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Sermon Series on Poverty 

 

Introduction 
 
Today we begin a five sermon series on poverty. It flows naturally from Mac and 
Debbie’s series on the life of Moses and the Exodus. We learned how God 
delivered his people from the bondage and oppression of slavery and now is 
ready to bring them into a new place, their own Promised Land. We learned that 
most of the Ten Commandments are about what makes for a good and just 
community – and how we live together with each other – even the Sabbath is as 
much about us as it is about God – He said, I rested on the 7th day – you should, 
too. 
 
In our series we’ll explore what poverty looks like today and hold that up against 
the rules God gave Israel as they stood on the edge of the Promised Land, the 
proclamations of the Prophets, the words of the Wisdom Books, and Jesus’s 
teaching.  

Moses spent most of his later years teaching the 
people of Israel how God wanted them to live in the 
Promised Land. One of God’s commands was the 
passage Nadine just read for us. God told the people 
the very first things you pick from your harvest must 
be brought to me. 

 
This became one of Israel’s three annual pilgrimage festivals – the Shavout. If you 
were able, you took your offering – 10% of your entire harvest – and went up to 
Jerusalem to celebrate God’s goodness to you. 
 
It was a celebration – a huge festival and feast. Nadine read that you celebrated 
by eating a meal in the Temple – God said bring your sons and daughters - 
everyone – and don’t forget to bring the Levites – because they have no land of 
their own – and - the foreigners who live with you. Foreigners were not to be left 
out. 
 
But – here’s the really amazing thing for me… 
 
“Every third year,” God said, “don’t give me your tithe. Instead, stay home and 
have a party! Give my tithe, my 10%, to the poor who live in your town.”  
 



That’s how important the poor – the foreigner, the orphans, and the widows are 
to God – he gave up one in three years of His tithe and passed them on to the 
poor. Imagine that! 
 

Christianity Today reports that American Churches had 
an income of nearly $115 Billion in 2014.1 That’s $30 
billion more than the annual combined Federal 
Government spending on Welfare and Food Stamps.  
 

What a party we’d throw for the poor if every three years all the churches in 
America gave away all their income to the poor – the foreigner, the orphans, and 
the widows… 
 

Prayer 
 
The Affliction and Oppression of Poverty 
 
I apologize in advance. This message is going to be a bit like a college lecture. 
We’ll look at some history and a lot of facts and figures, charts and graphs.  
 
We could just talk in superlatives about how God said things like, “If you hire poor 
people to work for you, don’t hold back their wages,” but that won’t help us 
understand how pervasive and how damaging poverty is to so many families and 
individuals in America and right here in Monroe. 
 
This morning we’re going to look at how we define poverty in America, what it 
feels like to live at the poverty line, and how difficult life is for the poor in our 
community. 
 
Many people like to point to Jesus saying “You will always have the poor with 
you…” and think it’s OK to shrug our shoulders…the poor are a fact of life. 
 
That’s not what God thinks. In Deuteronomy 15, God agreed, 11 There will always 
be some Israelites who are poor and needy.” But he added, “That’s why I am 
commanding you to be generous with them.” 
 
That’s why God said, things are going to be different in the land I am giving you. 
 
 
 

Father God, you are so loving and generous to us. May we understand how much it 
breaks your heart to see how the poor are treated in our country and in our world. 
May my words be yours today. May you speak through your Spirit into our hearts. 
Give us minds of understanding and make our hearts tender toward you and the poor 
whom you love.  In Jesus Name, Amen 



You’re going to care for the land and… 

 we’re going to be different from all the cultures around us… 

 we’re going to practice a new way of being a community 

 we’re going to love God and  

 we’re going to love and care for each other…for the poor, the foreigner, the 
widow, and the orphan…EVERYONE! 

  
So you can do that, God said,  
 
I’m going to bless you so abundantly in your new 
land that… 
 

 
There must be, there need be, there shall be…  
no poor people among you 
because God is going to bless you lavishly in this land…  
But only if you listen obediently to the Voice of God, your God,  
diligently observing every commandment that I command you today.     
      

Deuteronomy 15:4-6 
 
Sadly, the people failed to obey his commandments 

…over and over and over again. 
 
