The UU study action issue for the next four years Is “Escalating Inequality”,
and today I’d like to talk to you about Inequality in America, especially
Inequality of Opportunity.
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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal… Isn’t
that amazing idealism! All men are created equal. Everybody begins in the
same starting blocks.
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Of course, we know that when the founding fathers wrote the words “all
men”, for the most part they meant all men. In fact, most of them meant all
white men. And not a few of them meant all land-owning, white men.
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So what did they mean by created equal?
Did they mean equal in the sight of God?
or perhaps equal under the law?
or possibly equally free and independent.
We know that they did not mean equal regardless of race or gender, but they
probably did mean the other things. However, I think today the phrase has
come to mean something even more challenging:
that all people should have an equal opportunity to succeed.
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President Obama’s most recent State of the Union address affirmed America’s
commitment to this ideal.
“What I believe unites the people of this nation — regardless of race or
region or party, young or old, rich or poor — is the simple, profound belief in
opportunity for all — the notion that if you work hard and take
responsibility, you can get ahead in America.”
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And yet we all know that this equality of opportunity often falls far short of
our ideals. Joseph Stiglitz is a professor at Columbia University and a Nobel
laureate in economics. Here is what he said:
“The gap between aspiration and reality could hardly be wider. Today, the
United States has less equality of opportunity than most other advanced
industrial countries. In fact it ranks 44th out of 86 countries analyzed. “
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“Almost half of Americans born into the bottom fifth of income earners
never move out of that category. Economic mobility in the United States is
lower than in most of Europe and all of Scandinavia. The life prospects of
Americans are more dependent on the income and education of their
parents than in almost any other advanced country. “
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So what happened? Just a few years ago we were the envy of the world?
How did class become so important in our society that birth says more about
how your life will go than your abilities and efforts? How did our government
get so broken that it can no longer be counted on to put things right?
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Today we see government as the keeper of our economic system, creating
rules to maximize fairness and create a safety net, but that wasn’t always the
case.
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In the early days of this country, government was government and business
was business and the less the two interfered with each other, the better.
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The marketplace was an entity unto itself in which some would succeed wildly
and live a life of luxury while others would fail miserably and fall into a life of
ruin. That was competition. Those who succeeded were just more deserving.
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President Theodore Roosevelt was perhaps the first president who believed
that the government was responsible for the prosperity of the people. He
said,
“The object of government is the welfare of the people. The material
progress and prosperity of a nation are desirable chiefly so long as they lead
to the moral and material welfare of all good citizens.”
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His cousin, President Franklin Roosevelt, expanded on that idea with his
alphabet soup of programs designed to end the Depression.
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Our capitalistic economy has been remarkably successful at making a dizzying
array of goods and services available to ordinary people and in releasing the
creativity, ingenuity, and energy of our people. But I’d like to suggest to you
that there is a fundamental problem with capitalism. In the end, left to its
own devices,
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it is not sustainable.
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Eventually, the money pools into the hands of just a few people and
companies who become so politically powerful that our democracy ceases to
work, and the companies that are successful become so big that other
companies can’t compete with them.
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Marriner Eccles served under FDR as the first Federal Reserve chairman in
1932 during the Great Depression. He described this situation very well when
writing about the Depression. He said:
"As mass production has to be accompanied by mass consumption, mass
consumption in turn implies a distribution of wealth to provide men with
buying power. Instead of achieving that kind of distribution, a giant suction
pump had by 1929 drawn an increasing portion of currently produced
wealth into a few hands. The other fellows could stay in the game only by
borrowing. When their credit ran out, the game stopped."
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Anyone who has ever played the game Monopoly should have no problem
understanding this. In fact, that is what the game Monopoly was designed to
demonstrate. Eventually, one person owns most of the properties and hotels.
Everyone else is driven out of the game or left to watch their fortunes dwindle
as they try to compete with someone who simply has more power and
resources than they do.
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The problem is that when this happens in real life, everyone’s quality of life is
diminished. Even opportunities for those at the top are reduced. There simply
aren’t enough ways to spend great fortunes that will create the demand for
the goods and services that business needs to succeed. The money
essentially becomes unproductive.
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The wealthy often use the power that comes with their money to convince
people that if they just had fewer regulations and taxes, they could create
more jobs to get things moving again. That, of course, further concentrates
the wealth and makes things worse.
In order to balance what Eccles called the “giant suction pump” drawing
wealth into the hands of a few, capitalism needs another pump to push
money back through the economy in the other direction. Otherwise, in the
long run, the system is not sustainable. I like to call this a sustainability pump.
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So am I suggesting the dreaded redistribution of wealth? Absolutely! The
enormously skewed distribution of buying power is the heart of the problem.
One percent of the people have more money than they can possibly spend on
goods and services. The other 99% don’t have the buying power that a robust
economy requires.
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A recent Gallup poll found that two thirds of Americans are not satisfied with
the way income and wealth are distributed in America.
This chart shows how people think wealth is distributed in this country with
each color representing 20% of the people. They believe the richest 40% have
something like 80% of the wealth and the rest share about 20 %.
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But people think those numbers are too skewed toward the rich.
They don’t think everyone should have the same amount of wealth, but here
is what they think would be fair.
The richest 40% would have about 55% of the wealth, and the others would
have about 35%.
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Here is how wealth is actually distributed.
The top 40% have more than 95% of the wealth, the middle 20% have about
3%, and the bottom 40% are basically decimal dust.
Oxfam was founded by Quakers to provide famine relief. It is now is an
international organization trying to reduce poverty and injustice around the
world.
Oxfam recently released a report showing that the richest 85 people in the
world have the same amount of wealth as half of the world’s population – 3
and a half billion people.
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Think about that.
Fewer than the number of people in the US Senate have more wealth
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than the entire population of China….
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and India….
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and Africa…
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and Australia -- combined.
That’s like the size of the universe – you just can’t wrap your mind around it,
but it’s true.

