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:·Are. QUakers 
Concerned 

by Leonard S. Kenworthy 

0 ver a period of nearly 350 years Friends have been 
in the forefront of many movements for human 

betterment such as equal rights for women, improved 
conditions for minorities, the abolition of capital punish
ment and the rehabilitation of prisoners, education for 
everyone, peace and other causes. 

By and large Quakers have believed that society should 
be changed and could be changed. Hence they have often 
been champions of what should be rather than what was. 
Frequently they have combined idealism and realism, 
considering them complementary rather than contradic
tory. 

With such an enviable record of achievement in so many 
fields, it is surprising, disappointing, and humbling to 
realize that Friends have seldom grappled with the funda
mental causes of poverty. All too often we have been 
experts in applying band-aids where surgery was needed. 

Surely it is time that we become deeply concerned with 
the basic causes of the pervasive, persistent, and perni-
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j cious poverty which plagues so much of 
humanity - locally, nationally, and 
globally. Hopefully we as Friends will 
soon begin to view poverty as one of our 
top-priority problems, eventually be
coming pioneers in the struggle against 
poverty as well as pioneers in the 
struggle for peace. 

Poverty in the U.S.A. Today 

Obviously poverty in our country is not new. But, de
spite our mounting wealth and our increasing employ
ment, it not only persists, it is on the increase. A recent 
Census Bureau report estimates the number of individu
als living below the poverty line as 32 million or 14 percent 
of our total population; other authorities place it even 
higher. 

Two staggering statements indicate what such a situ
ation implies. One is the fact that about half of the low
income families pay over 60 percent of their incomes for 
rent. The other is the fact that welfare is the chief source 
of income in 31 of the 82 counties in Mississippi. 

Such poverty in the midst of plenty is devastating to the 
individuals involved and a disgrace to our nation. It is a 
part of the American Nightmare rather than a part of the 
American Dream. · 

Unfortunately poverty in our country is becoming more 
complex and more intransigent than in the past. And it is 
exacerbating a host of other problems- ill health, the use 
of alcohol and drugs, crime, single-parent fa~ilies, child 
and spouse abuse, personal feelings of isolation and 
frustration, and cynicism about the role of government 
units - to mention only a few concomitants. 
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Some of our prevailing poverty is visible, with the bag 
ladies, the panhandlers, and the people who sleep on the 
streets. But much of it is invisible to most of us - in the 
ghettoes of our large cities (including the street corner 
gangs of unemployed black youths), on the back roads of 
rural areas (many of them white people), and on the 
reservations for Native Americans (whose conditions are 

in the foreseeable future, but here are a few of the most 
salient suggestions: ·· 

1. Increase daycare for young children, especially for 
those from homes of welfare recipients. 

2. Restore many of the health benefits dropped in recent 
years from our state and national budgets. 

3. Develop subsidized, low-cost housing. 
the most appalling). • 4. Provide improved and practical education, especially 

for potential dropouts. Im
prove vocational training for 

Several trends in poverty in 
the U.S.A. are also apparent. 

Although rural poverty still 
exists, urban poverty is in
creasing more rapidly- with 
experts now referring to a 
new "urban underclass" of 
marginal people, often span
ning several generations. 

Furthermore, children and 
young people are increasingly 
the victims of poverty; 40 
percent of the individuals in 
that category are now under 
18 years of age. 

As indicated above, the 
number of black youth who 
are unable to find work, 
largely because of lack of . 
education and lack of skills, is 
formidable. 

Likewise, the number of 
immigrants who are poverty
stricken is on the rise, espe
cially people from Central 
and South America, the Carib
bean and parts of Asia. 

And who are the poor in the 
U.S.A. today? Obviously they 
are legion and of many differ
ent backgrounds. They in
clude disabled war veterans, 
the mentally ill, the victims of 
alcohol and drugs, and the 
many illiterates and unskilled 
workers in our midst. But they 
also include many migrant 
workers, those out of work 
because of shifts in our econ
omy, a large number of single
parent households, many of 
the elderly and others. 

Some of the poor will never 
be restored to active, produc
tive lives and will need to 
remain institutionalized or be 
placed in such facilities. But 
the vast majority have not yet 
slipped over the edge of the 
economic and social preci-
pice and can be pulled back 
from the brink and restored to 
productive living. 