In “There Shall Be No Poor Among You”, the author 
tells us the various Hebrew words that can be 
translated as “poor” or “needy” occur only 15 times in 
Torah – the five books of the Law… 
 

For God, it’s more important to address the causes of poverty and oppression than 
talk about the symptoms. 
 
The writer goes on to say, “…the narratives of the Torah include stories of how 
people of means often use their status as an advantage in their dealings with 
those whose economic situation is precarious. The effect of these stories is to 
demonstrate that poverty and oppression do not just happen.  
 
They are the the result of deliberate decisions that people of means make.  
 
Poverty and oppression, then are not impersonal forces that are endemic to 
economic structures. They are human creations.” 2 



 
Poverty and oppression are human creations.  
 
If poverty and oppression are human creations, then, we can, and I believe as the 
Church, we must do something about it. 
 
And that is my hope, and our goal for this sermon series…that as we learn about 
the poverty that is all around us…  
 

 that as we see the faces of poverty,  

 and begin to understand the causes of poverty,  

 that we will be able to view the affliction and oppression behind poverty  

 with new eyes,  

 with open minds,  

 and as God told Moses in the burning bush, we will decide, 

 I am going to do something about it! 
 

What poverty looks like 
 

I’m often asked to speak in behalf of the Next Step to 
groups about poverty.  
 
I usually begin by saying, “Other than the cardboard 
sign guy on the corner, poverty and homelessness are 
pretty invisible to most of us.” 

 
I mentioned that at a recent Next Step Board meeting and one of our members 
said, “Yeah, I was sharing what we do with a friend and all of a sudden she just 
blurted out, ‘Well…what do you think about cardboard sign guys?’” 
 
I had to really think about that on the way home… 
 
Cardboard sign guys mess with our brains. 

 There’s a fear and survival reaction – they’re often tough and scary looking 
and they always want something that is mine – my money 

 They can make us feel guilty, that we’re too judgmental, or too stingy 

 Mostly, they intimidate me, even when my windows are up and my doors 
are locked – the make me wish the light would turn green – fast! 

 
But - I like this cardboard sign guy – he’s the inspiration for the title of this 
sermon… 



 
I Wish You Understood… 
 
Sometimes it’s helpful to understanding something by looking at the opposite… 
 
This January, using data from the Swiss banking giant, Credit Suisse, Oxfam, a 
British charity, published a report, An Economy for the 1%.3 

 
In 2010, 388 people owned as much wealth as half the 
world. Just 388. 
 
Isn’t that amazing? 

 
Over the next five years, something even more 
amazing happened. 
 
In 2015, it only took 62 of the richest people…62! 
 
 
Think about that for a minute…62 people own as much as half the world… 
 
In five years the wealth of the richest 62 people – individuals not families - 
increased an astonishing 45% - increased by more than half a trillion dollars.  
 
Meanwhile, the wealth of the bottom half of the world dropped by almost the 
same amount - 38%. 
 
The wealth of the rich went up by 45%  

     …the wealth of the poor went down by 38%. 
 
Does that sound like our world is out of balance to you? 
 
According to Forbes Magazine’s  2016 list of the world’s richest people, there are 
540 billionaires in the United States, with a combined net worth of $2.4 
trillion. That’s more billionaires and more combined net worth than any other 
nation in the world. 4 
 
We might be able to contemplate a million dollars. But how about a billion? 
 
A Billion is a thousand million. If you laid 1 billion dollar bills end to end, they 
would go around the world 4 times – 96,000 miles of dollar bills! 

http://www.forbes.com/billionaires/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/nickdesantis/2016/03/01/forbes-billionaires-list-map-2016-billionaire-population-by-country/#74eb8a7530af
http://www.forbes.com/sites/nickdesantis/2016/03/02/forbes-billionaires-list-map-2016-combined-net-worth-by-country/#7d6c027958c2


 
A trillion dollar bills would go all the way to the sun – and beyond! 
 
…that’s a lot of money. 
 
In the year 2000, leaders from 191 countries came together to establish eight 
Millennium Goals to make our world a better place – one was to cut in half the 
number of people living in extreme poverty by 2015. 
 
In 1990 44% - almost half – of the people on earth lived in extreme poverty. 

 
Amazingly, that goal was accomplished five years 
early!  
 
