
Birth of a Movement
Fact Sheet

We encourage all to use and share this
resource far and wide. We also invite all
to join the Freedom Church of the Poor
online every Sunday from the first week 
 of Advent to MLK Day, for a season of
sustained activity and study known as
the "Winter Offensive." The Winter
Offensive is an eight-week organizing
drive inspired by and done in
collaboration with the National Union
of the Homeless and other organizations
to lift up the plight, fight and insight of
the poor, confront the lies of Christian
Nationalism, and strive to "Put Christ
back in Christmas"!

KAIROS CENTER AT UNION THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY |  NEW YORK,  NY.   

At Kairos and the Freedom Church of the Poor we see the holiday season of
Advent and Christmas as a time for revolutionary hope, a time to reflect on what
it means that God is preparing the way to transform the world from the bottom
up. This year Freedom Church, in collaboration with the Kairos Policy Team,
have created a “Birth of a Movement'' Fact Sheet. This fact sheet exposes the
realities of suffering and injustice in our society (policy), shares insight
(testimonies) from those organizing and resisting that injustice, and offers Biblical
truths and analysis about the Christmas season, which counter the traditional
narratives that are paraded out every year to reinforce the system that kills the poor
and creates poverty. Taken together this fact sheet clarifies the intimate
connection between these biblical myths and the policies and other charity-based
“solutions" which actually perpetuate poverty, underscoring the need to organize
our communities in a way that can understand and take on both.
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A full-time worker earning the federal minimum wage ($7.25) cannot afford an
average two bedroom apartment anywhere in America.
At the height of the pandemic, 30-40 million people were at risk of losing their
housing. With the eviction moratorium lifted, evictions are on the rise and could
surpass pre-pandemic levels.

 
“We come to you as representatives of Black,
brown and white Americans who are starving in
this land of plenty. We come to you because
people who want to work can’t find jobs....we
come to you with a direct request. We ask you to
eliminate programs that try to fit poor people to a
system that has systematically excluded them from
sharing in America’s plenty. We say that the
system must change and adjust to the needs of
millions of who are unemployed and under-
employed.... We have come here to say that we
don’t think it’s too much to ask for a decent place
to live in, at reasonable prices, in a country with a
Gross National Product of $800 billion. We don't
think it’s too radical to want to choose the type of
housing and the location. We don't think it's
asking for pie in the sky to want to live in
neighborhoods where our families can live and
grow up with dignity...” 

The story of Jesus’ birth makes it clear that Jesus
was born poor, to poor parents, in a deeply
impoverished part of the Roman empire. The
promise of his birth was delivered to and received
by poor (homeless) shepherds sleeping in a field
(Luke 2:8-9) not to kings and rulers. The story
describes Jesus as a “savior,” which was a
consciously subversive choice of words; it was the
same word that Roman conquerors used to
describe themselves to those they conquered. 

Before the pandemic, 9-11 million people were homeless or on the verge of
becoming homeless. This includes between 2-3.5 million people who were living in
shelters, transitional housing or tent cities and more than 7 million people who lost
their home and moved in with others.  
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Poverty and homelessness in our nation, and world, are the result of policy choices,
not individual failings. We put these facts next to truths about Jesus’ birth - that it was
a subversive challenge to the Roman Empire and that it is a story that calls for
fundamental (systemic) reordering of the world which will be heralded in by the poor
and “least of these,” not Caesar. During this season, we celebrate the birth of a new
way, with the power to transform systems of domination and death, and bring forth a
non-dominating system of love and life. You are invited each week to use these facts,
stories and images to engage your community in a discussion about these themes.

“Being poor isn’t a sin.
Poverty is a sin.” 

-Rev. Tonny Algood, Mobile, Alabama
 

In a profit-driven society, human life is only valued as much as it is able to consume products or create value for the
wealthy. Every year, on the day after Thanksgiving, Americans gather for a civic ritual that reinforces this theology of
empire. For almost 20 years, Black Friday has been the busiest shopping day of the year and it traditionally signifies
the start of the Christmas shopping season. While sleeping in tents outdoors is criminalized for the poor, it is
encouraged for people who are camped out waiting for the next big sale. 

Confronting the Culture of Empire on Black Friday

"Today in the town of David a Savior has
been born to you" (Read Luke 2:7-12) 

Did you know?

The 1968 Poor People’s Campaign’s
Committee of 100 - Statement to US
Government Agencies 
 

Homelessness is an extreme expression of
a system that has failed on many levels-
denial of healthcare, lack of living wages,
systemic racism, and militarism.

