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After my message last week, I had several comments and questions. Mac 
graciously yielded some of his time so I could respond, clarify, and correct some 
of my statements. 

Last week I forgot to mention that transcripts of my messages are available on our 
website – Mac’s will be, too. There you can find links to the facts and figures and 
many of the back stories. I hope you will do your own fact checking. And, if you 
find I’m wrong or you disagree with my interpretation, please do let me know. I 
thoroughly enjoyed the conversations I had this week and I think we all learned 
something from it – most importantly the best thing we can do as citizens of 
America is to talk about and talk through issues, even if our politicians won’t. 

Politics is not why we are doing this series on poverty. This is not about trying to 
convince you to vote for any particular candidate, or to promote one party’s 
agenda over another. This is about helping all of us better understand poverty 
and how it impacts people in our congregation, our community, our country, and 
the entire world. I hope you will see this is about facts, not politics. I hope through 
this sermon series, we can give you a glimpse into the reality of poverty so you 
don’t have to rely upon candidates claims or the media’s soundbites… 

So…we looked at how the poverty rate has not budged 
for more than 50 years. Someone felt I laid too much 
blamed for the nagging high rate of poverty on 
President Reagan’s embrace of supply side, or trickle 
down, economics that gave the rich and corporations 

huge tax breaks in the theory that they will turn around and invest those dollars 
into jobs and we’ll all be more prosperous and happier. 

I believe President Reagan was exactly the person we needed to lead America at 
that time. He encouraged us, he brought Russia to their knees and ended the Cold 
War, the Berlin Wall came down and along with it, communism. And, he did turn 
around the economy with trickle down economics – we just let it go too deep and 
kept it going far too long. It doesn’t work any more and it only benefits the rich 

and large corporations.  

People living in poverty were hurt far more deeply and 
directly by Bill Clinton’s Welfare Reform Act of 1996 
than by anything President Reagan ever did.1 



Before Welfare Reform 68 out of every 100 eligible poor households received 
benefits …now it’s 27. And, the value of the welfare benefits that families receive 
has dropped by 20% or more since 1996.2  

Children have been the most impacted – almost 2.5 million were lifted out of 
poverty before welfare reform…today, we only help 600,000 and UNICEF tells the 
world that of all the developed countries, only Romania has a higher child poverty 
rate than the United States. How did we let that happen? Why do we allow that 
to continue. 

We spent a lot of time looking at the 1% because we’ve all heard about them, it’s 
an easy number to remember and understand – 1 out of 100 – but most 
important, there is a dramatic difference between that top 1% and everyone else. 

Last week we saw that if we divide $100 between 
100 people based upon the wealth distribution in 
America, the top person will have $35 in his pocket. If 
you’re right in the middle – half the people have 
more and half less than you – you have only 15 cents! 
That’s why we talk about the 1%. 

There will always be come inequality in every society – it is a fact of life. But…our 
system is so far out of balance that it’s nearly impossible to comprehend. We 
have allowed this to happen and this is where I believe God calls upon us to be 
people of justice – to find ways to work to change the system so that it will 
become more just and fair for everyone. 

That said, the 1% are not all evil, scrooge-like scoundrels, who make the lives of 
the poor more and more miserable. That is simply not true and I do not believe 
we gain anything in the political or moral debate by villainizing them.  

Many of the 1% are incredibly generous. Bill Gates 
and Warren Buffet travel the country and the world 
trying to convince fellow billionaires to give away at 
least half of their fortunes – both of them have 
pledged to give away 90% of theirs.  

In an interview with Bill Moyers, Bill Gates, Sr. said, “…we can either have a situation 
where we have a small number of people with a huge amount of wealth or we can 
have a democracy. But we can’t have both. That’s clear wisdom.”3  

  



And that, I think is the greatest problem in America today. It impacts every part of 
society. The super-rich, that small number of people with a huge amount of wealth 
do control our political process and set the agenda for America…and, it’s not a pretty 
picture. 

I used the effective tax rate paid by the very, very 
highest income earners as an example of how the 
super-rich are able to manipulate the political process 
to control politicians and re-write our laws, including 
the tax code, in their own self-interest…at the expense 
of others, usually the poor and middle class. 

This graph created some confusion – the top tax rate that politicians tell us way too 
high for the wealthiest in America is 39.6%. But, with loopholes and deductions, the 
effective tax rate paid by the 1/1000 of 1% - 1 person out of 100,000 (not all of the 
1%), who earn an average of $62 million a year, is 17% - the same as a hard working 
family earning $85,000.4 

That, to me, is a broken system that needs to be fixed. It will not be fixed by 
promising to drop the tax rate for the very wealthiest again…from 39% to 25%. 

Each one of us has a voice and a vote. Each one of us has a responsibility. I believe 
we can make a difference in reducing poverty and inequality. It is important to 
God and it should be to each one of us, too. 
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