very short. Just a tiny grain of sand. . . . ​And I think that if we really 

could stand back and see the large, the big picture, maybe those of us that think 

we’re living in non-poverty would see it differently.”34

No Protestant sponsor I got to know discussed the afterlife or eternity. As 

Sue demonstrated, they were future oriented insofar as they believed God 

uses brokenness for “good” ends that only become apparent later on. What 

sponsors agreed on, however, was that poverty elsewhere should move U.S. 

Christians to act.

Acting in the World through Prayer

For most globally minded Christians, giving and praying are interrelated ways 

to act in the world. Both provide ways of interacting, as Bonnie put it at the start 

of the chapter. As might be expected, prayer came up often with evangelical 

sponsors, however many mainline Protestants and Catholics (including Bonnie) 

also told me that prayer was an essential part of what they “gave” abroad. Natu

ral disasters are fundamental in this respect because nearly every sponsor told 

me that, regardless of whether they prayed on a regular basis, the child and their 

family became the focus of their prayers in two main circumstances: when the 

child wrote about a specific need and when the sponsor heard news coverage of 

a disaster in the child’s region. Generally, this kind of reporting was the only way 

sponsors heard about the child’s country outside sponsorship materials since, 

as scholars of media note, European and North American media usually reports 
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on the Global South, which is deemed “foreign” and thus of less interest to view-

ers, exclusively through the prism of fast-breaking disasters.35

Because so many sponsors told me they followed the news about the places 

where they supported children, at first I was surprised at how little most of them 

knew. This realization initially struck me as I was speaking with Melissa, an 

evangelical woman in her early thirties who worked as a nurse and had a child 

the same age as my daughter. As we commiserated about juggling parenting and 

work, she told me that she carved out some time for herself each night. “I’m an 

avid fan of [ABC] World News Tonight with David Muir. I love him. He just deliv-

ers it,” she said. “And I watch it very closely for Ecuador and trying to keep tabs 

on it.” Melissa has sponsored children in Ecuador with Compassion since she was 

a teenager. When I met her, she was supporting a boy named Jorge. Besides World 

News Tonight, Melissa pays attention to stories about Ecuador on her Facebook 

newsfeed and then follows up by reading online content from CNN. “Has there 

been a moment when you’ve seen something about Ecuador that’s made you 

think?” I asked her. Melissa responded:

M: Yeah, when there were earthquakes and flooding and it was very scary and 

we got an email from Compassion saying we—you know, “We’re trying to 

get in contact . . .” And it was a really long time before I heard—I mean 

weeks . . . ​it took a really, really long time to hear that [Jorge] was okay.

H: And in that period did you find you were focusing your prayers more or—?

A: Absolutely. Yeah—and not just him, but for him and his community. . . . ​[I]t really 

kind of hit close to home. So I found myself praying for Jorge . . . ​praying for 

strength for him and for them—not by name, you know, but for the victims.

H: . . . ​Are there other things [on the news] that you find yourself focused on in 

connection with [Jorge]?

A: Like I said, I keep up on news about ISIS and I heard about some kind of reli-

gious segregation. It was outside of Ecuador, you know, where people were 

targeted for being Christians and obviously in that area of the world—

H: Wait, sorry, I lost you. You mean it was near—near Ecuador?

A: Yeah, but—yeah, the surrounding areas. And, you know, I remember doing 

some of my own little research seeing if it was affecting [Jorge’s family’s] 

area, which I didn’t find anything saying it was. But, you know, just you hear 

of all that religious persecution and things that it can be very dangerous to 

be an active Christian in some of those countries.

H: But do you get the sense that Ecuador is a Christian country or—I don’t know 

if Compassion talks about that in their materials.

