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FOREWORD

As churches engage in urban ministries and invite the poor into their congre-
gations, many issues arise. This book attempts to address some of the issues
that churches face in dealing with individuals from poverty. The book also

is intended to continue the conversation about how your congregation can
better serve the poor.

Each chapter has a scenario/story about an incident. An explanation of
the issues involved in the scenario follows. Most chapters conclude with some
observations and questions for the congregation to consider.

Since churches are largely about relationships and beliefs, it is important
that this information be tailored and discussed in terms of your particular
congregation, as well as your denomination and its doctrinal heritage. This
book is not meant to provide answers. It is rather a source of information
that can be used to assist with your decision making.

The Christian church began in the cities. Although Jesus spent much
(but not all) of his ministry in villages, the primary work of the apostles was
in places like Jerusalem, Caesarea, Antioch, Athens, Corinth, and Rome.
Eventually, Christianity spread from what were often cosmopolitan centers to
more remote areas. The word “pagan” witnesses to this later development.
Pagan means “one from the country.”

In the United States it has been only since World War II and the new
dominance of city population that churches have faced many of the current
issues of urban life. This is especially true in the South. Unemployment,
homelessness, and huge economic gulfs had little or no part in the rural setting
of many of our grandparents. Many Christians are befuddled by the challenges
of the city. There are obvious difficulties in the loneliness possible in a crowd.
The anonymity of huge populations can bring a darkness of its own. But

Christians are called to be light. So have we been, and so may we yet be.



PREFACE TO SECOND EDITION

In the late 1990s Dr. Ruby K. Payne and I decided to take the ideas within

A Framework for Understanding Poverty and apply them to the church setting.
The exploration of life resources, language registers, and hidden rules had
already helped middle-class schoolteachers as they worked with families in
poverty. The application of these ideas to churches and Christian organiza-
tions also has been useful—as revealed in workshops and special studies the
past six years in which this book has been a focal point.

This second edition of “The Church Book” is a continuation of the effort.
We have added another chapter (a new Chapter 12) describing the use of a
“Resources Inventory” to better understand existing and/or needed resources
among those serving and being served. We also have updated the economic
and demographic data in the back of the book; cultural and linguistic shifts
of recent decades have presented complicated challenges to churches in the
United States.

Individuals are encouraged to read What Every Church Member Should
Know About Poverty on their own, but many church groups also find it help-
ful to use the book as a study tool. There are two basic approaches I would

recommend for interested groups:

The standard 13-week quarterly. The book has 13 chapters, so it is
ideally suited to the traditional Sunday school study format.

A five-week course for mid-week groups or Sunday school classes
that want to give attention to this issue but not over a long period
of time. I recommend five thematically grouped units of about

25 pages each, as follows:



Week 1:
Week 2:
Week 3:
Week 4:
Week 5:

Foreword, Preface, and Chapters 1—2
Chapters 3—4

Chapters 5—7

Chapters 8-10

Chapters 11-12 and Conclusion

The Biblical mandate is clear; both the Old Testament and the New

Testament have literally hundreds of admonitions to respond in love to the

needs of the poor. May our responses to need around and among us flow out

of the compassion of Jesus himself.

— Bill Ehlig
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SCRIPTURES/ECCLESIASTICUS

Happy are those who consider the poor; the LORD delivers them in the
day of trouble. The LORD protects them and keeps them alive; they are
called happy in the land. You do not give them up to the will of their
enemies. The LORD sustains them on their sickbed; in their illness you
heal all their infirmities.

—Psalm 41:1-3

If you close your ear to the cry of the poor, you will cry out and
not be heard.

— Proverbs 21:13

My child, do not cheat the poor of their living, and do not keep
needy eyes waiting. Do not grieve the hungry, or anger one in need.
Do not add to the troubles of the desperate, or delay giving to the
needy. Do not reject a suppliant in distress, or turn your face away
from the poor. Do not avert your eye from the needy, and give no
one reason to curse you; for if in bitterness of soul some should curse
you, their Creator will hear their prayer.

— Ecclesiasticus 4:1—6



CHAPTER 1

Introduction and Overview

A Story

In the ancient story, a man sat by the city dump. Though once blessed in
many ways, he had about lost it all: his health, his wealth, and his children.
Such a person was, in the eyes of that age, destitute. Health gave hope for the
day’s labor. Wealth was power to face the bigger trials. Children would mean
protection and someone to lean upon in the closing years. All were now gone.

The situation was difficult for him to comprehend. Nothing in his experi-
ence had prepared him for such catastrophes. He had followed the rules. He
had been an exemplary, even notable, citizen. In his mind he wondered at the
extent of the disaster. He could not find a reason for it. As he sat in the pain
of his crumbling body, he doubted he could keep his sanity.

Along came three of his friends who had known him in the blessed times.
They too sat down in consternation. Only in their case the difficulty was not
pain or hopelessness, rather it was how to make sense of such troubles. They
concluded: “God must be angry at you because of your sins for you to suffer
s0.” And that’s just what they told him.

From ages ago we have this story of the troubles of Job. His three friends
came to him and offered thoughts that were comforting, that is, comforting
to themselves. It is easier to deal with the problems of others in need if you
decide that their troubles have been caused by their own willful sin. In that
case, you can take part in the “justice” of the situation when you do not help
at all. Should you choose to help, even just a little, such magnanimity would

show your great virtue.
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In the eyes of Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, Job had caused his own
suffering. But at the conclusion of the Book of Job, their counsel was
condemned by God Himself. As the world has done since the time of Job,
we struggle today with the phenomenon of people in need, sometimes
great need. Is it sufficient for God’s people to offer no more than the foolish
counsel of Job’s friends?

Part, at least, of their folly was a failure to see deeply enough into Job’s
situation. The purpose of this book is to help individuals to look deeper,

even into themselves, as well as into the lives of those who have need.

Some key points about poverty need to be made.

1. Poverty and wealth are relative. We basically know our own

poverty or wealth only in relationship to others.

2. Poverty occurs in all races and countries. The notion of middle
class as a large segment of society is a phenomenon of the past
100 years. In America the largest group of individuals in poverty
is children under the age of 18 . If one counts the number of
children in poverty or very close to it, the number of children
in poverty is close to 50%. One of the biggest misconceptions is
the difference between percentages and numbers. The greatest
number of children in poverty are white, but the greatest percen-

tage of children in poverty is by minority group.

3. Generational and situational poverty are different. It generally
takes two generations to make the transition from middle class
into poverty. When an individual has been in poverty two gen-
erations or more, then the patterns and habits are different.

Situational poverty is when there is a divorce, death, or illness,
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and the resources are temporarily reduced, but the mindset

remains largely with middle-class norms and values.

This work is based upon patterns of the group, and all patterns

have exceptions.

Every individual brings with him or her the hidden rules of the
economic group in which he or she was raised. Hidden rules are
those unspoken cueing mechanisms we use to let people know

they do or do not belong.

Schools and businesses use the hidden rules of middle class.
So do many churches. Because America now tends to be
economically segregated, most individuals do not know the

rules of other economic classes.

For churches to be successful with the poor, members must
understand the hidden rules of generational poverty, as well as
middle class, so that the transition can be more readily accepted.
For the transition to occur, both sets of rules must be openly

acknowledged.

To move from poverty to middle-class norms and values, a
period of time exists where some relationships are broken.

These relationships may be resumed at another time, but there is
a period of time in which the old relationships are very tentative

and, sometimes, broken.

The fundamental reasons for poverty are lack of educational

attainment and the disconnection of family and/or community.

Four reasons one leaves poverty: It’s too painful to stay, a vision

or goal, a key relationship, or a special talent or skill.
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OBSERVATION

A soul must have certain resources to keep life going on a given day or week—
resources like air, water, food, a sufficient distance from sharp objects. To
look forward more than a few days takes another list of resources—things
like knowledge, friends, health, a sense of purpose or hope, and wisdom.
Lacking a significant amount of these is not only life-threatening, it is also
fairly obvious. It is obvious to those around who do not want to contract
whatever disease troubles the deprived soul or who do not wish to waste
their limited resources upon one who may not survive anyway. What am

I to do when presented with one who is short on survival resources? It is

an old problem, and one with which the Bible grappled long ago.

QUESTIONS

1. What would your parents/grandparents think of your current

possessions?

2. Ifyour grandparents could return at your age now, how would

they relate to your friends and their interests?

3. What rules for the use of money did you develop from your

experiences in life?
4. What places can you visit and feel at home? Why?
5. Where have you been and felt completely foreign?

6. A group project: Spend 30 minutes or an hour trying to deter-
mine what it costs to live an independent life in your community.
Include basic housing, home maintenance (utilities, appliances,
furniture, etc.), meals, clothing, transportation (if a car is neces-
sary, include repairs, insurance, fees, etc.), health insurance,

education costs for children, and whatever else applies.
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a.  What is the difference between such a life and your own?

b. If someone lived such a basic economic life, where might
it be at risk of failure?

¢.  What would be the potential hopes and worries of such a

family?

7. In which economic group do you envision God? Why? Might

another economic group envision God in another way?
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The poor use entreaties, but the rich answer roughly.
— Proverbs 18:23

A rich person does wrong, and even adds insults; a poor person suffers wrong, and must
add apologies. When the rich person totters, he is supported by friends, but when the
humble falls, he is pushed away even by friends. If the rich person slips, many come to the
rescue; he speaks unseemly words, but they justify him. If the humble person slips, they
even criticize him; he talks sense, but is not given a hearing. The rich person speaks and
all are silent; they extol to the clouds what he says. The poor person speaks and they say,
“Who is this fellow?” And should he stumble, they even push him down. Riches are good
if they are free from sin; poverty is evil only in the opinion of the ungodly.

— Ecclesiasticus 13:3, 21—24

“Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he
heard music and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He
replied, Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has
got him back safe and sound.” Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came
out and began to plead with him. But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years
I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command;
yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends.
But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes,
you killed the fatted calf for him!” Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with
me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother
of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.””

— Luke 15:25-32

[Among the more obvious examples of the existence of hidden rules is the difficulty of
forgiveness for the sins of other classes. Among the middle class, the typical sins of the

poor and of the rich can seem especially egregious. The thought sometimes is that any

sin that I have not yet committed must be an especially bad one.]

“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.

The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like
other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week;
I give a tenth of all my income.” But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look
up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’

I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who
exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.”

— Luke 18:10-14