29

Granted, that refers to the whole world, but it’s just as true here.
In the United States, 200 people have as much wealth as half of the country –
150 million people.
The top 1% of wage earners captured 95% of the income gains since the
recession ended, and
The top 10% of wage earners take home half of the country’s total income.
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This chart shows the percent of total income captured by the top tenth of a
percent of earners over time. The gap between the rich and poor in this
county is the greatest it has been since the Great Depression.
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As Marriner Eccles noted, mass consumption requires a distribution of wealth.
He might have added that the broad demand on which capitalism thrives is
based upon that mass consumption.
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So if we want this sustainability pump is to work, we need to do two things:
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Fairly siphon unproductive money from the top.
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And push it back through the economy in a way that creates demand.
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To reduce unproductive money not creating demand, we need a more progressive
tax system.
In the 1950’s and early 60’s the top marginal income tax rate was 91%. Today it is
below 40% and only half that much on the dividends and capital gains from which
the wealthy derive most of their income.
Very wealthy people typically pay about 11% to 17% of their income in federal
income tax. Admittedly, there were a lot of loop holes in that 91% rate so most
wealthy people paid more like 70%, but that is still way more than they pay today,
and the loop holes haven’t gone away.
Now I should say that when the Congressional Budget Office included today’s
improved safety net and other factors, the income difference wasn’t that great. But
those data only go back to about 1980, and I’m comparing to a much earlier period.
And there is ample evidence that the very rich are taking home and keeping a lot
more of the goodies than they used to.
The point is that the tax system used to be much more progressive than it is today,
and we did just fine. In fact, we did better. And that’s exactly what you would
expect because rather than pooling unproductively at the top the money was
pushed back through the system, creating the demand for goods and services that
business needs to prosper.
Much of today’s crumbling infrastructure was built using that money.
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As you can see, very few people pay federal estate taxes anymore – only those
with estates worth more than $5 million.
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It is one thing for a person to obtain extraordinary wealth while they are alive.
It is quite another thing for them to use that money to create a dynasty.
Children of the wealthy already have enormous advantages of opportunity.
They don’t need to inherit a fortune too. That is almost the very definition of
everyone not beginning in the same starting blocks.
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We may have a higher nominal corporate tax rate than many countries, but
the rate that corporations actually pay, even before you consider the
subsidies, is much lower.
Citizens for Tax Justice is a non-profit think tank formed to give ordinary
people a greater voice in tax laws, and its reports have been cited by both
political parties. In 2014, it studied federal taxes paid by large corporations
and found that they paid just over 19% rather than the 35% statutory rate
they like to complain about.
It also found that 26 of these large corporations paid no federal taxes at all.
Here are some of them.
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Since many corporations are considered too big to fail, how about if we
consider them too big to exist?
Look at the size of some recent acquisitions.
When the number of companies controlling a market becomes too small,
marketplace dynamics break down and they cooperate more than they
compete. They become too powerful and too big to fail. I don’t need to tell
you where that leads.
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I’m not saying we need to take money from extremely wealthy corporations
and individuals because I’m jealous or somehow engaged in class warfare.
But I am saying it because when they have more wealth than they can spend
it causes the economy to stagnate and they gain so much power that they
warp our political system in ways that keep it from serving the public good.
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So if we did siphon some money from the top with more progressive taxes,
how would we push it back through the system to increase demand?
I don’t believe we should just give money to people who haven’t done
anything to earn it. We do need a strong safety net for those who are
mentally ill, intellectually or physically challenged, or just down on their luck,
but in general robbing Peter to pay Paul makes Peter very resentful and
eventually makes Paul dependent upon the public largess.
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A far better solution is to make smart investments that create good jobs to
allow people to provide for their own needs. That’s really what most people