Not unlike today, charity was used by the Roman
Empire to mask the deep structural inequality
that benefited the powerful. In Jesus' time,
Roman monuments and statues abounded with
inscriptions of praise for the great charity of
Caesar (eg. Res Gestae Divi Augustie). This
helped obscure the reality that their charity was
actually stolen from conquered people.

Questions for reflection: How has the Christmas story and the Christian tradition
more broadly been used to justify empire? How does an organized movement from
below help to counter these myths and put forth a different vision for the world?

Illustration by Tim Shenk
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Even when they were eligible to receive advance CTC payments in 2022, families
with immigrant parents were less likely to receive them. 
Since 2002, over 5 million people have been deported by ICE. Over 25,000
individuals are in immigration detention centers right now, and at least 300,000
families and individuals are under heavy surveillance by ICE and Border Patrol. 
Approximately 1000 migrants die at the US-Mexico border every year. That’s three
people a day. 

Before the birth of Jesus, Mary and Joseph had
to travel for a census, which was required to
ensure more comprehensive payment of
tax/tribute to Rome (Luke 2:1-7). The demand
for tribute was a great economic burden on
people and led many to flee their ancestral land
and find work in distant lands. Joseph and
Mary, who may have found work in their
adopted home, had to return to Jerusalem
where they were officially registered and it
didn’t matter that it came during the last days
of her pregnancy. This was what life was like for
the vast majority of people living under the
‘peace’ established by Ceasar. It is important to
remember that the gospel writers intentionally
chose to describe the birth of a savior under
these circumstances and against these violent
forms of control, in order to both critique that
system and lift up a new way.  

After the birth of Jesus, the Holy Family was
forced to escape to Egypt, fleeing political
persecution, as Herod began killing children
whom he perceived to be a threat (Matthew
2:13-15). It was Empire that created the
conditions to make the Holy Family refugees,
and it is Empire that creates those conditions
today for the Central, Caribbean and South
American people who come to the US seeking
refuge. 

Immigrants contribute an estimated $492
billion in taxes each year but are barred from
many public assistance programs. 

The story of Christmas is a story of challenging empire. Jesus, who was born to poor
refugee parents in a poor part of the Roman Empire, is cast as “savior” not because he
will magically save us all, but because he reminds us of a way to bring peace to the
world that is rooted in truth, justice and love for all people. This way rejects the way of
empire that seeks peace through violence and domination, by building walls,
militarization, and sewing hate and division among people.  

Question for discussion: In the Christmas story (and Las Posadas) Mary and Joseph
seek refuge and are rejected. What are some of the places where you or those in your
community feel shut out, rejected, or denied access? And how does the birth of a
movement address that?

Did you know?

 
“Our immigration system has separated more than
2000 children from their parents at the border
since 2007. It has built more than 1000 miles of
border walls and sent migrants to isolated deserts
and mountains at the border, where they are dying
at a rate of 1000 per year. That means 3 migrants
die every day. It has pushed 11 million immigrants
in the United States to live in poverty and ongoing
persecution.” (Fernando Garcia, Border Network
for Human Rights)
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"When they had gone, an angel of the Lord
appeared to Joseph in a dream. 'Get up,' he
said, 'take the child and his mother and
escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you,
for Herod is going to search for the child to
kill him.'" (Matthew 2:13) 

Testimony from the Community 

For centuries, immigrants have been the
scapegoats for political elites to blame the
worsening economic conditions - all while they
are the ones passing the policies that harm the
poor and homeless.
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Incluso cuando eran elegibles para recibir pagos anticipados del crédito tributario por
hijos (CTC por sus siglas en Inglés) en 2022, era menos probable que las familias con
padres inmigrantes los recibieran.
Desde 2002, más de 5 millones de personas han sido deportadas por ICE. Más de 25,000
personas se encuentran en este momento en centros de detención de inmigrantes, y al
menos 300,000 familias e individuos están bajo fuerte vigilancia por parte de ICE y la
Patrulla Fronteriza.
Aproximadamente 1000 migrantes mueren en la frontera entre Estados Unidos y México
cada año. Son tres personas al día.

