 http://www.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,,1081349,00.html
The evangelicals who like to giftwrap Islamophobia 

The world's largest children's Christmas project has a toxic agenda

Giles Fraser 
Monday November 10, 2003
The Guardian
It all sounds innocent enough. Operation Christmas Child "is a unique ministry that brings Christmas joy, packed in gift-filled shoeboxes, to children around the world". Over the past 10 years, 24 million shoeboxes have been delivered, making it the world's largest children's Christmas project. Every US president since Ronald Reagan has packed a shoebox for Operation Christmas Child. In the UK, thousands of schools, churches and youth clubs are doing the same. Some will fill their boxes with dried-out felt tip pens and discarded Barbie amputees. Others spend serious money on the latest GameBoy or Sony Walkman. 

But what many parents and teachers don't know is that behind Operation Christmas Child is the evangelical charity Samaritan's Purse. Their aim is "the advancement of the Christian faith through educational projects and the relief of poverty". And a particularly toxic version of Christianity it is. This is the same outfit that targeted eastern Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall and was widely condemned for following US troops into Iraq to claim Muslims for Christ. 

It's run by the Rev Franklin Graham - chosen by George Bush to deliver the prayers at his presidential inauguration - who has called Islam "a very wicked and evil religion". Graham, the son of the evangelist Billy Graham, is from the same school of thought as General William Boykin, US deputy undersecretary of defence for intelligence, who described America as waging a holy war against "the idol" of Islam's false god and "a guy called Satan" who "wants to destroy us as a Christian army". 

Across the UK, children in multicultural schools are being encouraged to support a scheme that is, quite understandably, deeply offensive to Muslims. Under pressure from those who have complained that Operation Christmas Child is a way of promoting Christian fundamentalism through toys, evangelical literature will now be distributed alongside shoebox parcels from the UK rather than inside them - as if this makes any real difference. Little wonder that such organisations as the fire service in south Wales, which had allowed its depots to be used as collection points for shoeboxes, has decided to suspend its involvement. Other organisations are reconsidering their participation. 

What is most resented about Samaritan's Purse is the way it links aid and evangelism. "We have no problem with people going into a country to do evangelical work," said Hodan Hassan, a spokeswoman for the Council on American-Islamic Relations. "But when you mix humanitarian work in a war-torn country with evangelisation you create a problem. You have desperate people and you have someone who has food in one hand and a Bible in another." 

Christian missionaries in 19th-century India used to describe those who came to the mission stations simply for food as "rice Christians". This became a derogatory term for those driven to accept Christianity out of hunger rather than genuine conviction. The accusation is that groups such as Samaritan's Purse are creating a new generation of rice Christians in the Middle East. How might they be stopped? The answer is not quite as simple as erecting a firewall between Christian evangelism and social action. For Christianity is not neatly divisible into theory and practice; it is a form of praxis. Belief and action are ultimately inseparable. 

Ironically, it is the story of the good Samaritan that provides one of the most effective put-downs to precisely the sort of Islamophobia displayed by Christian fundamentalists such as Graham. Jesus is asked: "Who is my neighbour?" The moral of the story he tells in response - at least the one most people remember from Sunday school - is that it is the man who is beaten up and left for dead that Jesus points to as our neighbour. Conclusion: we must help those in need. 

But that's not the story at all. A man is mugged in the Wadi Qelt between Jerusalem and Jericho. Whereas the religious pass by and do nothing, it is the Samaritan who offers care. Those listening to the story would have despised Samaritans. The words "good" and "Samaritan" just didn't go together. Indeed, theirs would have been the General Boykin reaction: that Samaritans worshipped the idol of a false god. Therefore, in casting the Samaritan as the only passer-by with compassion, Jesus is making an all-out assault on the prejudices of his listeners. 

If the story was just about helping the needy, whoever they are, it would have been sufficient to cast the Samaritan as the victim and a Jewish layperson as the person who helped. Crucially, however, the hated Samaritan is held up as the moral exemplar. Conclusion: we must overcome religious bigotry. 

The story of the good Samaritan, in the hands of Franklin Graham, is conscripted as propaganda for the superiority of Christian compassion to the brutal indifference of other religions - almost the opposite of the purpose of the story. 

