
I wish my church knew ...

I wish my church knew the dangers of being middle class.

When I was young, my church taught children about tithing. It provided how to budget curriculums for 
college small groups and premarital counseling sessions. It had a local attorney come to speak once 
every few years, encouraging senior adults to make out a will and secure your legacy.

Still today, my church boasts annual Dave Ramsey seminars.     

I am not against survival in first world America. I know that money is necessary.

But my church did not warn me that the socio-economic group to which I'm born into will create my 
values. So my church forgot to teach me that my inherent values were not necessarily biblical values.

How could they? They didn't know. My church was completely middle class. 

And we were all good people. 

We gave our leftover clothes to Goodwill, collected cans of food for the Post Office food drive, and 
sent a small check to the Red Cross when a natural disaster happened. Heck, I even got excited every 
Labor Day when I joined with others to fund a cure for multiple sclerosis during a telethon. And for 
several years, I went to teach Vacation Bible School to children in rural Appalachia. 

We were givers. 

We were cheerful. 

Usually. 

Sometimes, instead of cheer, I felt angst. By my teenage years, I had figured out that God's words did 
not match my community's goals for me, a young lady who could be anything she wanted to be if she 
set her mind to it. When alone, I threw questions at the God of this unfair world.

• How, then, could I do nothing from selfish ambition? (Philippians 2:3)
• Should I sell everything and live in a commune? (Acts 2:44-45)
• Why will there always be poor among us? (Matthew 26:11)

It's taken me a few decades to decipher these faith busters. I wish that my church had helped me. They 
had their chances.

If I remember correctly, the training for those youth mission trips included reminders that the children 
we would minister to were just like us. I didn't then, but I do now, beg to differ. God made them and 
God loved them. We had that in common. But in many ways, those children that I met those summers 
were more unlike me than I ever realized.

Perhaps youth was too young to understand the differences. Perhaps. 



But maybe not, because similar different kids went to school with me all year long. My district had 
children who lived in poverty. So does my current district, where I live with my husband and our son.  

For the past three years, I've volunteered as a Community Advocate, spending one hour a week during 
the school day with an assigned at-risk high school student. We talk about how they might successfully 
graduate. 

The local program, facilitated by Dr. Sarah Jane Byars, included training from Dr. Ruby Payne, who 
specializes in the study of poverty. In that training, a chart based on Payne's and others' work states 
some differences among class. The chart admits to generalizations. *

One row in the chart explains food: 

Among those living in generational poverty, food is valued for its quantity; among the middle class, 
food is valued for its quality; and among the rich, food is valued for its presentation.  

On first read, I sensed my own value system driving my judgments.
 
I value food for its quality, therefore I look with disgust on a man who buys five cheeseburgers off the 
dollar menu because he could have chosen to buy a pound of organic ground beef on sale with that 
same money. I also shake my head in disbelief that a friend spends near four times this amount on a 
small plate of fancifully cut cucumber sandwiches and one strawberry dipped in chocolate. One is 
foolish; the other is not wise. And, I, of course, am right.

Or am I?

Understanding the differences in values among economic communities urges me to ask myself that one 
question. 

Am I right?

Why did my church fail to tell me that being right about Jesus didn't necessarily mean that I was right 
about everything? Why didn't it tell me that middle class answers to success in this world were not the 
only acceptable answers? Why didn't it warn me of these kinds of prides and prejudices? Why didn't it 
use the Bible to show me women who were obedient in all kinds of economic situations?

That class chart I studied began with a row titled “driving forces behind decision making.” With that 
row of information in mind, I better understand some Biblical women. 

• If the poor are guided by their basic needs for survival and relationships, then Ruth's actions 
make sense to me.

• If the middle class make decisions based on work and achievement, then the Proverbs 31 
woman can be revered.

• If the rich are driven by social, financial, and political connections, then Esther and Lydia could 
be used by God not just because of the time that they lived but because of their place and 
position.   

      
Understanding Bible time culture was mentioned in my younger bible study days, but little mention of 



today's culture was applied in discussions. I wish my church understood economic culture now.    

It might make me a better gospel bearer to that young Dominican living with us for several months. It 
might make my heart lighter when I enjoy that free beach house a fellow parishioner gives us for a 
week. It might make me a more confident cook for the homeless and for the richest friend I'm afraid to 
invite for dinner.

And it might help me think outside the box when that student in poverty needs help navigating the 
middle class world of public high school.

Is my church's gospel big enough to include others who might also be right? I think so.

*http://homepages.wmich.edu/~ljohnson/Payne.pdf
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