La historia de Navidad cuenta cómo María y
José tuvieron que viajar para un censo que era
necesario para garantizar un pago más completo
de impuestos/tributos a Roma. La demanda de
tributo puso una gran carga económica para las
personas y llevó a muchos a convertirse en
refugiados, huyendo de su tierra ancestral para
encontrar trabajo en tierras lejanas. José y
María, quienes posiblemente encontraron
trabajo en su hogar adoptivo, tuvieron que
regresar a Jerusalén donde estaban registrados
oficialmente, sin importar que estaba en los
últimos días de su embarazo. Así era la vida de la
gran mayoría de las personas que vivían bajo la
“paz” establecida por César”. Es importante
recordar que los escritores de los evangelios
eligieron intencionalmente describir el
nacimiento de un salvador bajo estas
circunstancias y en contra de estas formas
violentas de control, tanto para criticar ese
sistema como para enfatizar una nueva forma.

Después del nacimiento de Jesús, la Sagrada
Familia se vio obligada a escapar a Egipto,
huyendo de la persecución política, cuando
Herodes comenzó a matar niños a quienes
percibía como una amenaza (Mateo 2:13-15). Es
el Imperio el que crea las condiciones que los
obligan a convertirse en refugiados, no muy
diferente a las personas de Centroamérica, el
Caribe y América del Sur que vienen a los EE.
UU. hoy en busca de refugio.

Los inmigrantes contribuyen con un estimado de
$492 mil millones en impuestos cada año, pero no
pueden participar en muchos programas de
asistencia pública.

La historia de la Navidad es una historia en la que se desafía al imperio. Jesús, quien nació
de padres pobres y refugiados en una parte pobre del Imperio Romano, es presentado
como “salvador” no porque mágicamente nos salvará a todos, sino porque nos recuerda
una manera de traer paz al mundo que está arraigada en la verdad, la justicia y el amor
para todas las personas. Este camino rechaza el camino del imperio que busca la paz a
través de la violencia y la dominación, construyendo muros, militarizando y sembrando el
odio y la división entre los pueblos.

Pregunta para el debate: En el cuento de Navidad (y Las Posadas) María y José buscan
refugio y son rechazados. ¿Cuáles son algunos de los lugares donde usted o aquellos en su
comunidad se sienten excluidos, rechazados o negados el acceso? ¿Y cómo aborda eso el
nacimiento de un movimiento?

Sabía usted que

“Nuestro sistema de inmigración ha separado a más de
2000 niños de sus padres en la frontera desde 2007. Ha
construido más de 1000 millas de muros fronterizos y ha
enviado a migrantes a desiertos y montañas aislados en la
frontera, donde mueren a razón de 1000 por año. Eso
significa que 3 migrantes mueren cada día. Ha empujado
a 11 millones de inmigrantes en los Estados Unidos a vivir
en la pobreza y la persecución continúa”. (Fernando
García, Red Fronteriza por los Derechos Humanos)
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"Cuando ya se habían ido, un ángel del
Señor se le apareció en sueños a José y le dijo:
'Levántate, toma al niño y a su madre, y
huye a Egipto. Quédate allí hasta que yo te
avise, porque Herodes va a buscar al niño
para matarlo'" (Mateo 2:13) 

Testimonio de la comunidad

Durante siglos, los inmigrantes han sido los chivos
expiatorios de las élites políticas para culpar del
empeoramiento de las condiciones económicas,
todo mientras son ellos los que aprueban las
políticas que perjudican a los pobres y a las
personas sin hogar.
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Unpaid care work would have totaled $1.5 trillion in 2019, at the current minimum wage.  
Ending poverty is not only the right thing to do, it makes good economic sense. Every year,
child poverty costs our society more than $1 trillion, but public assistance like a child
allowance would benefit society by approximately 8 times more than its cost. 

Mary the mother of Jesus is revered in the
Christian tradition. During Christmas time we
often find her portrayed as a meek and holy
woman whose only contribution to the world
was giving birth to Jesus. We don't often hear
about the community Mary comes from and
how they hid resources in underground caves to
avoid being taxed by the Romans. She and her
family were revolutionaries. Mary was a young
unwed mother and a powerful leader. When she
discovered a new life was growing in her she felt
the power and connection to God. Mary
proclaimed how through her and the life she
bore God would, “cast down the powerful from
their thrones and lift up the lowly.”

Millions of families are struggling to find care services for
the elderly and children. In part, this is due to the fact that
care workers, who are over 90% women and
disproportionately women of color, are vastly underpaid.