A: They’ll send a little bit of demographic information of the country but I think 

there’s a lot of Muslims and Buddhists also in that area.
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Some sponsors were very well informed, of course. But Melissa was also not 

unique in her stated interest in foreign news yet strangely inaccurate concep-

tion of Ecuador. Like many sponsors, she gleans her news from mainstream and 

Christian sources (in her case, usually through Facebook). Both channels of 

information focus on natural disasters in the Global South, while the latter also 

emphasizes Christian persecution at the hands of religious “others,” mainly Mus-

lims.36 Melissa is also not alone in conflating these two presumed threats to 

Christian well-being in poor countries to create an image of victimized life under 

duress. In this respect, it is notable that nearly every sponsor with whom I spoke 

assumed that the child’s family was Christian. In fact they were usually right, at 

least at Unbound and Compassion,37 but the point is that this assumption means 

that any threat described in sponsorship materials related to poverty or disas-

ters is understood to put Christian families at risk. It is not a leap for U.S. 

sponsors who follow news about “persecution” to superimpose multiple levels 

of insecurity into a single picture of Christians abroad as always under threat.

While such assumptions came up in my conversations with all types of spon-

sors, it was most prevalent among evangelicals like Melissa; in fact, 17 percent 

of the evangelical sponsors with whom I spoke told me that concern about “reli-

gious persecution” was the primary reason they felt connected to Christians 

around the world.38 Some of this focus is undoubtedly due to the strong Anglo-

evangelical interest in “persecuted” Christians over the past two decades, but it 

may be exacerbated in this case because none of the countries where sponsors 

support children are majority evangelical. Regardless of the actual politics in 

each country, born-again Christians can therefore always be viewed as poten-

tially at risk from a powerful majority religion that is “other.” By contrast, U.S. 

Catholics were aware that many of the countries where they supported children, 

including Ecuador, were Catholic-majority places. It was one reason why they 

were often drawn to help them in the first place. As a result, Catholic spon-

sors were much more likely to distinguish between natural disaster/economic 

poverty and religious persecution, which they talked about almost exclusively in 

the context of Middle East Christians living in Muslim-majority places.

At a more basic level, inaccuracies also persist because sponsorship subtly 

discourages detailed information. What I mean is that sponsorship attempts to 

create kin-like relations that reflect back to U.S. Christians what is presumed 

to be shared at the most basic level: the hurts, loves, and aspirations that come 

with being part of a human family. Providing too many local details can muddy 

these waters. Sponsors never told me so explicitly, but they did often say that 

they learned “just enough to verify it is a very poor country,” as another woman 

at Melissa’s church put it. They wanted just enough specific information to be 

assured that Christian people and organizations were “very poor” and were get-

ting the support they needed. They also wanted basic amounts of information 

to better focus their prayers. To return to the theme of this section, Christians 
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understand sponsorship as fostering resilience through relationships—a goal 

that requires prayers (and letters) alongside monetary donations and develop-

ment work.39

Not surprisingly, evangelical organizations have been particularly active in 

producing materials to encourage their donors to use sponsorship as a launch-

ing pad for global prayer. For example, in 1989, Paul Borthwick, an evangelical 

pastor in Massachusetts, wrote an article in World Vision Magazine about how to 

pray in “an ever-widening circle” by launching “brief prayer arrows” across the 

world.40 Borthwick and his wife began this process each week with letters from 

Oyie Kimasisa, a child they sponsored in Kenya. In studying those letters, they 

discerned what they understood to be needs (some of which the boy probably 

stated and others that he did not). They began their prayers with those specific 

needs, while letting God guide their imaginations further based on what they 

knew from media reports, including World Vision’s newsletters. This made their 

prayers “larger” as they prayed for “kings and all those in authority” (1 Tim. 2:2) 

because, as Borthwick wrote, global leaders are often the key to successful Chris-

tian work abroad. Natural phenomena like sandstorms and plentiful ground 

water were also a key feature of their prayers. Though Borthwick’s article is some-

what outdated, I mention it here because I found similar patterns among spon-

sors as they scaled up from children’s letters to “big,” or more generalized, needs. 

The opposite trajectory was also true, as Melissa demonstrated; at times spon-

sors begin with large-scale disastrous events on the news and then try to gain 

more targeted information by scanning the child’s letters and, in desperate 

times, calling the sponsorship organization to pinpoint specific needs.