What is astonishing is that Christian fundamentalists have managed to persuade millions that their warped version of Christianity is the real thing and that mainstream churches have sold out to the secular spirit of the age. The truth is quite the reverse. 

US evangelicals employ a selective biblical literalism to support a theology that systematically confuses the kingdom of God with the US's burgeoning empire. It is no coincidence that the mission fields most favoured by US evangelicals are also the targets of neo-conservative military ambition. To use Jesus as the rallying cry for a new imperialism is the most shameful reversal of all, for he was murdered by the forces of empire. The cross spoke of Roman power in just the way Black Hawk helicopters speak today of US power. 

Schools and churches that are getting their children involved in Operation Christmas Child need to be aware of the agenda their participation is helping to promote. There is, of course, a huge emotional hit in wrapping up a shoebox for a Christmas child. But if we are to teach our children properly about giving, we must wean them off the feel-good factor. 

Instead, why not support Christian Aid, which works wherever the need and regardless of religion. Its current campaigns include working with HIV/Aids orphans in Kenya, recycling guns in Mozambique, and highlighting the impact of world trade rules on farmers in Ghana. Sure, we will need to have some rather grown-up conversations with our children if we are to explain some of these things. But that would be time better spent than wrapping up a shoebox. We must get over our fondness for charity and develop a thirst for justice. 

· The Rev Dr Giles Fraser is vicar of Putney and lecturer in philosophy at Wadham College, Oxford 

giles.fraser@parishofputney.co.uk 
 http://society.guardian.co.uk/societyguardian/story/0,,861580,00.html
Presents imperfect 

It sounded like a great idea - British school pupils sending Christmas boxes to children in poorer lands. But Patrick McCurry uncovers aspects of the operation that have shocked head teachers

Wednesday December 18, 2002
The Guardian
Hundreds of thousands of children and their families have spent time and money in the run-up to Christmas packing shoeboxes with sweets, toys, pens and other gifts for needy youngsters in eastern Europe and the developing world. About a million boxes are expected to be sent from Britain this year in Operation Christmas Child. 

Yet many of the scheme's supporters, who include thousands of schools, are unaware that the organisation behind it is a US-based, evangelical and missionary Christian charity led by a controversial fundamentalist. Parents and teachers are not told that the boxes are in many cases sent overseas with religious literature. 

Head teachers whose schools have supported the scheme are expressing alarm. Roger McDuff, the head of Newlands primary school in Newcastle upon Tyne, says the school has supported Operation Ch ristmas Child for the past five years. This year, its 162 children have dispatched 92 boxes. But no mention of the missionary nature of the appeal has been made in literature received by the school, says McDuff. "I'm very concerned - not least because we have Muslim pupils," he says. 

Operation Christmas Child is run in Britain by Samaritan's Purse International (SPI), a charitable company linked to the US charity Samaritan's Purse. The latter's chief executive is a rightwing fundamentalist, Franklin Graham, son of the celebrated evangelist Billy Graham and a close friend of President Bush. 

Franklin Graham, who is also the international president of the British charity SPI, has caused controversy in the US by branding Islam "wicked, violent and not of the same god". 

Many staff of established humanitarian charities are increasingly concerned at the activities of evangelical relief agencies in the developing world. Brendan Paddy, of Save the Children, says it is dangerous when charities mix humanitarian work with the promotion of a particular religious or political agenda. 

"The risk is that it creates conflict and that the agency is regarded as partisan," he says. "Given the current state of the world, I would have thought it particularly important for agencies to preserve neutrality." 

Operation Christmas Child was begun by a couple from north Wales in response to the street-children crisis in Romania in the early 1990s. Samaritan's Purse took over the initiative in 1995 and it has grown rapidly. Last year, more than a million boxes - almost double the 1999 figure - were collected from churches, schools and businesses in Britain. 

Worldwide, more than five million boxes are distributed from Samaritan's Purse offices in countries including the US, Canada and Australia. The American charity's accounts for last year show an annual income of $151m (£96m). 

Each year, SPI sends appeal literature to 24,000 British schools. Of these, more that 10,000 are believed to take part in fundraising - many as part of their citizenship curriculum. Besides the shoebox items, valued by SPI at an average of £14, the charity asks for a £2 donation for each box towards transport and other costs. 