During Christmas we are bombarded with images and feel-good stories of families
coming together and the less fortunate being cared for by the more fortunate. For
many the reality of this time (and most of the time) is much different. These myths
around Christmas help to hide the reality of deep systemic poverty impacting all of us,
but especially women, children and people of color. This kind of poverty and injustice
won’t be ended by seasonal goodwill, but from a movement of the poor and the
revolutionary leadership of those most impacted, like Mary, who in Luke 1 declares
that, “God has cast down the mighty, lifted up the lowly, filled the hungry with good
things, and sent the rich away empty!”

Did you know?

 “For those families we organized with that were
receiving the [CTC], it was a life changer. And
we don't like to hear that a lot of folks were
catching up on rent with this money, because
this money is supposed to ensure that your
children have food on their table, that they have
shoes on their feet, the school materials that
they need, and access to extracurricular activities
that they usually wouldn't have access to. Using
this money to catch up on rent is not a big win.”
(Kenia Alcocer, Union de Vecinos)
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"My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit
rejoices in God my Saviour...He has brought
down the powerful from their thrones, and
lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry
with good things, and sent the rich away
empty." (Read the Magnificat, Luke 1:46-55)

Testimony from the Community 

Christmas is not a season for charity, but a season
for revolutionary change - to raise wages, expand
welfare programs, and eliminate the conditions that
keep millions of us poor, especially parents and
children.

Image:The Magnificat by Benjamin Wildflower 

Controversy has existed over Mark Lowry’s popular Christmas song, “Mary Did You Know.” While some love
the sweet yet haunting melody and the portrayal of Mary as sweet and gentle young mother, others argue that
this portrayal erases the pivotal role Mary played in God’s salvation plan. But on both sides of the argument,
whether we decide the question itself is literal or rhetorical - this popular Christmas song that is sung in
thousands of churches across the country and repeated on Christmas playlists - contradicts the radical song
that Mary herself proclaimed in the Magnificat. If we listen over and over to the melodic lyrics of 'Mary Did
You Know' we risk forgetting Mary’s revolutionary message that the powerful would be brought down from
their thrones and the lowly be lifted up. While many of the songs we sing during the holiday season are tender
and bright and fill us with “holiday cheer,” they distract us from remembering the true mission of Jesus and
the Holy Family - to build a movement that would bring good news to the poor, fill the hungry with good
things, and send the rich away empty. 

Questions for discussion: In her song, the
Magnificat, Mary tells of a God who lifts the lowly
and fills the hungry with good things. Why do you
think the true message of Mary's song has been
suppressed throughout history? How do movements
of the poor live into Mary's message? 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/03/04/opinion/women-unpaid-labor.html
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During this season, we are accustomed to seeing Santa Claus outside of grocery stores and shopping malls
collecting donations for the Salvation Army. And in movies, ads and other mass media, the Christmas story
is used to reinforce that charity is the solution to poverty. Giving out blankets, having coat drives and
serving hot meals are all important and necessary projects of survival for our communities, but they are not
the solution for homelessness. If we believe that homelessness is caused by individual moral failing on the
part of impacted people, then charity is the solution, but if we see that homelessness is caused by policy
violence then policy change is the solution. This season is often seen as a charity drive but when we center
the perspective of the poor and dispossessed, it has to become an organizing drive, because the way to
change our conditions is through our unity as the poor.

Every year spent in prison reduces life expectancy by 2 years. 
On average, 250,000 people die every year from poverty and
inequality. That’s 700 people a day. 

Part of the reason that the Christian tradition
celebrates the birth of Jesus on Dec 25th is
because this is about the time of the longest
night of the year, the winter solstice (at least in
the northern hemisphere). Gospel writers filled
the story of Jesus’ birth with images of light
and radiance emerging out of darkness as a way
to challenge similar imagery used by the
Roman Empire to talk about Caesar. In Luke
2:8-14 we read of luminous angels appearing to
poor, homeless shepards asleep in the fields to
announce the birth of a savior. In Matthew 2:1-
12 a brilliant star shines in the night to guide
wise men “from the East '' (outsiders?) to the
newborn savior. The Christmas story proclaims
that out of the darkness (the darkness of
suffering under Empire) comes hope. For them
that hope came in the human form of Jesus - a
poor person born of poor parents in an obscure
corner of the Roman empire. This is who
comes into the world as God’s promise of a
new way and as a condemnation of the way of
domination (the way Caesar). The promise of
following the way of Jesus was not a guarantee
of happiness in heaven after we die, as many
Christian traditions choose to interpret this
story, but it was the promise of the possibility
of establishing a way of truth, justice, and love
in this world. “Out of darkness let light shine!”
(Genesis 1:3)

