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Child interview
sixth grade female resident

• Have you always lived here?  No we used to live on _______ Street.
• How do you like living here?  Good, cause I’m with my parents and family and 

that’s cool.
• What do you want to do when you grow up?  I don’t know. I been thinking 

about being a basketball player
• Have you ever been picked on because of where you live?  No, but I been 

picked on because of my hair and my weight.
• What is your least favorite thing about living here?  People always start stuff 

with me. They be fighting for clothes and I would like to have my own room.
• Do you plan on living here when you’re an adult?  No I want to go to 

Washington, D.C. but come back and visit.
• How is your relationship with the ______________ [neighborhood center]?  

Good because I get help with my homework and presents for Christmas.





Why do we speak of systemic poverty?
There are structures in our society that all but guarantee 
that people living in poverty will stay that way. 

Systemic poverty refers to the economic exploitation of 
people who are poor through laws, policies, practices 
and systems that perpetuate their impoverished status.

Matthew 25 in the PC(USA):
A bold vision and invitation

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/poverty/

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/poverty/


GLOSSARY

• Generational wealth refers to any kind of asset that families pass 
down to their children or grandchildren, whether in the form of 
cash, investment funds, stocks and bonds, properties or even 
entire companies.  [Source: Shelley Halstead, founder and director of 
Black Women Build-Baltimore]

• Socioeconomic status indicates one’s access to collectively 
desired resources, be they material goods, money, power, 
friendship networks, healthcare, leisure time, or educational 
opportunities. And it is access to such resources that enable 
individuals and/or groups to prosper in the social world.  [Source: 
NIH – National Institutes of Health]







POVERTY IS COMPLEX
•Poverty overlaps with many other social ills and 
oppressive structures in our society.

• Racism, classism, ageism and sexism are well-
documented and mutually reinforcing trends. 
Disproportionate numbers of African-American and 
Hispanic families are headed by women, have little net 
worth and constitute the largest number in poverty.

• Homelessness is one of the most egregious signs of 
poverty.





25 percent of children under 6 now live in poverty

Poverty is the greatest threat to the healthy development of 
children and its long-lasting, negative consequences: 

• inadequate quality and quantity of food
• exposure to violence 
• underfunded schools and lack of early childhood educational 

opportunities
• frequent housing mobility 
• exposure to pollution and other health risks





Theology behind eradicating systemic poverty
• As Reformed Christians, Presbyterians believe that government is God’s 

agent when it comes to the providential care of people. We also believe 
that creation is entrusted to our care. A crucial part of our worship and 
mission is to stand together for the common good.

• The PC(USA) is guided by policies of the General Assembly. The guidelines 
for developing social witness policy are based on Scripture, the Book of 
Confessions, social and natural scientific analysis, and the voices of those 
often unheard or discriminated against.

• The General Assembly [GA] has spoken many times about poverty. GA 
statements are very instructive when it comes to suggesting places for 
communities of faith to roll up their sleeves and become a living translation 
of Jesus Christ



Myths & Misconceptions

• Myth: Poverty alleviating programs induce laziness and even criminal 
behaviors, like drug use. 

• Myth: Current federal government handouts are a disincentive for 
poor people to get a job and work. 

• Myth: Poor people live off of handouts while middle and upper 
income people earn everything they have. 

• Myth: Living in poverty means making less than $20,090 for a family 
of three. 

• Myth: Welfare spending is the single largest item in the federal 
budget, even bigger than defense spending.



Myths & Misconceptions (cont’d)

• Myth: The poor could earn a better life for themselves but are 
content living on government benefits. 

• Myth: Education alone is a magic remedy for solving poverty. 

• Myth: The minimum wage is meant for teenagers working their first 
job in high school. 

• Myth: We won the “War on Poverty.” 

• Myth: There are no lasting effects on children who grow up in 
poverty. They have the same opportunities as children who do not live 
in poverty. 



Underpinnings of Systemic Poverty, offered jointly by Stony Point Center and Johnson C. 
Smith Theological Seminary, is an introductory course offering a basic overview of the 
implications of political and economic systems that enforce structures of poverty. 

• This course explores the challenges of the “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” 
philosophy rampant in our society. 

• It gives participants a lens through which they can better understand the underlying 
forces at work in communities that are disproportionately poor.

• The course is designed for those for whom the concept of systemic poverty is relatively 
new and for those who would like to better understand the intersections between class 
and other forms of systematized oppression.



Visualizing Systemic Poverty: 
Providence Presbytery maps

American Community Survey of the US Census Bureau

• Census tracts with low average household income 

• Census tracts with high percentage of overcrowded households

• Census tracts with food desert(s) and food swamp(s) 

• Census tracts with high percentage of unemployment 

• Census tracts with high percentage of low hourly-wage jobs



Income-change stagnant areas



Income-poor census tracts  



Income-poor rural areas



Income-poor urban areas



Census Tract 604.01 is a Low-Income Community Opportunity Zone 
located in Rock Hill, South Carolina



Census Tract 604.01, Rock Hill, South Carolina



Census Tract 604.01, Rock Hill, South 
Carolina



Census Tract 604.01, Rock Hill, South Carolina







Getting at the Root Causes of 
Systemic Poverty

• Disenfranchisement of people, including mass 
incarceration, leads to poverty. 