Today, 1 in 8 people -  900 million – still a lot, live on 
less than $2.00 a day.5 

 
It’s important to recognize that our perception of living on $2.00 a day is really 
quite different than the reality of $2.00 a day in a third world country.  
 
Many of you have met Mama Mulili, Dick and Judy’s friend and colleague from 
the Congo. She came to one of our Tuesday night dinners. She broke down in 
tears. She asked. “What will these poor people do? How can they find food? 
Where will they sleep? We can always find a plot of land where we can live, 
where we can grow a few crops to feed our family, but what can these people 
do…where can they go?” 

 
Even in America, the richest and most powerful nation 
the world has ever known…today…nearly 12 million 
people live on less than $2 a day, including 3 million 
children. 
 

Since the 1996 welfare reform under Bill Clinton, the number of families in 
America who live on less than $2 a day has more than doubled.  
 
Today, about 1 in every 25 families with children gets by on less than $2.00 a day.6 
1 in 25. Job loss is the major cause of their destitution. 
 
I should take a moment here to mention that you will see on nearly every slide a 
reference to the source of the information. I know some of these things sound 
unimaginable…how could 1 in every 25 families with children live on $2 a day?  
 



But it’s true. 
 
We’ll post a transcript of our sermons on our website along with the audio 
recordings. All of the sources will be footnoted with complete references so you 
can investigate them for yourself…and I hope you do.  
 
Mac and I will do our best to present only facts that we can back up from real and 
reliable sources of information. Check us – test us. 
 
Because, as you investigate the facts for yourself, you’ll learn a lot, and I hope 
you’ll come back to share what you learn with us.  

 
I encourage you read books like $2.00 a Day…so you 
can understand how 12 million Americans do live on 
$2.00 a day. 
 
 

One reviewer wrote, “A revelatory account of poverty in America so deep that we, 
as a country, don’t think it exists.” 
 
And that’s the reason we’re doing this series on poverty…so you will understand 
that poverty is real and it does exist…right here in Monroe. 
 
According to the Census Bureau, 14.8% of the people in Snohomish County live in 
poverty.  
 
We’re a little more fortunate here in Monroe – it’s only 11.2%. 
 
This January, United Way published their ALICE Report…ALICE is an acronym for 
Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed…the working poor.  
 
In Monroe, another 22% of families work hard and earn above the Federal 
Poverty Line, but not enough to afford a basic household budget of housing, child 
care, food, transportation, and health care.  
 

33% of our population - 1 in every 3 people - live in 
poverty or struggle every month to afford the basic 
necessities of life.7  
 
1 in 3 right here in Monroe. 

 



  



The Reality of Poverty 
 
Until 1962, we didn’t have a definition of poverty in America. 
 

When Congress asked the Social Security 
Administration to report on “poverty as it affects 
children”, that task fell to Mollie Orshansky. 
 
 
 

Mollie understood poverty. She grew up poor, one of seven daughters of a Jewish 
immigrant family in the south Bronx. She remembered the Depression, waiting in 
food lines with her mother, and how her family had to choose between clothes 
for their daughters and rent. 
 
Mollie knew food was the most important thing for families struggling to get by. 
 
She found a Department of Agriculture study that said families spent about one-
third of their income on food. 
 
So, to calculate a poverty line, Mollie simply multiplied a low-income household’s 
food budget by three and that became the poverty line. 
 
In a 1962 report, Mollie wrote… 
 
We chose the less costly of the two “low cost” [food] plans the department had 
developed…a plan that …relied heavily on the cereals, dry beans, peas, nuts, and 
potato groups…the less expensive items. 
 
It was only for “emergency use,” and not intended to constitute a family’s diet 
over the long-term.  
 
Mollie said poverty should never be a way of life. Poverty was something you 
temporarily fell into because of some emergency or disaster and with a little help, 
you’d make it through and be back on your feet again. 
In 1963, Mollie’s poverty line calculation became the standard measure of 
poverty in America. 
 
Three times the cost of a survival basket of food…not very appetizing or 
nutritious, but cheap, filling food… 
 



For more than 50 years, Congress has chosen not to revisit Mollie’s formula or 
change the principle that food is a reasonable basis for poverty calculations.  
 