Instead of providing affordable and safe housing, the response
to rising housing insecurity has been to criminalize unhoused
people. As of 2022, encampments are illegal in at least one city
in every state. Camping Ban States

This economic and political system we live in is killing us. In the US (the wealthiest
country in the world) 250,000 people a year die from poverty. Around the time of Jesus'
birth the vast majority of people were poor (some estimate over 90%). It was a time of
deep darkness where the lives of most were not valued. The story of Jesus’ birth is a story
of the light of God persisting and being ever reborn into the world to resist the forces
that take and degrade life. During this longest night of the year we remember the great
suffering in our land, the leaders who have fallen fighting against it, and the fighters who
continue to take up that struggle today. 

Questions for Discussion: How does a country have so much wealth alongside so much
poverty? What are some of the common understandings we encounter in our society
about who the poor are, what poverty looks like, and what to do about it? 

Did you know?

“[Ending homelessness] can be done, if people take the
initiative of breaking into these houses. Forget about it being
against the law. I don’t care. Hell, I’m dying in the streets.
That should be against the law.” 
- Ron Casanova, National Union of the Homeless
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Empire pushes the homeless to die on the street or arrests us
rather than housing us and confronting the evils of
exploitation and poverty. Even on the darkest days of the
year, we won't be silent or unseen anymore.

(Left image) In 1990, Ron Casanova, cuts the lock off a HUD house
as part of a coordinated housing take over that sought to build power
among the poor and expose the housing crisis in this country. 

“Pray for the Dead 
and Fight Like Hell

for the Living” 
-Mother Jones

 

Homeless Not Helpless

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2017/06/26/life_expectancy/
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In mass media, the Christmas story is often used to reinforce a narrative which says if we are ‘good’
enough, a wealthy savior will appear and change our individual impoverished conditions. In ads
and movies, Santa Claus is represented as a magical bringer of wealth, rewarding those who have
been good with material things, a story that leaves some children to wonder what they did wrong.
In reality, St. Nicholas, a 4th century Anatolian bishop, used the resources of the church and his
position as a cleric to free slaves and redeem debts of the poor. 

During the pandemic, the wealth of America’s billionaires went up by nearly $2 trillion,
most of which will go untaxed because the ultra-rich have rigged our tax code for their
benefit. 
Charitable donations offer huge tax benefits to the wealthy. In 2021, more than two-
thirds of $25 billion “gifts” from the top 50 philanthropists went to private foundations
and donor-advised funds, which have little accountability.
Meanwhile, most pandemic assistance programs that benefit the poor have expired. This
has contributed to rising economic insecurity. In the summer of 2022, one in five adults
experienced food insecurity. 

"But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring
you good news that will cause great joy for all the
people." (Read Luke 2:1-20) 

Before the pandemic, there were 140 million poor
and low-income people in this country, accounting
for nearly 40% of the population. Although this
number went down in 2021, that drop was due to
benefits that have expired, and still one in every
three Americans were poor or low-income. This
scale of insecurity requires a massive response that
goes beyond charity and philanthropy. 

The US is historically unprecedented in the amount of wealth it produces. At the same
time over 140 million people (43% of the population) are poor or low-income. This
glaring contradiction of wealth and poverty is not natural or inevitable. It is not the
result of individual people working really hard and others making bad choices. It is the
intentional outcome of a system designed to concentrate wealth in the hands of a few. As
MLK saw in 1968, this system has spawned evil in the form of systemic racism, deep
poverty, and militarism. Today we add to that ecological devastation and a false narrative
of religious nationalism. At Christmastime we remember not only the birth of an
individual leader, but of a new way of being in the world and with each other that will
bring down these walls of injustice and re-build a world where all can thrive. 

Questions for Discussion: How is God calling us to take action in the face of structural
sin? And what sustains you in the effort to do so?

Did you know?
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While the rich get richer, more people are forced
into poverty and homelessness. Billionaires and
their charity won't end poverty, but fully
funding anti-poverty programs will.

Rep. Bill Johnson (Ohio): “I see a lot of testimony
here about Christian principles…I’ve been a Christian
since I was 10 years old and I’m going to tell you
about the scriptures that I read…because I don’t find
anywhere in the scripture where Jesus said that it was
Caesar’s job to feed the poor and to clothe the
widows and to take take of the orphans. He said it was
the church’s responsibility, it’s the community’s
responsibility, it’s your neighbor’s responsibility."

