This ten-minute talk was the opening for an 11:40 hour forum at Mount Toby, on 11/26/06. Since it was delivered by a talking computer, it was a computer file and some Friends suggested putting it up on the Mount Toby website. This version has a few minor changes from the original version. A version without the references is also available.

Our relation with the poor

I have to say that I find this topic very scary, very threatening, very much a challenge to live with. A deep challenge to values that pervade our country and that I was brought up with.

Mostly I am concerned here with the poor of the world, not the poor in this country.

John Woolman wrote a famous essay, called A Plea for the Poor, or A Word of Remembrance and Caution to the Rich. He says, “Where men have great estates, they stand in a place of trust." [1] I won't ask who here considers themselves to have a great estate. I won't ask who here considers him or herself rich. Maybe a few do, but mostly we compare ourselves with others around us, not using standards of the world. CARE has an online calculator [2] in which you can enter your annual income and find out how you rank in the world. If you have an income of $50,000, as I did when employed, you are in the top 1%, that is, richer than 99% of the world's people. For $31,000, which is the average income in the US, you are in the top 7%. The US official poverty level of $10,000 ranks in the top 13%, so an individual at the US poverty line has more income than seven eighths of the people in the world [3].

The World Bank says that over half of the world's people live on less than $3 a day [4]. The World Bank considers $2 a day the poverty level. In Bolivia, two thirds of the people are below that, and in rural areas, 82% are below the poverty level [5].

A US person with the national average income of $31,000 has an income of $85 a day, a person at the poverty level, $27 a day. In Bolivia the national average is $2.76 a day [6]. So all of us, even those at the US poverty rate, live at a level far, far above the world's poor.

But, all of us have heard numbers like this. Somehow we become inured to them, we don't let them sink in to our hearts very deeply. How can we take in the fact, that we live on $85 a day (the US average) while half of the world lives on one thirtieth of that, or less? How can we face the fact that each day, 25,000 people die of hunger [7], and 90% of these starvation deaths happen where food is plentiful but people just can't afford it [8]?

I think the way we face it, is that we do not face those people. John Woolman says, “As many at this day who know not the heart of a stranger indulge themselves in ways of life which occasions more labor in the world than Infinite Goodness intends for man, and yet are compassionate toward such in distress who comes directly under their observation, were these to change circumstances a while with some who labor for them, were they to pass regularly through the means of knowing the heart of a stranger and come to a feeling knowledge of the straits and hardships which many poor, innocent people pass through in a hidden obscure life, were these who now fare sumptuously every day to act the other part of the scene till seven times had passed over them, and return again to their former estate, I believe many of them would embrace a way of life less expensive and lighten the heavy burdens of some who now labor out of their sight to support them and pass through straits with which they are but little acquainted." [9]

In other words, we are compassionate with those we meet, and if we were to come face to face with poor people, and understand their lives by walking in their moccasins a while, our hearts would be moved, and perhaps our lives would be changed. How could they not?

This is the danger in traveling in Bolivia, or in Cambodia, isn't it? We meet these people, and they become humans to us, not just statistics from the World Bank or CARE.

When I was in college I dropped out for a year and traveled in youth hostels, mostly, in Europe, the near East and North Africa. One day in Morocco I caught a young fellow picking my pocket. He spoke English, and I invited him to lunch and to talk, and to ask him why he did it. It was a revelation to me. Why shouldn't I pick your pocket, he said. By good fortune, you grew up in a rich country where it is easy to make money, but I have to struggle just to stay alive. He was right. I financed my whole year's travel on my summer earnings, and I could, because I was born in the USA. He was not so lucky. He was born in Morocco. We here, we are all just plain very, very lucky. What did we do to deserve this luck? How shall we acknowledge this gift we were given but did not earn?

How do Americans do in generosity? The IRS and other sources say that Americans give between 1.5 and 2 percent of their income to charities [10]. Last year Americans gave about $240 billion [11]. A curious trend, however, is that during the last half-century in America, increased wealth has coincided with decreased giving. Indeed, giving levels were higher during the Great Depression of the 1930s, when incomes were low compared to today [12]. You can see this same phenomenon in IRS tables, which show that poor Americans give away a higher percentage of their income than middle-class people [13]. John Woolman says, “Holding treasures in the self-pleasing spirit is a strong plant, the fruit whereof ripens fast [14].” I'm afraid this plant, of “holding treasures”, has taken deep root in our country.

Just as an aside, the decreased giving coincides with a worldwide increase in inequity. In 1960, the poorest 20% of the world's population had a share of 2.3% of the global income. The top 20% of the world's population earned 70.2%. But in 1998, the poorest 20% of the world's population had a share of only 1.2% of the global income, and the top 20% of the world's population earned 89%. The ratio of richest to poorest went from 30 to one in 1960, to 74 to one in 1998. Meanwhile the share for the middle 60% went from 27.5% to 9.8% [15]. It seems that the greater the inequality, the lower the rate of giving becomes. And inequality, both in this country and in the world, has been increasing dramatically.

But how about charitable giving to help the poor of the Earth? Of the $240 billion that Americans gave last year, only about $4 billion went to international concerns [16]. About $14 per American. For each American, that's enough to provide one Bolivian farmer a week's income, at the poverty level of $2 a day. Is that our fair share?