The charity says about 4,500 volunteers were involved in last year's British appeal, which was backed by GMTV. For the past three years, Kwik-Fit has supported the initiative, allowing donors to leave boxes at its 650 tyre, exhaust and brake centres. In its annual report for 2000, SPI states that its objectives are "the advancement of the Christian faith through educational projects and the relief of poverty", and it describes itself as "a faith relief mission agency", although the latter does not appear in the 2001 report. The glossy appeal leaflets, which instruct children and parents what to put in boxes and how to pack them, do not make any mention of a missionary role. 

However, SPI's website features links to a Samaritan's Purse newsletter from Graham, in which he states that God has blessed Operation Christmas Child "because it is about more than Christmas presents". He says: "It is about introducing children and their families to God's greatest gift - His Son, Jesus Christ. As long as evangelism is the focus, God will continue to bless it." 

The newsletter says the boxes are distributed along with evangelical literature and that the boxes "have led to salvation for tens of thousands of children and their families". It cites examples such as in Zambia, where "one shoebox prepared the way for nearly two dozen people to come to faith in Jesus Christ". 

Follow-up materials "give children further opportunities to accept Christ and grow in their faith". Hundreds of thousands of children in developing countries are said to have participated in a 10-lesson Bible-study course run by the charity. 

Boxes from Britain are being sent this year to 14 countries in eastern Europe and south-west Asia, including some with large Muslim populations, such as Bosnia and Azerbaijan. Last year, boxes were also sent from Britain to Afghanistan. 

A number of head teachers at schools involved in Operation Christmas Child voiced concern when told by the Guardian about the missionary aspect of Samaritan's Purse, and Graham's comments on Islam. 

Shan Davies, head of Builth Wells high school in Powys, says her school produces about 200 boxes each Christmas, but that the charity has not informed her that the gifts delivered to needy children are accompanied by Christian literature. "I would have difficulty promoting the appeal if that were true," she says. 

Tony Mok, acting head of East Whitby community primary school in North Yorkshire, says pupils and others in the community send about 200 boxes each Christmas. Told of Graham's comments on Islam, he says: "If that's true, it would not fit in with the values of citizenship for our pupils and we couldn't support it." 

The Rev David Applin, chief executive of SPI, admits that a religious pamphlet - "The greatest gift of all" - is distributed with the boxes (though not inside them). But he denies that the appeal is evangelical. "The word evangelical has connotations and I prefer to think of us as a Christian group," he says, adding that he does not regard SPI as a missionary agency. 

Applin accepts that the appeal literature sent to schools does not explicitly state the evangelical objectives of the charity, or that Christian literature accompanies the boxes, but he says he does not believe that donors are being misled. 

Boxes are distributed in recipient countries by Samaritan's Purse partners, mainly evangelical churches and agencies. As well as the Samaritan's Purse literature, Applin acknowledges that the charity's overseas partners may be distributing their own pamphlets. He says he hopes any such literature focuses on "remembering the birth of Jesus Christ". 

No box recipient is forced to accept religious literature, Applin stresses, and none is distributed in Muslim countries because the authorities do not allow it. He says that the US website from which the Graham newsletter originated "has an unfortunate way of putting things and is written from a US standpoint". 

Regarding Graham's anti-Islam comments, he says: "I'm concerned that such things are said in such a public way, and the fact that we work with Muslims means these statements do not help us." 

Graham was one of the founding trustees of SPI and remains on its board. But Applin says "he's never here" for board meetings, adding: "He shoots from the hip and I don't think his comments represent official Samaritan's Purse policy in the US." 

At Save the Children, Brendan Paddy acknowledges that many Christian-based humanitarian agencies, such as Christian Aid and Cafod, and even evangelical charities such as the Tear Fund, are well-regarded. "They demonstrate their religious values through their actions," he says. 

However, he questions the economic sense of shipping boxes full of donated goods, arguing that transport costs could make the items more expensive than they would be in the recipient country. "Also, because each box contains different items, that can create conflict among the recipients," he says, stressing that a key principle of emergency relief was equality. 

In many ways, says Paddy, appeals such as Operation Christmas Child are "something that benefits the giver more than the receiver". 

Man with a mission 

Franklin Graham, the elder son of the evangelist Billy Graham, was introduced to the work of Samaritan's Purse in 1973 by its founder, Bob Pierce, a family friend. 

