
 

 

Peace Notes is distributed three times a year by the Peacemaking Committee. Its articles are 

intended to be thought-provoking and consciousness-raising, as well as informative about 
peacemaking efforts of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and First Presbyterian Church. Viewpoints 

expressed do not necessarily reflect positions of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) or our local 
congregation. Thanks to all who contributed to this issue.  

SUMMER 2013 

FAIRNE$$ AND JUSTICE 
 Financial resources trickle upward in the United States. The few at the top are steadily 

amassing more assets, while the American middle class and our poorest neighbors are left 

with ever-smaller pieces of the pie. This issue of Peace Notes offers an array of evidence that 

the wealth gap is widening in our nation. Articles by Craig Mandernach, Sandy Peterson, 

Jim Rauff, and Fred Spannaus provide strong documentation of the upward movement of 

money and power. 

 Three articles examine the impact of wealth inequality. Elysa and Jim Montgomery 

discuss taking up the “food stamp challenge,” glimpsing what poverty does to families. 

Phyllis McPherron relates how the middle class is hurt by increasing student loan burdens, 

and Connie Requarth studies the health-related impact of economic inequalities. 

  As you read this issue, ask yourself this: “What is fair? What is just?” 
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Who Pays the bills? 
By Jim Rauff 

U.S. tax revenue mainly comes from three 

sources: individual income taxes, payroll tax-

es and corporate income taxes. These three 

account for about 90 percent of all of tax reve-

nue. The remainder comes from miscellane-

ous sources including excise taxes and duties. 

Individuals and corporations roughly split the 

cost of payroll taxes. In 1950 individual in-

come taxes accounted for about 46 percent of 

U.S. tax revenues. Today that percentage is 

still 46 - unchanged for over 60 years. 

 

The corporate contribution is a different story. 

In 1950 corporate income taxes made up 26 

percent of U.S. tax revenues. Today that per-

centage is just under 10. Who is making up 

for the lost share? Well, we are. Payroll taxes 

were 11 percent of total U.S. tax revenue in 

1952, but today they are a whopping 35 per-

cent. Payroll taxes are split between business-

es and their employees. In 1950, the corporate 

share of total tax revenue, including payroll 

taxes, was 32 percent; today it is 16 percent.   

The bottom line is clear: Individuals are pay-

ing a larger percentage of total U.S. tax reve-

nues than they were 60 years ago, and corpo-

rations are paying less. Why are corporations 

paying less? The main reason is that corporate 

income is being acquired and held in foreign 

countries, sheltered from U.S. taxes. It is esti-

mated that U.S. corporations have over $6 tril-

lion in cash overseas. That money is exempt 

from U.S. taxes until it is brought into the 

U.S. 

 

In 2010, the Supreme Court gave corporations 

the same first amendment rights as individu-

als. Maybe these corporations should take on 

the same responsibilities as individuals for 

financing their country? 

 

(Data from the Congressional Budget Office, 

the Internal Revenue Service, Forbes, the 

New York Times, and the General Accounting 

Office.) 

“If we started in 1960 and we said that as productivity goes up, 
that is as workers are producing more, then the minimum wage 
is going to go up the same. And if that were the case then the 
minimum wage today would be about $22 an hour… So my 
question is, with a minimum wage of $7.25 an hour, what hap-
pened to the other $14.75? It sure didn't go to the worker." 

Senator Elizabeth Warren 
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The Food Stamp Challenge—Could You? 
 

By Elysa & Jim Montgomery  

Suppose your household income is at or below 

the poverty line and your family must now get 

by on food stamps. Most of us have never expe-

rienced that, have we? 

 

Ivan Herman, a Presbyterian pastor in Sacra-

mento, and his family did 

just that as their Lenten 

discipline this year. The 

June 10, 2013 issue of the 

Presbyterian Outlook re-

ported that Herman, his 

wife Susan and their two 

children decided they 

wanted to learn firsthand 

what it was like to worry 

about food all the time. 

They called it “The Food 

Stamp Challenge.” Their goal – to eat on a food 

stamp budget during the forty days of Lent.   

 

In 2012 the federal poverty level for a family of 

four was $23,050. The Herman family then, 

equating to that income level, planned a food 

budget of $396/month, or $1.10 per person per 

meal. Their diet did not include meat or fish, 

and most of the time they made their meals 

from scratch. Before going back to the store, 

they made sure everything in the pantry and re-

frigerator was gone.   

Ivan learned which days of the week their gro-

cery store would have sales. For the first time, 

they budgeted for the days free school lunches 

would not be available. Knowing that fruit was a 

good portion of anyone’s budget, at one point, he 

even found himself retrieving an unpeeled banana 

from a trash can.  

 

Here’s what else the 

Herman family learned. 

They found that Ameri-

cans waste about 40 

percent of the food we 

buy. 

 

They learned that any 

extra produce from our 

gardens could support 

local food pantries.  

 

The vast majority  (85 percent) of U.S. house-

holds receiving food stamps have at least one 

working adult. Senior citizens are less likely to 

apply for government benefits, but when desper-

ate, will sometimes go to a food pantry. 