What Quakers as Individuals 
and Families Might Do 

A long-term program for individuals and/or 
families might well include some or several of 
the following points on poverty: 

1. Develop the attitude that changes in our eco
nomic and social order are needed and that changes 
can be made. Since such conditions were created by 
men and women, they can be altered by them. 

2. Recognize the fact that even though the eradi
cation or amelioration of poverty is enormous, 
individuals can tackle some aspect or aspects of that 
task. As Thomas Kelly wrote, "Would that we could 
relove the whole world. But a special fragment is 
placed before us by the temporal now which puts a 
special responsibility for our present upon us." 

3. Realize that such efforts are a part of our 
religious calling as embedded in the story of the 
Good Samaritan, in the Second Commandment of 
Jesus about loving our neighbors, and in the part of 
the Lord's Prayer which admonishes us to strive for 
the creation of the Kingdom of God on earth -as 
it is in heaven. 

4. Become informed on the multi-faceted problem 
of poverty, with special attention to local conditions. 

5. Help inform others on one or more aspects of 
the multidimensional aspects of poverty. 

6. Examine our individual and/or family life-styles 
in the spirit of John Woolman (slightly revised here) 
when he wrote: "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 poverty have any nourishment in these posses
sions or not." 

7. Consider whether our careers might be related 
to some aspect of the improvement of our economic 
and social order. 

8. While· continuing to support "hand-out" pro
grams, concentrate increasingly on efforts to help 
people to help themselves, working with people 
rather than for them. · 

9. Help support and/or work with a few carefully 
selected organizations, both Quaker and non
Quaker, which concentrate on long-term solutions 
to the problems of poverty. 

Probably you will think of other ways in 
which your talents and treasures can be used 
significantly in broad-based antipoverty efforts. 

young people and retraining 
for adults when needed; foster 
adult education and literacy. 

5. Modernize old plants and 
develop new products, thus 
fostering increased productiv
ity. 

6. Promote international 
trade, particularly with the 
Third World countries. 

7. Enlarge assistance to the 
elderly. 

More than anything else the 
reduction of our national mili
tary budget would provide 
funds for these programs. 

Poverty in the World Today 

On the worldwide scale the 
facts on poverty are even 
more frightening, the statistics 
even more staggering than 
those on the U.S.A. 

Actually a large proportion 
of the people on our planet 
today are ill-fed, ill-clad, ill
housed, illiterate, and ill: For 
them life is a constant struggle 
merely for survival. 

In terms of countries, the 
159 such units in the United 
Nations are often divided into 
three, or even four, categories 
as follows: 

1. The First World, consist
ing of 22 nations, largely in 
Europe and North America, 
with 700 million people, pro
ducing 70 percent of the 
world's goods, and having a 
yearly per capita income of 
over $4,000. 

2. The Second World, com
posed almost exclusively of 
the Communist countries, 
with 700 million persons in 15 
nations, with a yearly per 
capita income o( slightly over 
$1,500. 

It would take pages to spell out the many approaches 
which seem to be needed to lessen poverty in the U.S.A. 

3 .. The Third World, with approximately three billion 
persons in 122 countries, with a yearly per capita income 
of under $800. 
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Someti~~s 'a Fourth'~orld is set off from the Third 
World. That group daubs over a billion persons living in 
40 of the really impoverished nations, with their inhabi
tants earning less than $200 per capita yearly. If readers 
want to try to understand what that means, they might 
well draft a yearly budget for a family of seven or eight 
in one of those countries. 

able but not outstanding. Largely it has beenpne .of the 
efforts of individuals rather than groups. : 

Although no social radical, George Fox recorded in his 
journal several instances where he protested injustice, 
such as his walking eight miles to belabor a local judge for 
what he considered an unjust ruling on wages, and his ef
forts to persuade Parliament to act on unemployment in 
that country. Such poverty is almost impossible for those of us who 

live in comparative luxury (including almost all Amel'ican 
Quakers) to understand. Perhaps it is incomprehensible. 

Probably the most noteworthy contributions of Friends 
in the early days were their establishment of a single price 

system of buying and their 
formation of banks to protect 

Hence poverty needs to be 
placed alongside civerpopula-
tion, violence anp wars, the 
pollution of our environment, 
and the burdens 'Of debt as a 
top priority problem of our 
global community. 

Fortunately there are some 
silver linings to the dark 
clouds we have just depicted, 
some success stories. There 
are the fantastic results of the 
Marshall Plan after World War 
II - largely in Europe. There 
are the dramatic recoveries of 
Japan and Germany after that 
cataclysm. And there is the 
surge in the economies of 
such countries as Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, Singapore, South 
Korea, and Taiwan in recent 
times. Yes, changes for the 
better can be achieved, even 
rapidly. 

