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A Face of Urban Poverty    
  Barbara Sadtler 
 She walked into my office with the bill in her 
hand and a combination of humiliation and anger on 
her face.  She was behind in her rent and the housing 
agency wanted the money now. 
 She sat in the chair next to my desk.  Sweat 
dripped from her forehead after the walk on this hot 
summer day.  Her shoulders relaxed as the breeze 
from my fan waved over her face.  Still holding the 
infuriating paper, she let her story explode.   
 She had been doing fine.  Her children were 
doing well in school.  A job kept up with most of her 
expenses.  Project housing helped with her budget.  
She had no vehicle and no health insurance. 
 The apartment itself was okay.  
Unfortunately the neighborhood drug traffic often 
left bullet casings lying in the dirt and grass mixture 
that passed for a front yard.  Each morning, before 
her young daughter woke up, she went out to gather 
the metal before her daughter could find it.  After 
sundown each evening the family lived away from 
the windows, sometimes crouching along the floor, 
just in case a stray bullet entered their home.  She 
was tired of living that way, but what were her 
choices? 
   Food was spare, with a lot of starch, yet this 
mother knew about balanced diets and did the best 
she could with the money she had.  The family was 
making it, and she was proud of the values she was 
passing on to her children.  She was proud of her 
children.                         (continued on page two) 
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A Face of Urban Poverty 
        continued from page one 

Until things fell apart, she was proud of 

herself as an honorable woman. 

 The trouble started when the 

oldest son got a job at a McDonald’s.  

He now knew the pride of taking 

initiative and of being a responsible 

man.  He hoped to help with some 

family expenses.  He was looking 

forward to buying a real wardrobe for 

school in the fall.  His mama was proud 

of him too.  She was glad he wanted to 

be responsible and delighted that he 

could start his senior year with clothes 

that pleased him.  She hoped that he 

could spend all his earnings on himself. 

 Unfortunately, the son’s earnings 

eliminated much of the housing 

assistance that she had received.  For 

two months she had struggled to pay the 

higher rent, but was now having to 

choose between rent and electricity.  

That morning she had asked her son to 

quit his job.  She hoped I could provide 

the rent payment, which I did, so that 

they could start the new month without 

debt. 

 She was angry at the landlord, 

angry at the housing rules, angry at 

herself for not being able to provide for 

her children, angry that she had had to 

take away her son’s joy.  She was 

humiliated that she had to ask for help. 

 Compared to many mired in 

poverty around the globe, she was rich.  

She had a home, electricity, running 

water, and furniture.  Public 

transportation took her to her job.  The 

grocery store provided healthy decently 

priced food.  But her minimum wage job 

kept her and her children in poverty, 

without the essentials most of us take for 

granted.  With this misadventure she had 

lost her hope that someday things would 

be better.  In asking her son to quit his 

job and asking our organization for help, 

had she also lost her sense of herself as 

an honorable woman? 

 The poor are among us.  We 

enjoy our cheaper prices because the 

poor are among us.  We have many of 

our conveniences because the poor are 

among us.  When honor is tallied, who 

are the impoverished? 
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OPINION 

    By Nancy Rock Poti 
 

Global wealth and poverty.  When we 

read scripture we find many lessons and 

stories about possessions; parables and 

narratives about being rich and being 

poor; and sermons and letters about the 

economy of the community and 

kingdom.  What are we to do about the 

ever widening gap between those who 

have and those who have-not?   
 

A clear solution is found in the persistent 

call of God for us to be in right 

relationship with God, all of God’s 

people and with all of God’s good 

creation.  We can only be in right 

relationship with God when we love one 

another.  Surely, a commitment to care 

for all God’s people and God’s creation 

is a directive, a moral imperative.   
 

We have only to hear the words of the 

Sermon on the Mount as transforming 

initiatives rather than ideals or to pray 

the prayer which Jesus taught his 

disciples noting that it affirms a way one 

is to live in order to understand the 

connection between God’s gracious 

action toward us and our response.  Are 

we not “blessed” to be a “blessing”?  