• Conflict, violence and militarism also contribute to 
rising rates of poverty.



Getting at the Root Causes of 
Systemic Poverty (cont’d)

• Poverty often results from wealth and resource 
accumulation — and hoarding — by those in power.  The 
wealth gap has only been exacerbated by lower taxation of 
the wealthy over the past two years while health care costs 
have increased significantly. 

• In this context, our reformed theology favors balancing economic as 
well as political power, as seen in support for workers’ rights to 
organize, the progressive income tax, and luxury taxes.



•High debt loads and retirement insecurity are 
characteristics of poverty in the U.S., a unique 
situation among developed nations.

Getting at the Root Causes of 
Systemic Poverty (cont’d)



Getting at the Root Causes of Systemic 
Poverty (cont’d)

• Determining acceptable minimum standards of living 
and poverty rates is influenced by moral forces in a 
society, such as the church.  Because income is linked 
to employment, church policy uses phrases like 
“family-sustaining, living wage,” and supports public 
investment to compensate for market failures.



Getting at the Root Causes of Systemic 
Poverty (cont’d)

• Poverty, climate change and ecological injustice are 
interlocking issues in which environmental ills 
disproportionately fall on individuals and communities 
already experiencing poverty, hunger and other forms 
of social oppression.  Likewise, those same 
communities are removed from access to and care of 
clean water, land and air.



A: Advocate for better public policies!
• job creation with a focus on “living wage” earnings

• greater empowerment of workers 

• family-life balance 

• a quest for greater accuracy of official measurements of household economic well-being 

• a stronger social safety net 

• increased social involvement in poorer communities (such as expanded and enriched 
public schooling) 

• increased social inclusion and community empowerment 

as urged by the PCUSA 220th General Assembly (2012)

Q: How do we eradicate systemic poverty?



Q: How do we eradicate systemic poverty? (cont’d)

•Talk with your church’s leaders and begin to work to 
incorporate different elements of systemic poverty 
alleviation into your congregational life. 

•Useful tools and resources for further study and engagement 
are available online. 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/poverty/

A: Become a Matthew 25 congregation! 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/poverty/


Focused Advocacy
•General Assemblies of the PC(USA) have called for: 

• guaranteed minimum wages 
• full employment 
• addressing pockets of high unemployment as disaster areas 
• welfare reform that does not require workfare or other policies that 

punish the poor 
• support for programs that support the needs of women, infants and 

children



PCUSA Office of Public Witness champions Build Back Better Act
Advocacy & Social Justice December 13, 2021

• “As a Matthew 25 Church, we are called to act boldly and 
compassionately to eradicate systemic poverty.  Speaking out in favor 
of policies that will make a difference in the lives of millions of 
Americans is essential to this call,” the Action Alert states.  “It is more 
critical than ever that we demand that the Senate pass the Build Back 
Better Act, with all its comprehensive investments included.”

• The more than $1 trillion spending package includes important 
provisions related to childcare and universal nutrition, health care, tax 
credits, climate justice and reduction of income inequality.  For 
example, it would make way for free pre-K for 3- and 4-year-old 
children and funding to provide year-round access to food to nearly 30 
million children, according to the Office of Public Witness.

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/category/advocacy-social-justice/
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/


Predatory Lending in South Carolina

SC Appleseed Legal Justice Center [ www.scjustice.org ]

Follow on Twitter @AppleseedSC 

Check out “36% for All” (SC Fair Lending Alliance) for a discussion 
on predatory loans and their impact on low income and minority 
communities in SC

http://www.scjustice.org/


Carolina Community Actions, Inc. 

WRHI Podcast

Karen Brackett-Browning, CCA, Inc. 
Executive Director, joins Manning 
Kimmel on WRHI 100.1 FM to discuss 
working to reduce the causes of 
poverty.

https://s3.wasabisys.com/wrhi-web-
audio/ST-04-30-19.mp3

https://www.wrhi.com/2019/05/straight-
talk-04-30-19-karen-brackett-150524

https://s3.wasabisys.com/wrhi-web-audio/ST-04-30-19.mp3
https://www.wrhi.com/2019/05/straight-talk-04-30-19-karen-brackett-150524


Recommended reading:

See also Frontiers in Public Health, September 2021: 
“Poverty, Racism, and the Public Health Crisis in America” (open access article online)

Scriptures for study and reflection
Matthew 25:31–46
Deuteronomy 15:7–8
Jeremiah 22:3
Micah 6:8
1 John 3:17
James 2:15–16
Isaiah 1:17
Luke 4:18–19
1 Corinthians 10:24
Romans 12:13
Proverbs 22:22–23
Proverbs 31:8–9
Proverbs 3:27–28
Proverbs 11:25
Proverbs 14:21, 31
Proverbs 19:17
Proverbs 22:9
Proverbs 28:27



Thank you for attending!  
Please take a minute now and complete our post-survey 
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