In the short space possible 
in this article one cannot do 
justice to the many ills globally 
which need to be examined 
and corrected, but here are a 
few suggestions for a start on 
such a vast undertaking: 

1. Stem the rapid rise in the 
world's population. 

2. Adjust the debts of the 
Third World and promote in
ternational traae. 

3. Foster agricultural as well 
as industrial production, espe-
cially in the Third World coun-
tries. 

What Quaker Meetings and 
Friends Churches Might Do 

Several of the suggestions in the foregoing 
section also apply to Quaker Meetings and 
Friends Churches. In addition, the members 
and attenders of such groups might well reflect 
on the following possibilities for action: 

1. Consider seriously and react realistically to the 
query or queries in your yearly meeting's Faith and 
Practice on concern for the economic and social 
order. 

2. Probe carefully the economic and social needs 
of your local members and attenders and the people 
in your immediate community to ascertain whether 
additional help could be rendered. 

3. Continue, expand, or initiate the use of your 
Meetinghouse for groups such as Alcoholics Anony
mous, Meals on Wheels, and the Habitat for Human
ity. 

4. Keep members and attenders informed on 
various aspects of the war on poverty through the 
Meeting library, First Day school or Sunday school 
classes, and in other ways, with special attention to 
the education of young people who can carry on 
work in the future. 

5. Support and in some instances work with 
Quaker organizations which are carrying on realistic 
programs on various aspects of poverty, such as the 
American Friends Service Committee, the Friends 
Disaster Service, the Friends Committee on National 
Legislation, Friends United Meeting, and Friends 
World Committee for Consultation. 

6. Examine carefully the efforts of the Scandi
navian countries to virtually eliminate poverty while 
developing a unique form of democracy. 

the savings of individuals. 
Undoubtedly the most radi

cal proposals regarding pov
erty came from Jon Bellers, 
sometimes called "the father 
of socialism," in which he 
called for measures to reduce 
poverty, contained in his 
famous Program for a College 
of Industry. 

In more recent times there 
have been several Friends 
who have been outstanding 
in their efforts to combat 
poverty, ranging from the 
personalized testimony of 
Wilmer and Mildred Young in 
aiding sharecroppers of the 
south to the many public tes
timonies of Bayard Rustin 
from his pivotal position as 
director of the A. Philip Ran
dolph Institute, associated 
with the AFL-CIO. 

Probably the most radical 
statement issued by any 
Quaker group came in 1918 
when London Yearly Meeting 
issued its proposal known as 
The Foundations of a True 
Social Order. For years that 
pronouncement set a high 
standard for English Friends 
to implement 

4. Promote a practical education for all individuals, in
cluding adults. 

In 1987 that yearly meeting 
issued a Statement on Poverty 
which decried the polariza

tion developing in British society into the rich and the 
poor, affirmed the right of all individuals to share in "life's 
good things," declared themselves utterly at odds with the 
priorities established in their society, and pledged them
selves to examine the causes of poverty rigorously and 
press for changes which would "enable power and wealth 
to be shared more evenly within our nation." Since then 
the pages of 1he Friend (London) have been filled with 
suggestions for implementing that forward-looking docu
ment 

5. Increase greatly the personnel and facilities world
wide for health. 

6. Support multinational rather than bilateral assistance 
to needy nations. 

7. Strengthen regional and international organizations, 
both governmental and nongovernmental, working on 
problems of poverty. 

What Friends Have Done About Poverty in the Past 

The historic record of Friends on this subject is credit
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In 1983 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting appointed a task 
force to examine industrial policy in the United States. But 
its members could not reach agreement except to urge 
individual Friends to come to grips with the many prob-

QUAKER LIFE 

j 
1 



lems of povertyi~;$J!i!"'li\'i• .,,, 
Unfortunately a small but dynamic group of Friends 

nation-wide, known as The Movement for a New Society, 
recently disbanded. 

Meanwhile the· Evangelical FriendS Ch~rch-Eastern 
Region has developed a Friends Disaster Service which 
has responded in several situations involving tornadoes, 
floods, and earthquakes. 