Pierce took Graham on a tour of Asia. In India, Graham wrote of "hundreds of millions of people locked in the darkness of Hinduism . . . bound by Satan's power". 

He took over leadership of the charity in the late 1970s and, from its US base in North Carolina, has built Samaritan's Purse into a major international agency. The US charity's website describes the organisation as a "ministry" and says that, in Graham's early involvement, he "saw the poverty of pagan religions and the utter despair of the people they enslave". 

According to Time magazine, the US charity's work has included training chaplains for the rightwing contra rebels in Nicaragua and sending thousands of Arabic versions of the New Testament into Saudi Arabia during the Gulf war. Last year, the charity was criticised in a New York Times article for holding prayer sessions in several villages in El Salvador before showing residents how to build emergency shelters following an earthquake. 

After condemning Islam in the wake of the September 11 attacks, Graham (pictured below) softened his tone, stating he did not believe Muslims were evil but that evil had been done in the name of Islam. However, in his new book, The Name, he writes: "The God of Islam is not the God of the Christian faith. The two are different as lightness and darkness." 

The British charity is based in Buckhurst Hill, Essex, and is officially called Samaritan's Purse International Ltd. It was set up in 1990. In its annual report, it says it has "an ongoing working relationship with Samaritan's Purse USA". 

According to the Operation Christmas Child website, the British charity arranges for some of the children it works with in the former Soviet Union to attend Christian summer camps, where children "learn about Jesus through the Bible-based teaching". In the Ukraine, British volunteers coached 1,750 children in football last year. The pastor leading the project "then gave each child a special soccer story leaflet called The Substitute, with an evangelistic message". 

The charity's child and family support programme in Romania and Crimea includes "spiritual counselling", says the website. A volunteer in Romania writes that, after starting with the material and social needs of children and families, she canintroduce the Christian perspective. "We can speak about people with serious problems who, after spiritual counselling and after reintegrating them in a church community, have regained their inner harmony." 
http://www.manchesteronline.co.uk/news/s/72/72804_shun_racist_kids_charity_says_vicar.html
Thursday, 13th November 2003

Shun 'racist' kids charity, says vicar

A VICAR today urged people to shun a Christmas shoe- box charity in aid of underprivileged children. 

The Rev Vernon Marshall, Unitarian minister at the Old Chapel, in Dukinfield and New Chapel, in Denton, has accused Operation Christmas Child (OCC) of "poisoning" the children it claims to be trying to help.

Every year, as part of the appeal, youngsters from across the country cram shoeboxes full of gifts ready to be shipped to war-torn and poverty stricken countries in Eastern Europe - many of Muslim origin.

But Mr Marshall has condemned the appeal and its associations with the Samaritan's Purse, which, he claims, is a right-wing movement whose leader, the Rev Franklin Graham is son of the American evangelist Billy Graham.

His comments come just days after the Rev Dr Giles Fraser, vicar of Putney and a lecturer in philosophy at Wadham College, Oxford, and the National Secular Society, criticised OCC.

Implications

Mr Marshall said: "Millions of shoeboxes full of gifts are collected, but are then inserted with poisonous literature and leaflets thrusting an intolerant and racist form of Christianity on these poor Muslim people.

"This is not a normal form of Christmas charitable giving and anyone who usually helps this appeal should think carefully about the implications."

But Bob Evans, Tameside co-ordinator for OCC, said: "We're not a fundamentalist organisation and I am insulted by the claims that our annual appeal is racist.

"To say that we include `poisonous' literature in the boxes in nonsense. Whispering campaigns like this help nobody, least of all the underprivileged children."

David Vardy, executive director of Samaritan's Purse International UK, added: "The most recent criticisms are particularly disappointing as they imply that donors who carefully prepare individual gift boxes are uncaring. Nothing could be further from the truth."

http://www.pursestrings.ca/shoebox.htm

Evangelism By Shoebox: Exploiting Children's Generosity
By Darren Lund 
When I was young my parents tried to teach me that just because everybody seemed to be doing something, didn't mean that I should be taking part. In the case of Operation Christmas Child, they couldn't have been more correct.

Taking a critical look at what is being promoted as a seasonal tradition does not mean giving up on generosity. My only concern is for children's kindness being exploited by an evangelical group whose mission is religious conversion.