want anyway.
These do include spending on infrastructure projects such as roads and
bridges but also on railroads, airports and seaports, smart and buried power
grids, sewers, flood control, telecommunications facilities, and so forth.
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We also need to invest in education, research, conservation, clean energy,
health care, public works, and dealing with climate change.
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Government spending on these functions not only pumps money back
through the economy to create good jobs; it also creates great infrastructure
to help businesses be more successful in the world marketplace.
Successful companies hire more people, and this great infrastructure gives
them very good reasons to create those jobs in this country.
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These jobs need to pay a livable wage. Raising the federal minimum wage to
$10 an hour would just about bring it back to where it was in 1968 after
adjusting for inflation.
Fortunately, Minnesota recently increased what was one of the country’s
lowest minimum wages, but we need to do that everywhere.
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People tend to think of minimum wage workers as part-time teenagers
looking for a little extra spending money, but in fact most of them are adults
working full-time and providing at least half of their family’s income.
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I know there is concern that increasing the minimum wage will costs jobs.
A Congressional Budget Office study found that about 500,000 jobs would be
lost if the minimum wage was increased as proposed.
However, it also said that 900,000 people would be pulled out of poverty, and
6 million others would be helped.
Low-wage workers with more money tend to spend most of it, and that
creates demand eventually leading to more jobs even if some are lost initially.
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I’ve mostly talked about the government and economy, but let’s not forget
that this is really about people. Inequality of opportunity leads directly to
people suffering.
Our UU principles state that we believe in the inherent worth and dignity of
every person, and that we seek justice, equity and compassion in human
relations.
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According to the USDA, nearly 15% of US households were food insecure in
2012 meaning at times they cut the size of their meals or skipped meals or
were hungry but didn't eat because there wasn't enough money to buy food –
that’s 49 million people,
16 million kids,
millions of pregnant mothers,
and a fourth of our Iraq and Afghanistan veterans
without enough to eat – in America.
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According to HUD, 610,000 people were homeless in America in 2013.
More than 30% of them were severely mentally ill and nearly a fourth of them
were kids.
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According to the Census Bureau, 47 million Americans lived in poverty last
year.
That means an individual made less than $11,000 and a family of four made
less than $22,000.
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At the same time the top 500 executives in this country had a combined
income of $4.5 billion which averages out to a cool 9 million bucks apiece.
Even if you assume they worked 70-hour weeks, that’s over $2,500 an hour at
a time when the federal minimum wage is just over $7.
A good leader is worth a lot, but a ratio of 300 or 400 to 1 seems absurd,
especially when many of these executives cost their companies billions or
drive them into bankruptcy.
The ratio of executive to worker pay is 10 times more than it was in the 50’s.
By the way, in case you don’t recognize him, that’s Jamie Dimon, CEO of JP
Morgan Chase.
During his leadership, JP Morgan has been fined $29 billion for failure to stop
Bernie Maddoff’s Ponzi scheme and problems with its bond, derivative, and
energy sales.
Criminal liability is still being considered.
And yet, no matter, JP Morgan’s Board decided that Mr. Dimon deserved a
raise last year – a $10 million raise.
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Here’s how much the top 6 hedge-fund managers took home in 2010. Yes,
those are billions.
And because of something bizarre called carried interest, nearly all of it was
taxed at a 15% rate.
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We are more productive than ever.
That should mean we don’t have to work as much to meet our needs, but
paradoxically it has meant that we have to work more.
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As Robert Reich noted in his documentary “Inequality for All,” in the late
1970s people tried to counter stagnating wages with two-income households,
2nd and 3rd jobs, and loans against their homes.
Eventually, that wasn’t enough to keep up, especially after the Wall Street
collapse.
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As President Obama said,
“Americans understand that some people will earn more money than others,
and we don't resent those who, by virtue of their efforts, achieve incredible
success. That's what America is all about. But Americans overwhelmingly
agree that no one who works full-time should ever have to raise a family in
poverty.”