Rev. Dr. Liz Theoharis: “Does the Bible say
anything about what nations, what ‘Caesars’ are
supposed to do? Matthew 25 says, “I was hungry,” to
the nations. Not to a church, not to a charity, not to
an individual. It says, “I was hungry and what did
your nation do? I was homeless and did you cut
public housing or did you start building new public
housing? I was homeless and did you allow banks to
be bailed out but families to become homeless?” It is a
crisis when 250,000 people can die every year because
of poverty….what are you going to do about it? What
are you going to do about it?” 

From 2019 Congressional hearing
on poverty in front of House
Budget Committee

Christmas is the day when Christians celebrate the
birth of a savior into our world. The Christmas story
describes a savior who was born poor, amidst
barnyard animals, to poor, refugee parents, in an
obscure part of the Roman Empire. The story of
Jesus’ birth was a story told by an organized, first-
century, multi-ethnic and multi-religious, poor-led
group of movement leaders who followed the
teachings of a poor, brown-skinned palestinian Jew.
The story was one way that this early community of
Jesus-followers were getting organized and directly
challenging the power of Rome and Caesar. Jesus
born poor, is a message of hope not just for the poor
but from the poor, for all of us, across lines of
division.

https://inequality.org/great-divide/updates-billionaire-pandemic/
https://www.philanthropy.com/article/2021s-top-donors-where-they-live-where-they-give-and-more
https://www.philanthropy.com/article/2021s-top-donors-where-they-live-where-they-give-and-more
https://ips-dc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Report-Gilded-Giving-2022.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/HRMS%20Food%20Insecurity%20Brief_0.pdf
https://trac.syr.edu/phptools/immigration/remove/about_data.html
https://kairoscenter.org/explaining-the-140-million/
https://kairoscenter.org/


The Doctrine of Discovery gave 5th century European explorers the blessing of the
Catholic Church to explore and exploit lands outside of Europe. In the “New World,”
this sanctioned the widespread genocide, forced migration and dispossession of
Indigeous people, Native tribes and First Nations. 
Native tribes have lost 99% of their land in the United States. Native and Indigenous
people experience high poverty and low-income rates (close to 60%). They also have the
lowest life expectancy across race, with a drop of nearly two years due to the pandemic. 
The legacy of slavery is evident today in persistent racial wealth gaps, unemployment
gaps and higher maternal mortality and incarceration rates for Black people. 
Restrictions on reproductive rights hurt poor and low-income people worst. Three-
quarters of abortion patients are poor and low-income women and pregnant people. 
Instead of addressing these long-term inequalities, since 2001, the US federal
government has spent $21 trillion on militarization, from war, prison, policing,
surveillance, and border enforcement. 
The Pentagon is one of the worst institutional polluters in the world and a bigger source
of fossil fuel emissions than most other countries. Military operations, including
overseas activity, account for the majority of its most polluting emissions. 

This week we consider the relationship between religion and Empire. In Jesus’ time the
Roman Empire maintained control and accumulated great wealth through the
deployment of a religious ideology that justified the power of Caesar and his right to
conquer and dominate far reaching lands and millions of people. Centuries later,
European powers built tremendous wealth by twisting Christian religion to justify the
conquest of the Americas and subjugate and enslave millions. Today in the US we see the
forces of White Christian Nationalism on the rise once again and being used to unleash
and amplify the evils that King and the Poor People’s Campaign have identified: poverty,
racism, militarism, and ecological devastation.

Questions for Discussion: In what ways have you noticed that Christianity shapes public
policy in the US? How has religion influenced the mental terrain of American culture and
upheld oppressive systems? In what ways are projects of the poor and dispossessed
counteracting these forces to proclaim the Biblical message of good news to the poor?

Did you know?

F O R  M O R E  R E S O U R C E S  V I S I T :  W W W . K A I R O S C E N T E R . O R G

Since the founding of the United States, empire has stolen land, labor, and the livelihood
of millions to grow the profit of the rich. We must confront this theft and demand
liberation for the poor and the land.