Called out to responsibility?  According 

to the beatitude, when one is care-full, 

then that one is cared for.  And, how can 

one call upon the name of a heavenly 

“Father” if that one does not respect his 

or her earthly “brothers and sisters” as 

part of the family of God?  Neither can 

one truly ask for daily needs if that one 

turns away from the physical and 

spiritual needs of those around him or 

her.  
 

It is that very turning away that we read 

about in the story of Lazurus by the gate 

of the rich man who never saw poor 

Lazurus’ humanity or in the narrative of 

the widow woman with two coins to 

give.  Failing to give anyone dignity as 

one of God’s children is not an option. 

Disregarding others in order to attain and 

maintain shows no understanding of the 

abundance of God and God’s hospitality 

toward God’s people.  
 

Yet, silence and neglect are not the only 

problematic responses to poverty.  

Helping the poor can become a self-

aggrandizing virtue which merely “puffs 

up” the rich rather than “lifting up” the 

poor among us.  Where is the dignity in 

categorizing people as “us” and “them” 

and perpetuating inequality even in the 

language we use?  Where is the presence 

of Jesus Christ in some of our attempts?  

Is love evident?  These are difficult 

questions.  Perhaps some of our systems 

of care must be examined to make sure 

that the poor are not objectified. 
 

Further, our every day actions have an 

impact on the lives of every person, 

every creature and on creation.  We 

often deny the consequences of our 

lifestyles as people who are wealthy in 

this era of globalization.  God invites us 

to be part of God’s creating, sustaining 

and redeeming work, as together we care 

for this earth and all that dwell upon it. 
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Women and Poverty 

by Judith Bledsoe Bailey 

 When asked to write on poverty, my 

first thought was that women and children 

are most frequently the poorest of the poor. 

My research reveals that I was correct in my 

assumption about women – but with 

qualifications. And, I discovered a very 

exciting banking system designed to help 

poor women, an effort that seems to 

demonstrate an appropriate Christian 

response to those in poverty. 

 Sociologist Diane Pearce coined the 

term “feminization of poverty” in a 1978 

article in Urban and Social Change Review, 

in which she argued that poverty in the 

United States was “rapidly becoming a 

female problem” and that women accounted 

for an  “increasingly large proportion of the 

economically disadvantaged” (Pearce, 

1978:28).  Usage of the term became 

widespread and the picture of impoverished 

women and children captured public 

attention, especially the paradox that while 

women attempted to improve their lot vis-à-

vis men, they were losing ground.  Scholars 

debated the question of whether women 

were paying a high economic price for 

greater life choices and job opportunities.  

In her article entitled “Feminization 

and Juvenilization of Poverty: Trends, 

Relative Risks, Causes and Consequences,” 

Suzanne M. Bianchi summarized studies 

that compare women and men, single-parent 

and two-parent households over a period of 

thirty years, 1950s to the 1980s. Is poverty a 

peculiarly “feminine” problem?  Are women 

and children always the poorest of the poor? 

Bianchi concludes that while low 

income is a major problem for many 

women, especially those trying to rear 

children alone, trends differ depending upon 

whether the focus in is on relative risks or 

absolute levels of poverty.  In absolute 

terms women are at greater risk of poverty 

than men.  Mother-child families experience 

much higher poverty levels than two-parent 

families.  But with respect to relative risks 

and trends in the “feminization of poverty” 

there are significant nonlinearities and 

peculiarities.  These include the “de-

feminization” of poverty after 1980 among 

adult, working-age women, the fluctuation 

in relative risks of mother-child families 

compared with two-parent families (poverty 

rose in both family categories in the 1980s), 

and the dramatic rise in relative poverty 

risks for elderly women compared to elderly 

men even as their absolute poverty levels 

dropped precipitously. (Annual Review of 

Sociology, Vol. 25, 1999, p. 313). 
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