57

We need much better and way more affordable education.
According to the CBO, the federal government will earn about $127 billion
over the next ten years from its role as the provider of most student loans. It
is making a huge profit on student loans rather than subsidizing them. That’s
just unconscionable.
Per capita state support of higher education has gone down steadily for
decades.
Unskilled jobs have long since been automated or off-shored.
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However, before we can fix these problems with the economy, we need to fix
the government because right now the rich and powerful have a stranglehold
on it that precludes making these changes.
As a start, we just have to end gerrymandering.
Gerrymandering is defined as
manipulating the boundaries of an electoral constituency so as to favor one
party or class.
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Do you realize how bad gerrymandering is? Here are some examples.
Look at Arizona’s second Congressional District. Is that absurd?
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Look at North Carolina’s 1st .
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Its 9th.
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And best of all, its 12th.
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Here is Maryland’s 3rd .
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And its 4th.

65

This is Pennsylvania’s 12th.
These are not extreme examples. In 42 states the legislature has primary
control over drawing the voting districts and if one party has control over both
houses when the boundaries are redrawn, this is what happens.
If you’ve ever wondered how some districts could possibly send such partisan
morons to Congress, the answer is very simple. The district was meticulously
designed to do just that.
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If you think I’m exaggerating, let me show you one more.
This is Illinois’ 4th Congressional District in Chicago.
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And since you may be wondering, here are Minnesota’s Congressional
districts.
They aren’t too bad simply because control of the legislature was split after
the last census.
But when other states have very partisan districts it means that Congress
can’t get anything done, and that affects all of us.
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To end gerrymandering, voting districts at all levels should be determined by
independent commissions in a simple, straightforward, compact, and logical
manner without considering who lives in each district.
This is the first step in reducing partisan gridlock and fixing our government.
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We need to ensure that only individual, living people can contribute to
political campaigns.
Contributions should be limited to small amounts,
And people should only be able to contribute to candidates they are eligible
to vote for.
Why should some guy in New York be able to affect who represents me in
Congress?
In California, $5 million was spent on a recent school board primary mostly
because of outside money.
The Koch brothers ran negative ads against one of the candidates for city
council in Coralville, Iowa, with a population of fewer than 20,000 people.
This is crazy, and we need to stop it.
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No one in this country except Mitt Romney and the Supreme Court seems to
have any trouble distinguishing between people and corporations.
Let’s pass a constitutional amendment to clarify the difference for them.
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There is a revolving door that lets our public servants cash in on their tenure
by taking lucrative jobs lobbying Congress or working in the companies they
used to regulate.
That needs to end.
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Making these changes would go a long way toward fixing our broken
government, and that has to happen before we can fix our economy.
Our equality of opportunity has badly eroded because the money and power
have become too concentrated.
People are suffering, and we can’t count on the government to do anything
about it because the rich and powerful control the government.
Only 5% of Americans think the government is doing a good job and, as John
McCain noted, that’s kind of down to blood relatives and paid staffers.
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We need to recognize that it is very, very dangerous for a sixth of our people
to live in severe poverty while only 5% believe the government is working.
I fervently hope that we’ll never be so as foolish as to turn to violent solutions
for these problems, but there are more than 300 million guns in this country,
and people get very angry when they lose in a rigged game.
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So what are we to do?
We can’t just put Thomas Friedman’s book That Used to be Us on or coffee
tables and accept our fate.
We can’t just say “Well, I watch the news and cast an informed vote. Isn’t that
what I’m supposed to do?” No, it isn’t. At least it isn’t not everything you
need to do.
This country has been extremely good to many of us, my generation in
particular. We got great educations at laughable prices. We had wonderful
job markets. Some of us hit the tech bubble and the housing bubble.
Of course things didn’t work out for everyone, but as a group we had a lot of
great opportunities.