 

During the Lenten commitment, feelings in the 

Herman family ran the gamut from anger 

(“We’re class-biased in the U.S. Shouldn't we 

take action so that everyone would have access to 

healthy food?”) to gratitude, such as when Susan 

received a paper bag full of food from a friend. 

Note from the authors: As we wrote the above article, we felt challenged by the family’s “Food 

Stamp Challenge.” Jim said, “Maybe too challenged.” Nevertheless, we’re in step one of the 

process: cleaning out our pantry and refrigerator. Step two is coming up. Want to hear how we 

do? Want to try it with us? Stay tuned. 
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CEO Compensation Versus Average Worker Pay  
By Craig Mandernach 

Economic talk can make your eyes glaze over faster than the first fall temperature plunge affects the local 
ponds, but you might be able to tolerate just a few statistics. A May 1, 2013 Huffington Post business article 
quoted data from Bloomberg that found that Fortune 500 Chief Executive Officers make 204 times the pay 
earned by regular workers on average. This is up from: 
 

 120 to 1 in 2000 
 42 to 1 in 1980 
 20 to 1 in 1950 

 
On May 11, 2013 the Washington Post reported 
on data from the Economic Policy Institute re-
port published on May 12, 2012. From 1978 to 
2011: 
 

 Worker annual compensation increased 
5.7% 

 The S&P 500 increased 349.1% 
 CEO annual compensation increased 

726.7%. 
 
While I couldn't find a comparable graph for these dates, the graph above from the 13th Annual CEO Compen-
sation Survey of the Institute for Policy Studies illustrates the trends and changes from 1990 to 2005. CEO pay 
and the S&P 500 index are in one ballpark and worker pay and minimum wage were relatively flat while profits 
increased.                         
 

“We Are the 99%” — A Call to Action 

By Sandy Peterson 

We Are the 99% brings attention to the 99 per -

cent in the U.S. who are paying the price for the 

mistakes of a minority within one percent of the 

population who possess the concentration of wealth 

in the U.S. Widespread and complex economic ine-

quality manifests itself in problems such as high 

personal debt, home foreclosure, rising rents, cuts in 

public housing, loss of pensions, and healthcare and 

insurance costs.  
 

We Are the 99% grew exponentially from a 

Tumbler blog page posted in 2011 by a New York 

activist inviting readers to share their personal sto-

ries of financial struggle, and it became the rallying 

cry for the Occupy Wall Street movement. Subse-

quently, many like-minded activist groups have 

joined the bandwagon and are continuing that cry 

for economic justice. 
 

Grass roots efforts are not new to the U.S. Examples 

include the Underground Railroad, unionism, the 

Suffragists, the Civil Rights Movement, the United 

Farm Workers, and environmentalism. Building on 

America’s historical “tradition of people and move-

ments working toward greater equality in our de-

mocracy and in our economy,” We Are the 99% 

encourages rebellion against what is perceived as 

the one percent’s deliberate strategies to maintain 

the status quo.  

The 99% Spring Training Guide (from which much 

of the information for this article is taken) was in-

tended for use in planning protest actions in April 

of 2012 but continues to be a training and support 

resource for groups desiring to affect economic 

change through non-violent direct action. The train-

ing is designed to build “community, focus, and 

skills to launch…local efforts to hold both corpo-

rate interests and our elected officials accountable 

to create an economy and a democracy that works 

for ALL of us.” 
 

Modeled on the non-violent tactics employed by 

Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., direct ac-

tions can involve confrontation, disruption, and civ-

il disobedience. Any group organizing to take on an 

issue for the 99 percent is encouraged to develop 

and define what it sees as its vision, goals, strategy, 

tactics, and power. There are training aids to help a 

group through this process as well as examples of 

non-violent actions that can be taken in various sit-

uations, whether at the local, state, national, or in-

ternational level. 
 

Illinois People’s Action, a group supported by First 

Presbyterian Church, has used the We Are the 99% 

training process to help it become more effective 

and to insure that actions taken in its name follow 

accepted non-violent practices. 
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Student Loans, 
       Student Debt, 

   and the  

American Dream 
 

By  Phyllis  McPherron 

Student debt in the United States is now one 

trillion dollars, second only to mortgage debt 

for American families. The average student’s 

debt in 2010 was $26,682 and 10% of those 

who had student loans owed $61,000. 

The average tuition, room and board at a four 

year college in 2010 was $22,000/year, up 

from $9,000 in 1980. That amounts to an in-

crease of 144 percent in 3 decades. However, 

looking at the ability to pay for these costs, in 

2010 the medium family income was $50,000 

compared to $46,000 in 1980, reflecting only a 

nine percent increase. Another example of 

how school costs are becoming out of reach: In 

California, two-year college tuition, which is 

often the key to upward mobility for poorer 

Americans, has more than doubled in the past 

five years.  

The current federal student loan interest rate is 

3.4 percent. If the Senate does not act to main-

tain this percent by July 1, 2013, the rate will 

increase to 6.8 percent. This affects both low 

income and middle income students who rely 

on these loans to fund the ever-increasing cost 

of an education.  Many may be forced to drop 

out of school and will have to compete for the 

relatively few jobs that do not require higher 

education. And those who do graduate may 

find their debt so overwhelming that they end 

in default. Consequently, the American dream 

of upward mobility becomes available to fewer 

and fewer people.   