Mollie’s 1963 calculations have simply been increased to keep pace with inflation 

 
So, today, for a family of three, that survival basket of 
food costs about $130 a week. Multiply it by 3 and you 
have the Federal Poverty Line…$1,680 a month, or just 
over $20,000 a year 
 

But, things have changed since Mollie first wrote her report – a lot. 
 
In 1963,  

 My family had one car – many didn’t have even one 

 My mother, and most of my friends’ mothers, didn’t have to work  

 Families didn’t have to pay for childcare  

 My family had one tiny little black and white TV 

 There were no computers, or video games, a tablet was something you 
wrote on and if you can imagine – no cell phones  

 And - you could pay your way through college working a low wage job and 
come out the other side with no college debt 

 
That means the way we spend our money has changed, too.  
 
Now food represents only 1/8 of a typical family budget – not Mollie’s 1/3. 8 

 
If we multiply the cost of Mollie’s survival basket of 
filling - but not very tasty food - by 8, the poverty line 
for a family of three should be $4,500 a month – not 
the official $1,680. 
 

That number sounds crazy out of line compared to the official poverty line, but 
it’s not…we’ll see. 
 
Here’s another problem with the Federal Poverty line 
 

– it makes no difference where you live. You can live in 
downtown Manhattan, rural Arkansas, or Monroe.  
 
Poverty is measured the same wherever you live and 
regardless of how much it costs you to live. 



 
This is what the poverty line map should look like – it 
costs a family of three about $3,400 a month to live in 
rural Tennessee all the way up to $8,000 a month in 
downtown Washington, DC 
 

 
And if we drill down… 
 
…that’s us right in the middle of that dark blue patch! 
 
A family of three needs $5,414 a month -   
– more than 3 times the Federal Poverty Line! 

 
Maybe the $4,500 a month we calculated by multiplying the cost of Mollie’s 
survival food basket by 8 isn’t so crazy after all… 
 
Well, it turned out that Mollie’s report came just in time. 
 

In his 1964 State of the Union Address, President 
Lyndon Johnson declared, 
 
This administration today, here and now, declares 
unconditional war on poverty in America.  
 

It will not be a short or easy struggle, no single weapon or strategy will suffice, but 
we shall not rest until that war is won.  
 
The richest Nation on earth can afford to win it. We cannot afford to lose it.  
 
Our aim is not only to relieve the symptom of poverty, but to cure it and, above 
all, to prevent it. 
 

In the 50 years since Lyndon Johnson declared War on 
Poverty, the percentage has barely budged. 
 
The only difference is that now, 48 million people live 
in official poverty – not 28 million. 

 
If we add in the working poor, the struggling ALICE families of the United Way 
report, that number goes far above 100 million people. 
 



And that’s much closer to what we find if we use the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development’s measure of poverty. 

 
The OECD is made up of 34 member countries 
including many of the world’s most advanced 
countries and a few emerging countries like Mexico, 
Chile and Turkey.  
 

The OECD defines poverty this way: 
 
In order to participate fully in the social life of a community, individuals may need 
a level of resources that is not too inferior to the norms of a community.  
 
For example, the clothing budget that allows a child not to feel ashamed of his 
school attire is much more related to national living standards than to strict 
requirements for physical survival.  
 
Like Mollie’s survival basket of peas, dried beans, and potatoes. 
 
I like the OECD definition much better. 
 
By that measure, of the 34 developed countries, only  

 Israel 

 Mexico 

 Turkey 

 and Chile  
have higher rates of poverty than the United States. 
  
Israel is something of a misnomer because their numbers include all of the 
occupied territories where 40% of Palestinians live in poverty. 9 
 
Now, I know we Americans are a pretty competitive lot. We like to win. We like to 
be #1. 
 
One of our presidential candidates tells us if we elect him we’re going to win so 
much, so often, and so big that we’ll get tired of winning. 
 
This seems like a contest we should work hard to lose.  

 
It’s even worse if we look at child poverty – we jump 
up to the number 2 spot!10 



 
 
 
 
More children today live in poverty than in the Great Depression – nearly 1 in 4 
(22%)11 

 12% of white children live in poverty 

 36% of black and 

 32% of Hispanic children live in poverty 
 
I’m sure that breaks God’s heart. I don’t think he’s very happy with our country. 
 