Especially praiseworthy have been the recent and 
current efforts of the American Friends Service Committee 
and the Friends Committee on National Legislation in mak
ing pronouncements and 

Programs supported by Friends United Meeting feed 
hungry children in Belize and Turkana as well as help 
inner-city youth break out of poverty-causing cycles 

through the Chicago Fellow
ship of Friends. developing programs for 

multi-pronged attacks on 
poverty in its many manifesta
tions. 

Although the American 
Friends Service Committee is 
best known for relatively 
short-term relief and rehabili
tation after international catas
trophes and continues to re
spond to such crises, it has 
developed many longer-term 
projects in recent years. 

Typical of such projects are 
a fuel and food bank in Ap
palachia, nutrition work with 
Indian Americans on reserva
tions in the Dakotas, and as
sistance to the small farmers of 
California. Abroad there is 
such work as the pre-school 
education of children in the 
Gaza strip, health education 
programs in Chile, and a study 
of the· economic possibilities 
for nomads in Mali in West 
Mrica. 

Highly commendable, too, 
has been the leadership role 
played by the Friends 
Committee on National Legis
lation. In its Statement on 
Legislative Policy, issued in 
November 1987, that group 
devoted two of its four major 
proposals to "a society with 
equity and justice for all" and 
"a community where every 
person's potential may be ful
filled." 

In concise form they called 
for a wide range of legislative 
proposals including such 
ideas as decent and affordable 
housing, expanded programs 
for children, community-
based and long-term services 
for the impaired elderly, 

What Nat\onal and International 
Groups of Friends Might Do 

Much of what has been suggested in the 
previous paragraphs also applies to the pos
sible activities of national bodies of the Relig
ious Society of Friends and by the worldwide 
Quaker family. 

But there are other ways in which those 
groups can examine the causes of poverty and 
take action which will help to combat social 
and economic injustices locally, nationally, and 
globally. They might well include some or all of 
the following: 

1. The publication by the various Quaker maga
zines of articles on poverty and possibly a coopera
tive issue by them from time to time. 

2. The preparation of study group packets and 
audio-visual materials on poverty by various Quaker 
groups on topics in which they have special compe
tence. 

3. The convening of conferences by such groups 
as the Earlham School of Religion, Pendle Hill, 
Powell House, and the Quaker Hill Conference 
Center and provision for worship/study groups at 
yearly meeting sessions and in the national confer
ences of Quakers. 

4. The promotion of visits by Friends to other 
countries and the bringing of Quakers from other 
parts of the world to the U.S.A. so that we may 
examine together many aspects of the problem of 
poverty. 

5. The formation, eventually, of a national Task 
Force or International Work Group on Friends and 
Poverty. 

6. Strengthening of the Quaker Program at the 
United Nations and· its annual international Quaker 
Team at the time of the meeting of the General As
sembly. 

7. Working cooperatively with a few other de
nominations in the way that the Brethren, the Men
nonites, and the Quakers joined forces in The New 
Call to Peacemaking. 

Then there has been the 
work of the Friends World 
Committee for Consultation, 
urging Friends to contribute 
one percent of their annual 
income to a Right Sharing of 
World Resources fund which 
is used to assist individuals 
and groups in several nations 
to launch self-help projects. 

Despite these promising 
practices, Friends have been 
woefully remiss in their pro
nouncements and in their 
programs to promote a more 
just and humane social and 
economic order locally, na
tionally, and internationally. 
Are we too comfortable? Too 
complacent? Too over
whelmed by the enormity of , 
this task? 

Conclusion 

For too long many of us 
have been satisfied with do
nating our old clothes to the 
needy, providing a few- cans 
of food at Thanksgiving and 
Christmas, and writing a 
check to some charitable 
organization. 

As we move into the 1990s 
and the 21st century it is this 
writer's hope that Friends will 
develop a deep concern for 
wrestling with the probiems 
of poverty, eventually help
ing to bring decency and 
dignity to millions of people 
locally, nationally, and inter-
nationally. Certainly we owe 
that to ourselves, to the 
people of our country and of 
the world community, and to 
our God. 

employment for all who wish to work, support for devel
opment efforts abroad, universally available basic health 
care, and many other measures. Their comprehensive 
program is especially valuable because it has involved the 
thinking and planning of Friends across the United 
States. 

It is my hope that this article, prepared by an amateur in 
this field, will stimulate many individuals and groups to 
think about this broad, complex, baffling, but highly 
important topic and to contribute in mytiad ways to 
placing a Quaker concern about poverty alongside our 
Quaker concern for peace. Q 
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