“The USA is the most powerful nation on this planet, and yet so many forget that it was built
by the exploitation of indigenous people and enslaved Africans and the poor who came as
indentured servants. An enormous portion of this nation's wealth came from the cotton,
tobacco, and timber industries, all of which were produced by the blood, sweat, and tears of
Black and brown people, indigenous people, and the poorest laborers. Today, the gap
between rich and poor is growing, because of the continuing disenfranchisement of the very
people who built this country.” (Amy Haugu Tai, Massachusetts Poor People’s Campaign)

Testimony from the Community

Although it is rarely lifted up during the holidays,
the Christmas story has deep and provocative anti-
imperial messages. While we imagine the moment
of Jesus’ birth as a “silent night,” the reality for the
vast majority of people was that the Roman Empire
was profoundly unsettling their lives in violent and
disruptive ways. People, like the early Christians,
were coming together to resist the Empire, and the
story of the birth of a new savior was part of how
they did it. Like today, the organized poor were
greatly out matched by the power and wealth of
Rome and sometimes needed to build
consciousness in coded form. In the book of
Revelation we find a third, lesser known, birth
narrative that tells of a woman "clothed with the
sun” (12:1) who gives birth to a child who will
“rule all the nations...” The “dragon” in the story is
a metaphor for the Roman Empire which seeks to
destroy them, but fails because the mother and
child are protected by Michael, angels, and creation
itself (12:16).

Crossan and Borg help us see the true question that
the Christmas story poses, “Are we supporters of
the dragon of Revelation, the ancient serpent who
seeks to devour the newborn child and to rule the
world through intimidation and fear, violence and
chaos, and to call it peace? Or are we among those
who yearn for the coming of the kingdom of justice
and peace, who seek peace through justice?” (Borg
& Crossan, The First Christmas, 237-239)

Art by Ebony Watkins

https://www.science.org/content/article/native-tribes-have-lost-99-their-land-united-states
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https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/Pentagon%20Fuel%20Use%2C%20Climate%20Change%20and%20the%20Costs%20of%20War%20Revised%20November%202019%20Crawford.pdf
https://kairoscenter.org/


Using biblical misinterpretation, the anti-imperial message of the early Jesus movement has become a marketing campaign for a death-
dealing system, upholding oppressive systems and shaping policy violence. We see this distorted campaign working throughout our
culture in movies, songs and other media, as well as in churches. In anti-poverty organizing work, we often hear the misquote, “Even
Jesus said, ‘the poor will always be with you’”. But the good news is that the biblical Jesus, who never charged a leper a co-pay was not
complacent about poverty, and was in fact an anti-poverty revolutionary. Wherever systems of domination can be found, there have
been and always will be those who organize to resist.

Although common narratives insist that poor
people do not vote, in 2020, one-third of the
national electorate were poor and low-
income voters. That totals over 50 million
poor and low-income voters in one of the
biggest election outcomes in the nation’s
history. 
In many states, poor and low-income voters
accounted for over 40% of the votes that were
cast in the national elections. While these
voters may be politically divided, they share
issues around which they can be brought
together. 

Throughout human history, empire has found ways of co-opting the religious traditions
of the people to grow its own power and influence. Because of how the Christian
tradition has been co-opted in the US, Americans across the country today worship a
homeless man on Sunday and walk by him on Monday, and much of the policy violence
we see is a result of false narratives and false interpretations of Christian Scripture.
Despite the fact that the story of Jesus has been retold in ways that benefit the wealthy
and exploit the poor, there is a movement going on that has the potential to 
reclaim all political power for poor people and 
transform the nation from the bottom up.

Did you know?
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Despite efforts to divide us and suppress
our voices, we know that we are political
and we have power. If we awaken the
sleeping giant of poor and low-income
voters, we can change everything.

“The dispossessed of this nation — the poor,
both white and Negro — live in a cruelly unjust
society. They must organize a revolution against
the injustice, not against the lives of the persons
who are their fellow citizens, but against the
structures through which the society is refusing
to take means which have been called for, and
which are at hand, to lift the load of poverty…
There are millions of poor people in this country
who have very little, or even nothing, to lose. If
they can be helped to take action together, they
will do so with a freedom and a power that will
be a new and unsettling force in our complacent
national life…” 
(Martin Luther King Jr, Massey Lectures, 1967)

“We must organize, organize, organize! If we
organize a mass politically independent force of
poor and dispossessed people in every county,
every city, small towns, suburbs, and rural area
across this country - if we build a space of 140
million people, bringing them into the Poor
People's Campaign and the organizations of the
campaign - we can not only impact elections, but
we can change what is politically possible in this
country.” (Nijmie Dzurinko, Put People First-
PA) 

Testimony from the community

Read Luke 4:14-30
Jesus was born poor and without a home. His birth
was feared by the powerful not because he would
magically take away their power, but because he
threatened their power by organizing the poor. His
ministry was to “bring good news to the poor” and
“set free the captives” (Luke 4:18). The salvation of
Jesus was his life - his actions and words given for all,
to expose the violence and immorality of the empire,
to help us see the dignity and value in all life, and to
bring us together in love to realize a world where all
can thrive.