Prayer is pertinent to U.S. Catholic giving, too; sociological studies show that 

Catholics rank intercessory prayer and material support as their top two priori-

ties in global giving.41 In contrast to evangelicals, however, a sizable minority of 

Catholic sponsors told me they rarely pray extempore; instead, they follow the 

cycle of prayers during Mass or use the rosary and prayer cards at home to 

address God, Mary, and their favorite saints. Most did pray for the sponsored 

child by name, at least on occasion, and they were likely to do so according to 

what they sometimes called “a basket of intentions.” This term refers to the prac-

tice of thinking of many names and keeping them in mind during a more gen-

eral prayer, such as the Our Father. The “basket” becomes literal in parishes at 

Lent and other times when those who are present may pass round a basket to 

fill with strips of paper bearing the names of all who need prayer. These baskets—

both literal and metaphorical—gather familiar and foreign names. This pattern 

of mingling prayers for self, family, and others was important across all my field 

sites, whether Protestant or Catholic.

Bonnie, the Unbound sponsor mentioned at the outset, offers a sense of 

these varied links. When she discussed praying for Julia’s needs in Guatemala, 

she continually returned to prayers she says on behalf of those closest to her. 
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Clinging precariously to the bottom rung of the middle class, she and her hus-

band had bought a small suburban home outside Kansas City, where they raised 

their two kids. She taught Sunday school and did secretarial work in the parish 

while he worked for an electrical company. When he lost his job in 2010, they 

barely managed to keep their home. Her sister, who was not so lucky, has declared 

bankruptcy and now Bonnie supports her financially and through prayer. 

Another challenge concerns her daughter, who has been trying to get pregnant. 

As she discussed why Julia and her family were poor, Bonnie seamlessly over-

lapped one set of struggles onto another.

I don’t think God is saying, okay, you get to be poor, you get to be—I think 

there’s blessings and all of that. . . . ​[And] I can’t say that my sister who’s 

now in bankruptcy is not blessed by the Lord . . . ​I mean, why is my 

daughter struggling and struggling to get pregnant? You can’t look and 

say, I blame God. And you can’t say, gosh, these people are awful and that’s 

why it’s bad for them. I think we need to work harder to find out what we 

can do to help people. And each person can do more. . . . ​I think you can 

find the Lord in all of those places of sadness or challenge.

Bonnie also describes another burden: loneliness. Her husband and adult 

children are no longer practicing Catholics and her mother, who had been her 

companion in matters of faith, died not long ago. She says the loneliness feels 

overwhelming at times. But Bonnie has a few spiritual guides, including a close 

friend who became a priest and then died suddenly when they were in their 

mid-thirties. His favorite saying was, “We’re only but a prayer apart.” “That’s 

how I think of the world too,” Bonnie tells me. She gestures at the large world 

map pinned to her wall. It has been there for years.

It is a sense that we are all here together [in the world]. We really are. So 

I may not specifically say, okay, now I’m going to pray for Julia, I just feel 

she’s within me. And if I’m deepening my spiritual life, if I’m getting closer 

to the Lord, they’re all coming with me. And I think that helps me because 

like I said, I’m kind of the loner that still goes to Mass. . . . ​I was thinking 

of my mom and sometimes I felt that loneliness but then that sense of we 

are, in spirit, we are just only but a prayer apart. ’Cause [Julia] is in my 

heart and I’m in her heart so we—we, spiritually, already have met. We 

have met. I’m not a traveler . . . ​I hate traveling. I will never be going to 

Guatemala!

While telling me about Julia’s family, Bonnie says that we must always “be aware 

of the fact that their experiences are not ours.” It’s the kind of message Unbound 

hopes its sponsors will assimilate. Nevertheless, based on Julia’s letters, Bonnie 

feels that they do share a similar worldview, not least because Julia, who is now 

entering her teens, seems to share what Bonnie views as a Catholic sensibility of 
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gratitude and activism. For Bonnie, prayers are essential in this regard. They are 

one way she can do more for the welfare of all those she holds in her heart. They 

are also a way to make sure the people who are not present with her at Mass—

her family, who refuses to attend, and Julia, who is far away—are still “coming 

with” Bonnie as she moves through this life and, perhaps, into the next one. 