I would venture that most parents who encourage their kids to prepare shoeboxes for children in developing nations, and offer the suggested $5 donation, are unaware of how those gifts are intended to be used by Samaritan's Purse. An Operation Christmas Child representative explains in a promotion video; "It's not just a big gift. It's not just humanitarian aid. It is a tool for evangelism so thank you for helping us evangelize our people."

Local media coverage rarely mentions the proselytizing purpose of the shoeboxes. The warm feelings of children and corporate sponsors from this apparently simple act of generosity are not the goal of Samaritan's Purse. Rather, "our outreach to these children and their families may begin with a shoe box gift," explains International President Franklin Graham, "but our ultimate goal is to open doors to share the Good News of Jesus Christ and to open hearts to receive Him as Lord and Savior."

When I called their Canadian headquarters, I was assured that, regardless of their faith, all children receiving shoeboxes must register, attend a rally, and receive Christian literature where the government allows it. Graham is clear: "This project focuses on sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ with them through Christian literature distributed with the shoeboxes."

But Samaritan's Purse ministers don't stop there. Their newsletter explains: "After the shoeboxes are distributed, we also provide follow-up materials to give children further opportunities to accept Christ and grow in their faith. One such discipleship program enrolls boys and girls in a 10-lesson Bible study. Hundreds of thousands of children have participated in this program."

Graham and his followers admit they hold no respect for other faiths. He calls Islam "a very evil and wicked religion," and talks of his travels to "India, with its hundreds of millions of people locked in the darkness of Hinduism…bound by Satan's power." Of a local religion in Indonesia, Graham reports, "a witch doctor ruled that particular village, and I could sense an evil presence." The Samaritan's Purse website contains an article entitled "Shoebox Gifts Help Dispel Spiritual Darkness in Haiti," clearly denigrating another local religion.

Some children receiving the shoeboxes are told that these gifts all come from Christian children. The 2002 Operation Christmas Child Special Report celebrates a provincial governor in a Muslim country who "acknowledged that the gifts came from Christians who wanted to share God's love. 'These gifts are from Christian children in the West,' he said. 'They want you to know that God has not forgotten you.'"

This is a misleading and disrespectful use of these gifts. As the parent of two children attending Calgary public schools, I am appalled that children could be exploited in this way. No evangelical groups should be permitted to operate in schools and channel our children's enthusiasm to promote any type of of religious zealotry.

Parents across Alberta are raising concerns about Operation Christmas Child to their school councils and boards, with some success. Schools in Banff, Canmore, and Red Deer no longer allow the shoebox program to operate because of the proselytizing that is inconsistent with the goals of public education. 

Our schools and communities are increasingly diverse, and programs we endorse must be appropriate for all students. By disallowing shoeboxes, parents will be honouring existing school policies. For example, the Calgary Board's policies state: "Since the public school, by definition, accepts children of all faiths and creeds, it must show tolerance and respect for differences arising from differences in faith." Any student participation in outside campaigns must have "educational benefit" and "parents must be advised by the school of the purpose of such projects." Activities that may be construed as "the propagation of dogma" are prohibited. Clearly, Operation Christmas Child fails these tests.

Let's continue offering generous assistance to others in our own community and around the globe, but in a manner that respects their dignity regardless of faith. Explain to your children what's wrong with Graham's use of their shoeboxes. Many worthy local and international charities provide humanitarian relief that does not include proselytizing.

If the horrors of September 11 have taught us anything, it's that showing respect for the religious views of others may be our best hope for peace in the world.

Dr. Darren Lund is an Alberta parent and award-winning educator

http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk_news/story/0,,1095769,00.html
Co-op cuts Christmas box link with US charity 

Bibles and anti-Islamic remarks trigger split with evangelical group

Hugh Muir
Saturday November 29, 2003
The Guardian
The Co-operative Society has severed its links with an evangelical charity whose leader in the United States condemned Islam as a "very wicked and evil religion". 

Following complaints from Muslim pressure groups and its own members, the Co-op yesterday said it would no longer participate in Operation Christmas Child, a project supported by thousands of schools, churches and other organisations. 

The Co-op acted as a collecting point for customers to donate shoeboxes filled with Christmas gifts, which were then distributed to needy children in South America, Africa, Eastern Europe and the former Soviet republics. 