 

One wonders why, if the Federal Reserve was 

able to lend money to the banks at an interest 

rate of 0.75 percent, shouldn’t it be willing to 

lend to students, who are crucial to our long 

term growth, at a similar low rate? Our gov-

ernment should not be profiting from our poor-

est and middle income families while subsidiz-

ing our richest. 

“No person, I think, ever saw a herd of buffalo, of which a few were 

fat and the great majority lean. No person ever saw a flock of birds, 
of which two or three were swimming in grease, and the others all 
skin and bone.” 

- Henry  George, American Political Economist (1839-1897) 
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Wealth Inequality and Life Expectancy 

 

By Connie Requarth 

One of the Occupy Wall Street movement’s main objectives was to draw attention to 

inequalities in American society. Wealth inequality has received much of this atten-
tion. One video referenced in this newsletter suggests that 40 percent of the nation’s 

wealth is controlled by the so called “one-percent.” The bottom 40 percent of earn-
ers holds only one percent of the wealth. And income inequality in America is at lev-
els not seen since the 1920’s. 
 
Could this be affecting more than our individual wealth? Interesting new research 

reported in the Washington Post in March found a link between America’s wealth ine-
quality and the life-expectancy gap. Researchers studied men and women in two 

counties in Florida. St. John’s County has golf courses, tennis courts and a biking 
and hiking trail system. The healthier lifestyle seems to have payoffs. Women who 
live there can expect to live to nearly 83 – a four-year gain in two decades – while 

men can expect to live six years longer now, to the age of 78. 
 

In a nearby Putnam County, where incomes and housing values are about half of 
what they are in St. John’s County, little increase in life expectancy has occurred 
since 1989. Women can expect to survive to just over 78 years of age; while for 

men it is just over 71.   
 

While it is not surprising that more money can buy better health care, healthier 
food, and more leisure and exercise time, the implications are far-reaching. The sub-
ject is complicated, and the results may not easily be applied to larger populations. 

However, a five-to-ten percent boost in life expectancy for the Florida wealthy sen-
iors in this study mean that the current push to raise the retirement age for Social 

Security will have an unintended result – low-income populations who don't tend to 
live as long would be effectively subsidizing the lives of higher-income people. The 
lower-income people would pay into the system longer, and have less time in retire-

ment, while those with higher incomes will have longer retirements. Is it the wealth, 
or is it lifestyle, and is it fair? Expect to hear more about this controversial issue. 

 
Sources:  Center on Budget & Policy Priorities, 2009;  Wealth Inequality:  Your Mon-

ey, Your Life/ The Economist, 3/2013; Research Ties Economic Inequality to Gap in 
Life Expectancy, Michael Fletcher, Washington Post, 3/2013. http://
goodstatsbadstats.com/ 

“The disposition to admire, and almost to worship, 
the rich and the powerful, and to despise, or, at 
least, to neglect persons of poor and mean condition 
is the great and most universal cause of the corrup-
tion of our moral sentiments.” 

–Adam Smith 

Scottish political economist (1723-1790) 
- 
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The Way We Think It Is 
Is Not 

The Way It Really Is 
By Fred Spannaus 

A study asked five thousand Americans how 

they thought wealth was spread around. The 
survey asked them how much of the total 

wealth was held by the top fifth of the popu-
lation. Most of them – over nine in ten – said 
they thought this top group had a little more 

than half the wealth, and that the bottom 60 
percent - that’s most of us – had about 22 

percent of the wealth. The chart at the right 
shows this. 

The real picture is very different. In actuality, 

the top fifth of all Americans control about 85 
percent of the wealth. That’s five of every six 

dollars. And the bottom 60 percent? They have 
only five percent of the nation’s assets – one 
dollar in every twenty. The chart at left shows 

the actual spread of wealth. The study also 
asked what the people thought was fair, and 

they said it would be fair if the top fifth con-
trolled about one-third of the wealth, and the 
bottom 60 percent controlled almost half (47 

And what about the infamous “one percenters?” By themselves, they have 40 per-

cent of the country’s wealth. That’s right; one person in every hundred has two of 
every five dollars. And this same one percent of the population gets 24 percent of 

the nation’s income. To make matters even more unbalanced, the one percent took 
only nine percent of the nation’s income forty years ago. Their share has more than 
doubled since then. And (want to hear more?), the one percent own half of the total 

value of nation’s stocks, bonds, and mutual funds. The bottom 60 percent together 
hold 0.5 percent of these investments, or fifty cents of every one hundred dollars. 

 
For a great discussion of wealth inequality, go to the YouTube video where I found 
this data: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMhvYeQPOcE. The sources include 

CNN’s Money, Think Progress, Mother Jones, and danariely.com. 

“A State divided into a small number of rich and a large 
number of poor will always develop a government manipulat-
ed by the rich to protect the amenities represented by 
their property.”  

- Harold Laski, British  Political Theorist (1893-1950) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMhvYeQPOcE

