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How can we reduce poverty? 

Three books that I've read recently have raised 
questions in my mind about charity and about how 
best to help people who are poor. I can see several 
sides of the issues these books raise, so reading them 
didn't give me any answers that I felt sure were cor
rect. But I feel sure that the issues the books address 
and the questions they raise are important for all 
citizens and especially all Christians to consider. 

The first of these three books was 
Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the Ameri
can City (Broadway Books, 2017), by 
Matthew Desmond, an American soci-
ologist and urban ethnographer. 

Almost too painful to read 

EVICTED 

I almost didn't read this book. As I do with many 
other books that look interesting to me when I see 
ads or reviews about them, I first got a sample of 
this one on my Kindle to see whether I wanted to 
read it or not. 

It began with an account of a single mother 
named Arleen and her two sons as they were being 
evicted from the Milwaukee apartment in which 
they had lived for only eight months. It was Janu-
ary and the coldest winter on record in Milwaukee. 

Because Arleen's 13-year-old had thrown 
a snowball at a passing car and its angry 
driver had gotten out and kicked in the 
flimsy door of their apartment, ruining 

it, their landlord was evicting them. 

Evicted for lack of $350 

If Arleen and her boys didn't get out on the re
quired day, author Desmond explains, "the land
lord would summon the sheriff, who would arrive 
with a gun, a team of boot-footed movers, and a 
judge's order saying that her house was no longer 
hers." She would be given two options: truck or 
curb. "Truck" meant having all of her belongings 

Podcast interview 

The Dykes Foundation has just 

published a podcast in which 

I'm interviewed by Deborah 

and David Dykes. In it, I talk 

about the three main kinds of change that I think 

are needed in the church, what led me to write 

my book Misfits, the free Challenge of Paul 
course, and other topics. I knew almost nothing 

about podcasts before I did this one, but they 

are simply voice recordings. You don't need any 

special equipment to listen. Just click here 

loaded into a truck and moved into bonded 
storage, from which she could get everything 
back only by paying $350. Arleen didn't have 

$350, so she had to choose "curb," 
which meant watching the movers 
pile everything onto the sidewalk. 

I felt sick when I read that. I could 
easily write a check for $350 and even 

more, and so could many of my friends, yet 
here was a person losing everything because 
of not having $350! I wished there were some 
magical way for me to send a check not only 
to Arleen but also to the many other Arleens 
who are undoubtedly in similar situations. Re
alistically, I knew that I couldn't do that, but I 
wondered what could be done to help them. 

Torn in several directions 

At that point I gave up on reading any more 
of Evicted. I felt I couldn't bear it. It was too 
painful. A few months later, however, my 
book-discussion group chose it as one of the 
books we would read and discuss in coming 
months, so I bought it and read all of it, and 
I'm glad I did. It was painful but eye-opening. 

https://simplecast.com/s/01542b7d?t=0m2s
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It kept telling more and more of Arleen's dis
couraging story, interspersed with the stories of 
other people in similarly bleak circumstances. As I 
read, I kept feeling torn in several directions. I felt 
terribly sad for the people I was reading about, 
and I kept wishing there were some way to help 
them. Yet I also kept wondering why they didn't 
avoid some of their problems by taking what 
seemed to me like easy and obvious steps. 

Happening in many U. S. cities 

Most of the evicted people described in this book 
were women. It wasn't clear whether all were Af
rican-American, but apparently most were. If so, 
their stories reflect statistics that show how often 
poverty is related to racism. As author Matthew 

Desmond observes, "if incarceration had 

m 
come to define the lives of men from im
poverished black neighborhoods, eviction 
was shaping the lives of women. Poor 
black men were locked up. Poor black 
women were locked out." 

I wondered, however, whether Desmond's 
choice of Milwaukee as the setting for his book 
made its stories a representative sample. I won
dered this even more after seeing a recent PBS-TV 
documentary that said Milwaukee is the most ra
cially segregated city in the U.S. But an April 8 
front-page New York Times article about Desmond's 
research made clear that essentially the same 
situation exists in many U.S. cities. 

Lives they can't control 

Many of the women about whom 
Desmond wrote were victims of abuse in
flicted by men who lived with them. And if the 
abuse caused property damage, disruptive noise, 
or police involvement, which would reflect badly 
on the landlord, the landlord would evict the 
woman. As Desmond points out, this presented 
battered women "with a devil's bargain: keep quiet 
and face abuse or call the police and face eviction." 