That’s being only a prayer apart.

To Dwell within Suffering

When sponsors discuss the places where they support a child—places very few 

of them have been or will ever go—they often talk about human nature and natu

ral disaster. Human sins, including government corruption, sow the seeds of 

poverty. Disasters deepen it. For sponsors, these twin factors are “natural” inso-

far as they operate at a level that far exceeds the discrete actions of sponsored 

children and their families and they seem to drive an endless cycle that keeps 

the majority of the world poor. For two centuries, sponsorship organizations have 

built their fundraising model on sometimes sensationalist reports about 

these twin forces. Perhaps counterintuitively to outsiders, the Christians who 

have responded to these appeals are, in fact, quite optimistic about how to per-

ceive them. It does not mean that they are necessarily optimistic about the state 

of the world generally—some are and some are not—but they are certainly hope-

ful that sponsorship is an effective way to intervene in such cycles by nurturing 

“one little being,” as Barbara put it.

This chapter identifies a few key patterns in terms of how contemporary 

sponsors understand the suffering of (what they often identify as) Christian fam-

ilies abroad. First, sponsors tend to access their news from mainstream and 

Christian sources; they choose when to tune in and when to turn off these vari

ous streams of information in order to glean just what they feel they need to spur 

a sense of connection. It means that they often view themselves as people who 

follow current events and research foreign news even if some of them are unin-

formed or incorrect about the places they support. Second, sponsors come to 

grips with natural disasters, and the suffering they cause, by viewing their God 

as allowing but not activating these events. Usually, they say God allows disasters 

or poverty to encourage people to realize their dependence on Him. Third, spon-

sors do recognize that human nature (sin) and natural disasters plague the 

United States, but with respect to poor countries they tend to group these two 

categories together to fuel a sense of constant crisis. However, we should not 

assume that they view “home” as always comforting and “away” as always threat-

ening. Many of the sponsors I got to know had lived through death and abuse, 

depression and loneliness. They usually identify these threats to flourishing as 

a common human condition—which also leaves room for hope. This connection 

between struggles at home and abroad is most tangible during prayer, as 



	 American Theodicy	 67

sponsors audibly mingle petitions for themselves, their families, and faraway 

others.

These ideas help complicate what some scholars of globalization have noted 

about unpredictable events. In times of crisis, writes anthropologist Thomas 

Hylland Eriksen, most Western people blame processes on a higher scale (“gov-

ernment”) or withdraw to trust only first-hand experience and face-to-face 

acquaintances.42 To some degree the U.S. Christians with whom I worked are 

committed to being globally minded, as donors at least, so they do not simply fall 

back on what they know first-hand. They may blame larger human organizations, 

and thus humanity’s fallible nature, but they also understand themselves to have 

a direct link to “the top,” which is God. The result is a viewpoint that sees suffer-

ing as a mystery and nevertheless solidifies God’s presence. Their answers recall 

Leibniz’s classic mediations on the problem of theodicy: what may appear to us as 

evils in the present are in fact doing good from God’s broader perspective.43

Read alongside the other chapters in this volume, my discussion here shows 

how sponsors talk about suffering in ways that complicate the discourse related 

to “international religious freedom” or “religious persecution,” even as some of 

them consume this media and support these campaigns. Sponsors are also con-

cerned about Christian suffering and well-being in the communities they sup-

port, but they integrate many contextual factors, such as poverty, war, or natural 

disasters when they imagine Christians elsewhere in distress. Further, their 

sense of connection to a “global church,” though it may be sparked by reports of 

suffering, is rooted in an optimistic certainty that all Christians have something 

in common—a shared relation to an ultimately loving God.
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