Gallup said in November that the average Christmas season spending by American adults is $826, and a third of American adults expect to spend over $1000 [17]. This is another context in which to view the $14 per American given for international relief.

This international four billion is 2% of the total $240 billion given by Americans. But that means that 98% of the total stayed here in this rich country. I was shocked when I learned this, very surprised to learn that most of the giving is money circulating around within our own country. Why, when the needs of the world's poor are so pressing, is there such an imbalance?

Another way to view the $4 billion given by Americans internationally is that it is about $11 million a day, or enough to provide a poverty level income of $2, for one tenth of one percent of the world's 6.5 billion people. Subsistence for one person in each thousand.

And our government? Our nonmilitary foreign aid is around $12 billion [18]. Spread evenly over the half of the world's people living on $3 a day or less, that's $3.60 apiece. Not per day - that's $3.60 per year, or a day or two's worth. For every dollar we paid in income tax last year, less than a quarter of one cent went to nonmilitary foreign aid [19]. On the other hand, the Iraq war cost so far, if spread around, would be over $50 for every person on earth, rich or poor [20].

Our Friend John Woolman, who we often hold up as a Quaker model of right living, says in a famous quote, “Oh, that we, who declare against wars and acknowledge our trust to be in God only, may walk in the Light, and therein examine our foundation and motives in holding great estates! May we look upon our treasures and the furniture of our houses and the garments in which we array ourselves, and try whether the seeds of war have any nourishment in these our possessions or not. Holding treasures in the self-pleasing spirit is a strong plant, the fruit whereof ripens fast [14].”

This is all very painful and challenging. What would John Woolman think of our nation? What would he think of us?

Now, let me stop talking and let you here today do the rest of the talking. I want to hear how others cope with these facts, and what feelings arise when I remind you of all these distressing matters, and how you respond to John Woolman's challenge to us all.

Roger Conant

That's the end of the talk. In the discussion, one more text was offered, a bit of David Finke's commentary on A Plea for the Poor:

"His concern for the poor and the oppressed was deep, passionate, emotional, and was expressed at innumerable opportunities. It arose not originally out of an abstract theory, but from close empirical observation, from which he later evolved an analysis. His close association with those who were laboring and suffering led to an unabashed identification with them ... His systematic approach to dealing with poverty, exploitation, suffering, and inequality was different from the assumptions of many modern liberals or radicals, and yet I find it to be fundamentally radical in its courage, consistency, and depth ... He directs his pleadings to the conscience of those who have [relative] wealth and economic power, appealing to their senses of reason, compassion, common Christianity, place in the community of all, standing as Friends to whom others look as an example, stewards of the welfare of their progeny [21]."

Footnotes, all internet references:

[1] http://www.umilta.net/woolmanplea.html has the complete text of "A Plea for the Poor." This quote is from Chapter 3, paragraph 2.

[2] CARE's income rank calculator is at http://www.globalrichlist.com/

[3] http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/files/income.html has US income data to 2004.

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/threshld/thresh05.html has poverty thresholds. The numbers for "average" ($29372 in 2004) and "poverty" ($9973 in 2005) are rounded extrapolations to 2006.

[4] This figure is among others at http://www.canadiandemocraticmovement.ca/displayarticle146.html

[5] http://devdata.worldbank.org/wdi2005/Table2_5.htm gives 62.7% and 81.7% in 1998 which I called 2/3 and 82%. The CIA Factbook (https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/bl.html#Econ) gives 64% for the population below the poverty level of $2/day. It is true that a dollar goes farther in Bolivia than in America. When Shirley and I were in Bolivia in September, dinner in a very, very modest restaurant was about $4. Still, that is two day's income, at the poverty level.

[6] http://hivinsite.ucsf.edu/global?page=cr05-bl-00x=19x=BL#General%20Economy, using World Bank data, gives $1010 per capita for Bolivia in 2006, or $2.76 a day.

[7,8] http://www.canadiandemocraticmovement.ca/displayarticle146.html quoting World Vision and United Nations.

[9] http://www.umilta.net/woolmanplea.html in Chapter 5, paragraph 4.

[10] http://www.generousgiving.org/page.asp?sec=4&page=161 point 20.

[11] Estimated from adding numbers from http://www.generousgiving.org/page.asp?sec=4&page=161 and rounding.

[12] http://www.generousgiving.org/page.asp?sec=4&page=161 introduction.

[13] http://www.generousgiving.org/page.asp?sec=4&page=161 Charitable Giving, Middle Class, paragraph 1.

[14] http://www.umilta.net/woolmanplea.html, Chapter 10, paragraph 4.

[15] http://poorcity.richcity.org/entundp.htm

[16] http://www.generousgiving.org/page.asp?sec=4&page=161 point 18.

[17] http://www.editorandpublisher.com/eandp/news/article_display.jsp?vnu_content_id=1003410173 

[18] http://www.newsbatch.com/globalization.htm says $11.7 billion in 2000.

[19 http://www.worldrevolution.org/news/article1739.htm quoting New York Times.

[20] http://www.westernmassafsc.org/costofwar.html

[21] http://www.strecorsoc.org/docs/onwoolmn.html

In addition, http://www.bread.org/learn/links.html has many links to anti-poverty organizations and information.