We should be outraged, too.  
 
Where have we been? 
 
Why has the Church been silent? 
 
Why have we Christians, God’s people, let this happen to our children? 
 
Let’s take a look at what all this really means…let’s see what life looks like for a 
working single mom with two kids who lives at the Federal Poverty Line.  

 
For a single mom with two kids, the Federal Poverty 
Line is $1,680 a month. 
 
 
 

The cost of living figures come from the Economic Policy Institute’s Family Budget 
Calculator. It’s a pretty cool online tool that lets you put in the number of family 
members and it will tell you how much it costs to live in a particular location all 
across America.12 
 
MIT has a similar online family budget calculator, too. 13 
 
All of the numbers working behind the scenes come from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. They’re amazing. They can tell you how much sugar you bought last 
year. 
 
We’ve only changed the rent and child care numbers to reflect what it actually 
costs in Monroe. 



 
First, Payroll taxes come right off the top. 
 
 
 
 

Rent for a two bedroom apartment at Morning Run is $1,195 a month – if they 
have an opening – AND – by the time you pay first, last, and your damage deposit, 
you’ll need more than $3,000 in cash to get in…2 month’s wages! 
 
That’s almost impossible for most single working moms… 

 
Half way through the month, you’ll run out of 
cash…and your kids will go hungry… 
 
You have no money left – you’re at ZERO! 
 

 
Our mom can apply for SNAP – the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program 
– what used to be called food stamps. 
 
On top of her wages, she’ll get $290 a month to spend on food…they’ll get 
through the month, but just barely. 
 
But, she still hasn’t put any gas in her car to get to work… 

 
Once a year, when she files her income tax, she can 
claim an Earned Income Tax Credit – it was $5,548 in 
2015, the equivalent of about $400 a month – BUT – 
only if she worked the entire year.  
 

But, the sad fact is – she’s probably already borrowed all that from Pay Day Loans 
just to make it through each month….she’ll never see her income tax refund 
check. 

 
She can also apply for a Child Tax Credit with her 
income tax return - $112 a month – if she didn’t already 
borrow against that, too. 
  
 



Our mom has exhausted every opportunity she has 
and she has barely begun to pay for the necessities of 
life, like shoes and clothes for her kids, school 
supplies, or even shampoo, much less any medical 
bills…or savings. 

 
And, we’ve saved the worst for last…how can she work if she can’t pay for child 
care? 
 
I have no idea how a single mom does it… 
 
Now…here’s the saddest fact of all… 

 
If our mom works full time, never a day off, never an 
hour missed because she or her child is sick…works 
40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year…at a minimum 
wage job…she will make $40 less EVERY MONTH than 
the Federal Poverty Line. 

 
Working full time  -  still living in poverty. 
 
After taxes, rent, and utilities, our single mom will have about $8.50 a day for 
everything else… 
 
Does that sound fair? Working full time, living in poverty? 
 
We have the highest minimum wage in the country - $9.47 an hour. The Federal 
minimum wage is only $7.25…and if you’re a waitress or work in another job that 
relies on tips, the Federal minimum wage for tipped workers is only $2.13! Two 
dollars an hour! 
 
Is that right? 
 
What happens when her child is sick, or her car won’t start and she doesn’t have 
any money for repairs. What happens when our hard working mom loses her job? 

 
She’ll still qualify for food stamps, her $290 in SNAP 
benefits  
 

– half the cost of food 
 



If she’s really lucky, she might be given Temporary Assistance for Needy Families – 
TANF - what used to be called Welfare… 
 
$478 a month – not even close to half the cost of rent. 
 
That $478 is not a give-away. She has to be in school or a training program AND 
work or volunteer 20 hours a week. 
 
If she somehow manages to earn more than her TANF benefit, she will 
immediately be cut from the program. 
 
Donna recently had a student - a mom with four kids who fled an abusive 
relationship. She received $706 a month for her family of five. After years of 
trying, the state was able to collect just one partial child support payment that 
was $11 more than her TANF benefit…she was lost all her benefits. Donna never 
saw her again…she only had a couple of weeks until she would have graduated. 
 