Some of the most harmful effects 
described in these stories were suf
fered by the children of the women 
who kept getting evicted. And the 
children, of course, had no choice 
about being born into the circum

stances they were in. Also, the children had little 
or no control over most of those circumstances. 

Is a decent home an American right? 

"America is supposed to be a place where you 
can better yourself, your family, and your commu
nity," Matthew Desmond reminds us. "But this is 
only possible if you have a stable home." And he 
finds that people who have the greatest need for 
housing assistance- the rent-burdened and 
evicted-are systematically denied it. 

Desmond believes that solutions are 
possible, "but those solutions depend 
on how we answer a single question: 
do we believe that the right to a decent 
home is part of what it means to be an 

American?" I'm not sure whether I believe that, 
but Desmond strongly believes it. "Decent afford
able housing," he writes, "should be a basic right 
for everybody in this country. The reason is simple: 
without stable shelter, everything else falls apart." 

Matthew Desmond therefore believes we need 
to significantly expand our housing voucher pro
gram so that all low-income families could benefit 
from it. "A universal voucher program," he claims, 
"would change the face of poverty in this coun
try." And in his opinion, we have the money nec
essary to bring about the change. "We've just made 
choices about how to spend it." 

What can we do in the meantime? 

I think Desmond is right about our 
having enough money, but I have no 
idea whether he's right about exactly 
how laws and government policies need to be 
changed in order to solve the problems of poverty. 
I'm sure, however, that getting such changes made 
isn't likely to happen soon. So what can we who 
want to help do in the meantime? 

Certainly we can become informed and speak 
up about what we think needs doing. We can work 
to get people elected to office who will push for 
the changes we see as needed. We can urge our 
local newspapers to do investigative reporting that 
will show the need for change in our communi
ties. If we're financially able, we can also make 

monetary contributions to organizations 
that are working for needed change. If 
we're active in churches, we can try to 

get them to combat poverty. But how 
they do that may be more important 
than we've realized. 
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Unexamined outcomes ~ 

An author who addresses ,. ;- -~-: _• 
that aspect of our efforts is Rob- ·11J!!~::~it::. 
ert D. Lupton, the founder and ~ ""' 
president of FCS (Focused Com- · 
munity Strategies) Urban Ministries. His books Toxic 
Cha.rity: How the Church Hurts Those They Help and 
How to Reverse It (HarperOne, 2011), and Cha.rity 
Detox: What Cha.rity Would Look Like If We Cared 
About Results (HarperOne, 2015) deal especially 
with what he sees as the harm done by typical 
charity. He claims that often it not only doesn't help 
but actually hurts. And here's the part of his claim 
~ •'lat hurts most for Cbristians to hear: "Re

ligiously motivated charity is often the 
.Fl\. most irresponsible." For us who feel that 

,,.....~---..__ our charitable efforts are helping, that's a 
jolt to hear! 

In Lupton' s view, while Americans are very gen
erous in charitable giving, much of the money that 
we give is either wasted or actually harms the 
people it is targeted to help. "The compassion in
dustry," he finds, "is almost universally accepted 
as a virtuous and constructive enterprise. But what 
is so surprising is that its outcomes are almost en
tirely unexamined." 

Creating a permanent underclass 

He is not claiming that our efforts haven't 
reached people with needed food and clothing, but 
rather that our efforts haven't moved them out of 
poverty and that we haven't acknowledged that 
fact. "For all our efforts to eliminate poverty- our 
entitlements, our programs, our charities-we have 
succeeded only in creating a permanent 
underclass," Lupton claims, "disman
tling their family structures and erod
ing their ethic of work. And our poor 
continue to become poorer." 

We care most about our own rewards? 

What especially bothers Lupton is this: "as com
passionate people, we have been evaluating our 
charity by the rewards we receive through service, 
rather than the benefits received by the served." 
Doing charitable acts makes us feel good about our
selves, and that's the reward we most want. 

A two-pronged approach 

"The only effective charity," writes Robert 
Lupton, "is the kind that asks more from those be
ing served, rather than less." In his opinion, "low
income neighbors would much rather work to pur
chase gifts for their children than stand in free-toy 
lines with their 'proof of poverty' identification." 

Enabling parents to do the work nec
essary for supporting their children, in 
Lupton's view, "requires a two-pronged 
approach: economic and community de
velopment." Unless we simultaneously 

address the needs of both the individuals and the 
community, and help the community develop jobs 
that provide benefits and opportunity for advance
ment, he sees, it is unlikely that we will make any 
headway in alleviating poverty. 

Robert Lupton believes that capitalism has a his
toric opportunity to get the economic part done, 
but that it won't get done by nudging up the mini
mum wage or entitlements. "The only thing that 
will enable the poor to emerge from 
poverty," he finds, "is a decent 
job." The primary creaters of de
centjobs are business people, and 
he sees that "the pews of our 
churches are filled with these ethical and gener
ous dreamers and risk-takers." However, Lupton 
feels that few of them have been personally chal
lenged to invest their greatest talent-making 
money-in lessening poverty. 

This issue, all back issues, a list of books I've written about, a list of recent books I recommend, and more 
Connections-related information are available free from my website, www.connectionsonline.org. To get 
Connections monthly by e-mail, let me know by e-mailing me at BCWendland@aol.com. I no longer send new 
issues of Connections by U.S. mail. To get paper copies of any of the 1992-2014 back issues, send me $5 
(address on page 1) for each year or any 12 issues that you want, and let me know which ones you want. 

I'm a lifelong lay United Methodist and neither a church employee nor a clergyman's wife. Connections is a 
one-person ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Some readers make monetary contributions but 
I pay most of the cost myself, from personal funds. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some 
other countries-laity and clergy in more than a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to 
stimulate fresh thought and new insight about topics that I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address. 
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Economic missionaries He urges churches to begin searching and praying for the" economic missionaries" whom God has prepared for this task In Lupton's opinion, "if we expect the poor to become seH-suffi- t dent-to develop their own support 
--it..systems, here and abroad-we must 1ifR partner with them to create wealth based on their expectations and their way of life, not ours." That requires in-vesting our best talents and expertise, not just our dollars, in their communities. It may also require becoming part of those communities. Robert Lupton feels that we aren't likely to achieve the necessary involvement at a distance. "Living among the people you serve," he claims, "is essential for effective ministry." If he's right about that, it's no wonder that so few of us go beyond making charitable gifts or pastoring upscale congregations. That's much easier and more comfortable than moving to what we consider a bad neighborhood and getting personally involved in its residents' lives. Yet Lupton suspects that more people would make the needed moves if they were asked and saw the need. 

Crisis differs from chronic need 

-�------

"One of the most significant, rational decisions that determine the outcome of our charity," in Robert Lupton's opinion, "is distinguishing between crisis and chronic need. In times of crisis, an immediate emergency intervention is required." But to be effective in reducing the underlying poverty, "the strategy of crisis intervention must then shift to a strategy of development." "In urban America," Lupton finds, "hunger is a chronic issue, not a crisis . ... Yet charities and churches continue to use crisis-intervention strategies that foster dependence. Food pantries and soup kitchens are among the worst offenders." He explains: 11 charity that frees the poor from poverty requires a more thoughtful approach-one that is admittedly much more complex and time-consuming, and one that requires far more personal involvement in the lives of those we serve." 
Mercy combined with justice ' Lessening poverty, says Robert Lupton, requires both mercy and justice, but only together. "Mercy 

without justice degenerates into depen- �dency and entitlement, preserving the power of the giver over the recipient Jus-tice without mercy is cold and impersonal, more concerned about rights than relationships." But combined, these two qualities create the results that are urgently needed: immediate care with a future plan; emergency relief and responsible development; short-term intervention and long-term involvement; heart responses and engaged minds. So why don't we focus on getting such results? Lupton sees two main reasons: isolated acts like giving food, clothing, and toys are much easier than long-term involvement; and such acts are more comfortable. "Churches want their members to feel good about serving the poor, but no one really wants to become involved in messy relationships." 
Overlooking our advantages 

Another very influential reason, it seems to me, is that many of us think that a lot of the people who are poor would not be poor if they merely tried harder or avoided behaviors that we consider immoral. We therefore think that they don't deserve help. Also, if we're financially secure, we're likely to think that our success is entirely due to our own diligent efforts and good behavior. We think that people wouldn't be poor if they'd act like us. However, we overlook the many ways in which we've benefitted from simply having the opportunities that we happen to have had, living where we happen to have lived, and having the nationality or"gender or �skin color that we happen to Q ..... have. Most of those characteris-tics don't come from personal ef- \� '.S-) forts, but they make a huge differ- � ;; �ence, for good or for ill, and it's one · � 1. � that we often overlook. As we form our opinions about government policies on such topics as immigration, tax policies, and health insurance, that difference is essential to consider. 
Time to go beyond our comfort zone 

I've never experienced what the poor people described in these books experience. I've never even seen it first-hand. I've had space only to skim the surface of it here. But merely reading about it wrenched me from my comfort zone, and I think that's something we all need. So I urge you to read 
Evicted and let it happen to you. � 