But the venture has run into controversy. There was strong criticism when it emerged that bibles and Christian literature were being inserted into gift boxes sent to Muslim countries. 

Those difficulties have been exacerbated by comments made by the Rev Franklin Graham, the American evangelical minister whose organisation, Samaritan's Purse, runs Operation Christmas Child. 

During the dedication of a chapel in North Carolina, one month after the terrorist attacks on the US on September 11 2001, he said: "We're not attacking Islam, but Islam has attacked us. The God of Islam is not the same God. It's a different god, and I believe it is a very evil and wicked religion." Asked to justify his stance, he said later: "I don't believe this [Islam] is this wonderful, peaceful religion." 

The Co-op, which was listed as an official supporter on the charity's website, had already sought assurances that bibles were not being put into boxes collected from its stores, and OCC says there are now strict instructions banning the inclusion of religious, racial or political material. 

But in a letter informing the charity of its decision to withdraw completely, the Co-op said the views of members and customers must come first. 

"You are aware that we have received a large number of complaints regarding the comments of your trustee, Franklin Graham. Indeed, had we been aware of his views in advance, we would not have participated in Operation Christmas Child this year. It is unfortunate that our work together has come to an end in this way, as the shoe boxes of customers' gifts will undoubtedly bring joy to many deserving children this year." 

The Muslim Public Affairs Committee (MPAC) led the appeals to the Co-op. 

A spokesperson, Afreen Khan, said: "There was utter disbelief when we found out about Co-op's support for Operation Christmas Child. Thousands of Muslims are Co-op customers solely because of the 'ethical' policy. But we are very pleased about Co-op's decision not to work with a charity linked with a known Islamophobe, Franklin Graham." 

MPAC said it would continue its campaign against the project. "It is ironic that British Muslim children in multicultural schools are also gift-wrapping shoeboxes so that desperate, war-ravaged Muslims in other countries can be bribed with a goody box and a Bible." 

Mark Smith, the chairman of Samaritan's Purse, said the Co-op's decision was disappointing. "I understand their reasons of course," he added. 

He said the British arm of Operation Christmas Child had always stipulated that contentious material should be left out of the boxes, but it could not guarantee that foreign companies involved in the distribution abroad always adhered to the rules. 

He said of the Rev Franklin's comments: "We must remember that these were made in the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks in Washington and New York. It was a very emotional time. I believe his comments were aimed at the extremists who perpetrated such dreadful things." 

He said the charity had always operated in Muslim countries and did not discriminate in any way. 

 http://www.secularism.org.uk/newspress/release22oct03t.htm
PRESS RELEASE 22 October 2003 

FIRE SERVICE DUMPS CHRISTMAS CHARITY RUN BY FUNDAMENTALIST MISSIONARIES 

South Wales Fire Service is all set to dump its 2003 Christmas charity project because it is connected with Christian fundamentalists who send evangelising literature to developing countries in gift boxes. 

Operation Christmas Child is run in the UK by Samaritan’s Purse International (SPI), a US-based proselytising missionary organisation led by a controversial fundamentalist, Franklin Graham, son of the evangelist Billy Graham. Schoolchildren, churches and businesses fill boxes with sweets, pens, toys and other goodies for the charity to distribute. 

But donors don’t realise that fundamentalist literature is going out with the boxes -- and that the cost of sending donated items eats into their potential worth. 

Last Christmas, a number of organisations that had supported Operation Christmas Child were expressing concern as they discovered its true nature. Now, South Wales Fire Service’s director of corporate services, Norman Hillier, has written to a concerned National Secular Society member in Wales, Andy Armitage, to say that he has "instructed that the brigade’s normal involvement with this project be halted and any future involvement will be subject to an investigation of the allegations made by yourself and others about the organisation". 

Mr Armitage had written to the fire service pointing out that it was aligning itself with Christian fundamentalists. Mr Hillier tells Mr Armitage in a letter: "I am sure that you will appreciate the brigade’s intention has always been to support wherever possible worthwhile causes that relieve suffering and poverty wherever it occurs. Our involvement in Operation Christmas Child has been on the basis that the project was no more than a charitable event. We do not lend support to any political or religious organisation in their own right, neither do we wish to be associated with anybody whose activities would bring the brigade into dispute." 