75

Now it’s time to pay it forward. It is time to get involved and help set things
right.
Do I want to spend my time being politically active? No, I don’t. I hate making
phone calls or going door to door or visiting legislators. I don’t want to give
my money to political campaigns. I’m 69 years old. I want to travel and bike
and hike and take pictures and work around the house and spend time with
my grandkids.
But our country is calling on us. If we don’t do this, our country will change in
ways that will tear our hearts out.
Our children won’t have the same opportunities we did. In fact, they already
don’t.
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As President Roosevelt said,
The liberty of a democracy is not safe if the people tolerate the growth of
private power to a point where it becomes stronger than their democratic
state itself. That, in essence, is fascism – ownership of government by an
individual, by a group.
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Democracy is a never-ending struggle, especially when coupled with freemarket capitalism.
You can’t just send your legislators off to Congress and expect them to do the
right thing. There are far too many well financed special interests bending
their ears the minute they get there.
If you’re not willing to undertake the fight, you need to understand what that
means.
There are plenty of people who will be more than happy to create a
government for you that meets their needs and requires nothing at all from
you –
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except that you submit to what they want.
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There is also a huge propaganda machine in this country fueled by billions
from the super rich.
This machine has one constant message – that government is bad and
incompetent and the problem rather than the solution -- in other words, that
you should get it out of my way so I can do what I want.
Do whatever it takes to convince people that the government is the enemy
and shouldn’t be counted on to solve problems.
As Grover Norquist said, it should be made so small that it can be drowned in
a bathtub.
Ridicule, vilify, disparage, scorn, mock, sneer, denigrate, bully, interrupt, and
make stuff up, or as they prefer to put it,
“Fair and Balanced, We Report. You Decide.”
This, combined with people who often are not well enough informed to be
good citizens in a modern democracy and the rise of religious extremism, have
led to a frighteningly divided country.
We just have to counter that.
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I am deeply impressed by the organizing efforts that led to gay marriage being
a right in Minnesota rather than a constitutional prohibition. That after 33
losses in a row in which states banned gay marriage.
The Minnesotans United for All Families PAC did not exist in 2010. By 2012 it
had:
More than 27,000 volunteers
More than 87,000 donors
More than 700 coalition members including our Fellowship
Millions of conversations logged over 18 months
And one hurtful, freedom-limiting amendment defeated
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It can be done. We can do that to fix our government and our economy too.
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We have the most powerful force that any nation has ever had – not our
military, but our ability to freely organize and object – to make our wishes
known in a way that can’t be denied. We have the vote.
If those people we elect aren’t doing what needs to be done, we have the
ability to fire them and hire people who will.
That’s an awesome power. We simply need to get organized and use it.
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Bill Moyers was President Johnson’s press secretary and is currently a
commentator on PBS. He also happens to be one of my heroes.
In a recent editorial, he noted that,
“Capitalism is like fire, a good servant but a bad master. If we don’t
dethrone our present system of financial capitalism that rewards those at
the top who then use it to rig the rules against even the most reasonable
checks on their excesses, it will consume us, and that fragile thin line
between democracy and a darker social order will be extinguished.
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Make a commitment to do what you can whether it is contributing money,
time, or both, but decide what fixing your country is worth to you.
Support candidates you agree with.
Work for changes to our laws and our constitution.
Get involved. Our country needs us.
It is our duty as citizens of a free society.
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I would like to conclude with something Reverend Newman said this year
when speaking about stewardship
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As a drop of water joins the brook,
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and the brook joins the stream,
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and the stream joins the river,
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and the drop then becomes part of the mighty sea, so we each gather with
others and we become a force strong enough to care for and change the
world.

90