Confronting the Culture of Empire

"The Great Socialist" illustration 
by William Balfour Ker, 1906

Questions for Discussion: In what ways
have you encountered the false narratives of
what Jesus taught? How can communities of
faith counteract these false narratives and
organize to end policy violence?

https://www.poorpeoplescampaign.org/waking-the-sleeping-giant-poor-and-low-income-voters-in-the-2020-elections/
https://kairoscenter.org/


As a threat to the status quo during his life, the legacy and work of Dr. King after his death have been co opted by power-
hungry elites. They cherry pick quotes and moments from his life to fit their narrative around justice and how change is
enacted, and they dilute his analysis of the conditions of poverty. Every year, thousands of people in dozens of cities
engage with charities to commemorate MLK Day. The dominant narrative has lulled many of us to believe that poverty is
inevitable or that a "day of service," and philanthropy of the rich is the only solution to making things a little bit better.
The truth is Dr. King was a revolutionary and called for policies to address poverty, racism, and militarism that kept 40
million people poor in America at the time of his death. His commitment to fusion organizing and the leadership of poor
people's movements led him to launching the Poor People's Campaign in 1968, and we are called to engage in this era or
revolution today. We can end poverty today, we must have the political will to do so.

Every $1 in SNAP benefits creates $1.7 in economic growth. 
Every $1 invested in early childhood education is multiplied into $7.30 in societal benefits.
A child allowance, similar to the expanded Child Tax Credit, would benefit society nearly eight
times more than its cost. 
In states that increased their local minimum wage, a $1 increase contributed to a drop in suicide
rates of 3.4-5.9%. 
Protecting workers’ rights to organize is good for business because union representation tends to
improve productivity and employee morale. 

For less than half of the $21 trillion that has gone to fund
wars, policing, prisons and surveillance over the past 20
years, you could guarantee free pre-school for 3- and 4-
year olds and raise teacher pay, fully decarbonize the
electric grid, continue the extended Child Tax Credit for
another ten years and end homelessness. 
Fair taxes on the wealthy, corporations and Wall Street
could generate as much as $886 billion per year to meet
social and environmental needs.
Moral policies that prioritize the poor and investments in
an equitable economy are also good economic policy: 

A small percentage of people control the vast majority of wealth in our nation and world.
They have the power to decide how the abundance of our world gets used; whether
people live or die; thrive or suffer. The poor united is a threat to their power. Jesus was
killed for trying to unite the poor and dispossessed to realize a way of abundance for all
in this world, not in heaven after we die. Martin Luther King Jr. was also killed for trying
to unite the bottom with a Poor People’s Campaign in 1968.

Questions for Discussion: What would it mean to you if society was organized around
the needs of people instead of profits? If the power of poor and low-income people could
be realized to its full potential, how could that power ensure human rights for all?

Did you know?
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Moral policies that prioritize the poor and homeless have
economy-wide benefits that touch us all. When we lift
from the bottom everybody rises!

Many people have said to me that ending
poverty is too ambitious and too expensive.
But throughout Sacred Scripture, the codes,
policies, laws and regulations contained
within the Bible show a commitment to:
ending exploitation, caring for the poor,
prohibiting charging interest on the poor or
profiting from a pandemic, a prompt paying
of living wages, equity in legal proceedings, as
well as mandating direct provisions, social
programs for the poor and the Sabbath.’”
(Rev. Dr. Liz Theoharis, Kairos Center) 

Read Luke 5:1-11
The Bible speaks clearly about who God is
and about the world that God longs to see
realized. In the fourth chapter of the gospel of
Luke, Jesus begins his ministry by announcing
that he has been sent to proclaim good news
to the poor and freedom to the oppressed.
And in the very next chapter, we read about
how Jesus comes to call his first disciples.
These called leaders are not wealthy or
influential people, but fishermen. Low-wage
workers, people living on the margins of
society under the Roman Empire are the ones
Jesus chooses to be his first disciples. This
group of poor leaders go on to build a massive
movement of the poor and dispossessed, aided
by the moral power of their cause.

Confronting the Culture of Empire

Image:  "Where Do We Go From Here" 
poster by Shaun Slifer, Just Seeds 2017 
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