Mr Armitage also wrote via email to the Co-operative Retail Society, and has received an emailed reply saying that the Co-op are looking into the organisation. He had seen concern expressed about SPI in an Internet discussion group, and believes others from that group have written, also, to the Co-op and South Wales Fire Service. 

According to an article in the Guardian (18 December 2002), Franklin Graham caused controversy in the US by branding Islam as "wicked, violent and not of the same god". 

Brendan Paddy of Save the Children told the same reporter that it was dangerous when charities mixed their humanitarian work with promotion of a religious or political agenda. 

Operation Christmas Child was begun by a couple in North Wales in the early 1990s. It was taken over by Samaritan’s Purse in 1995. 

But donors of gifts are not told that the charity’s boxes contain fundamentalist Christian literature. SPI’s website carries a newsletter, which claimed last Christmas that the boxes "have led to salvation for tens of thousands of children and their families". In Zambia, for instance, "one shoebox prepared the way for nearly two dozen people to come to faith in Jesus Christ". 

Andy Armitage said on behalf of the National Secular Society: "I realise that much good is done by many organisations -- some of them religious -- to help deserving people all over the world. But this is crass dishonesty. 

"It is also an insult to the people who have made donations of gifts, because they’ve done so without the knowledge that the pen, packet of sweets or cuddly toy they’ve donated will be taking with it a message encouraging people towards fundamentalist Christianity. Who knows what conflicts that might cause in their own communities? 

"I applaud the fact that South Wales Fire Service are taking this seriously, and that the Co-op are looking into it. I hope our action in bringing this to people’s attention will make good people think twice about what charities they support each Christmas -- and at other times of the year. These days, with the Internet and its powerful search engines, it’s possible to do some basic research before committing to any particular cause." 

A number of head teachers expressed concern last Christmas when told about the missionary aspect of SPI’s work. 

Brendan Paddy doubts the economic value of sending boxes full of donated goods, when transport costs are going to make items more expensive than they would be in the recipient country. 


Further information: Andy Armitage email here. 
Norman Hillier is director of corporate services, South Wales Fire Service, Lanelay Hall, Pontyclun CF72 9XA. 

http://society.guardian.co.uk/societyguardian/story/0,,993954,00.html
Division of faith 

Christmas appeal charity questioned

Patrick McCurry
Wednesday January 15, 2003
The Guardian
The charity commission is this week writing to humanitarian agency Samaritan's Purse International (SPI) to ask about its fundraising methods, following Society's recent article on the agency's Operation Christmas Child initiative. 

A commission spokeswoman has told the Guardian: "We are concerned about the way the charity might be representing itself, both in its fundraising and recruitment of volunteers." 

Last month, Society reported that SPI failed to tell many supporters of its hugely successful Christmas appeal that the shoeboxes they packed with gifts for needy children overseas were often distributed with Christian literature. More than a million shoeboxes are sent from British schools and other organisations each year. 

Appeal leaflets sent to parents and teachers say nothing about any missionary aim, or religious affiliation, despite the fact that SPI's website has links to an Operation Christmas Child newsletter stating that the shoeboxes have "led to salvation for tens of thousands of children and their families". 

The commission is to ask SPI to outline what information is given to donors and volunteers. But parents who have complained previously about this information say they have been disappointed by the commission's response. 

Peter McKenna, a father of two young children who brought appeal leaflets home from their Liverpool school, wrote to the charity commission last October. Its response was to state that fundraising methods were a matter for trustees to decide. It attached a letter from SPI's executive director, the Rev David Applin, received by the commission in 2001 following previous complaints. 

In the letter, Applin described the evangelical nature of the appeal and confirmed that children were given the opportunity of receiving a booklet about Jesus Christ. While SPI did not encourage preaching before boxes were distributed, he said, some of the partner agencies it used to distribute boxes "like to make long speeches and sometimes give them [the children] a mini-talk". 

Another reader, Hudson Pace, from west London, said in a letter published in Society last week that he had received a similar response from the commission. 

The commission spokeswoman says the complaints from Pace and McKenna were treated as fundraising queries, but, on reflection, this was too narrow. In response to the Society article, the commission has looked again at complaints it has received and has decided to write to SPI to raise the concerns.
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