During this campaign season we’ve heard candidates say that we have to reign in 
government spending…cut or even eliminate entitlements like welfare, social 
security, Medicare, food stamps. 
  
They say that the poor are lazy and our safety net benefits are so high and make 
for such a cushy and comfortable life that the poor have no incentive to work… 
 
$290…barely half the cost of food… 
 
$478…not even half the cost of rent… 

 
As part of the Clinton welfare reform, Congress froze 
welfare benefits at the 1996 level - $16.9 billion dollars. 
The amount we spend has not changed in 20 years…in 
today’s dollars, that $16.9 billion is worth less than $11 
billion. 14 

 
In 1995, the year before welfare reform, 68 out of every 100 families with 
children living in poverty received welfare benefits…today it’s the exact 
opposite.15 
 
Federal and State governments have put up so many barriers to applying for and 
receiving TANF or welfare benefits that today, 2 out of every 3 poor families who 
are eligible do not even bother to apply – more than 70 out of every 100 families 



living in poverty do not receive any welfare benefits at all – we fail to provide for 
even the most basic needs of those 14 million people.16 
 
This, while we spend more on defense than the next seven countries combined. 

 
So…now, 48 million Americans live in “official” 
poverty – below the official Federal poverty line.  
 
I hope you have seen this morning that the official 
line is completely unrealistic.  
 

I hope you have heard that that the real level of poverty is much higher.  
 
That right here in Snohomish County, nearly 250,000 people live in poverty or are 
ALICE families – the working poor, struggling to get by…working hard, but unable 
to earn enough. One quarter of a million people. 
 
Our economic (and political) systems are out of balance and it is not getting 
better – it’s getting worse – fast! 
 

In 1987 Forbes Magazine first published their World’s 
Billionaire’s List. The United States had 44 billionaires 
and 32 million Americans lived below the official 
poverty line.  
 
In their 30th Anniversary Issue, we find 540 American 
billionaires and 48 million Americans living in official 
poverty.17  
(Last year, Bill Gates lost $4 billion but at $75 Billion, 
he’s still on top and has been for 17 of the last 22 
years.) 

Is that justice? 
 
We are not going in the right direction. 
 
 

As the Israelites stood on the edge of the Promised 
Land, Moses told them all that God had commanded 
them… 
 
 

 how to be a new people – different from the cultures around them 



 God’s people – people of compassion, mercy, and justice – with God’s heart 

 living in community together 

 loving God and loving each other. 
 
In Deuteronomy 15 God spoke to the people through Moses… 
 
10-11 Give freely and spontaneously. Don’t have a stingy heart. The way you handle 
matters like this triggers God, your God’s, blessing in everything you do, all your 
work and ventures. (But – God also promised a curse – on anyone who keeps 
the poor from getting justice, whether these poor are foreigners, widows, or 
orphans) There are always going to be poor and needy people among you. So I 
command you: Always be generous, open purse and hands, give to your neighbors 
in trouble, your poor and hurting neighbors. 
 
In the coming weeks we’ll learn from the prophets that Israel did not follow God’s 
commandments… God made good on his curse - they lost everything – the rich 
and the powerful were sent away into captivity and exile, with only the poor 
remaining behind in the Promised Land…God’s Promised Land. 
 
Happily, the early church learned from Jesus teaching… 
 

Jesus said, “I’ve come to turn the world upside 
down.” And that’s exactly what his followers did. 
 
 
In Acts 2… 
 

44 All the Lord’s followers often met together, and they shared everything they 
had. 45 They would sell their property and possessions and give the money to 
whoever needed it. 46 Day after day they met together in the temple. They broke 
bread. They ate together and celebrated the Lord’s Supper and shared their food 
happily and freely,47 while praising God. Everyone liked them, and each day the 
Lord added to their group others who were being saved. 
 
Today we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. 
 
I have a challenge for you this week. 
 
Jesus said, “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, remember me.” 
 



I ask you…this week, whenever you sit down to eat, whenever you drink a cup of 
water, coffee, or whatever…think about what you’ve learned about poverty today 
– the life of the poor – the poor who God loves dearly.  
 

In the food you eat, and the cup you drink, remember 
Jesus words, “Whatever you do to the least of these, 
you do to me…” 
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