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WHEN YOUR ECONOMY 
CRUMBLES

“The Lord makes poor and makes rich;

he brings low and he exalts.

He raises up the poor from the dust;

he lifts the needy from the ash heap

to make them sit with princes

and inherit a seat of honor.

For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s,

and on them he has set the world.”

1 SAMUEL 2:7–8 (esv)

FALL 2010

It was a place I never imagined I would visit.

As I exited my mother’s minivan, I zipped my coat and 

shivered, more from nerves than from the elements.

“Do you want to come inside with me?” I asked my mom.

“No, I’ll just stay with the girls,” she said.

I looked at my toddler and newborn and realized they would 

be more comfortable in the heated van with my mother. But my 

immediate thought was that my mom must be embarrassed. What 
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14 MORE ThAN JUST MAkINg IT 

if someone were to recognize me, were to recognize her, were to 

recognize me as her daughter?

“Don’t forget that Judy Cook works there,” she reminded me.

I made a mental note to be on the lookout for Mrs. Cook, a 

member of my parents’ church, and to find a corner to hide in if 

she looked in my direction. As I entered the cold brick building, 

I thought the people around me looked poor and disheveled. I 

felt overdressed and over- groomed. I sank into the hard- backed 

chair in the waiting area and watched the clock. I jumped inside 

each time the receptionist called a name.

Please, please, don’t let them say my name loudly, I prayed. 

I had spent much of my childhood in this community, and I was 

terrified that someone from my past would notice me. Thankfully, 

the receptionist didn’t draw much attention when she called my 

name. She ushered me down a narrow hallway. Sure enough, I 

spotted Mrs. Cook in my periphery. On one hand, perhaps she’d 

have mercy on me if she were my case worker. On the other hand, 

I didn’t want her or her daughter— who was my age— to know 

I had fallen on hard times. I didn’t see it then— the pride, the 

condescending attitude I harbored toward those in my position.

When the receptionist passed Mrs. Cook’s office and took me 

instead to the next one, I exhaled deeply. At least I’d be dealing 

with a stranger.

The case worker sat behind a desk filled with papers. She 

motioned for me to take a seat in front of her, and I removed my 

coat and sat down. She was a tall, thin African- American woman 

with a beautiful smile and an office filled with family photos. 

She must be a mother herself, I thought.

I wondered what she thought of me: Did she hold any preju-

dices? Would she fault me for asking for help? Or would she have 
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 WhEN YOUR EcONOMY cRUMbLES 15

compassion? I smoothed my black pinstripe pants and fidgeted 

with my teal wool pea coat, which lay across my lap.

“And why are you here today, Mrs. Odom?” she asked.

I smiled and feigned confidence as I began to tell our story. All 

the while, I wanted to scream from the rooftops that I shouldn’t 

be there at all. That I was an educated woman. That I’d always 

paid my taxes and been a straight- A student in school— the vale-

dictorian of my high school class and named “Most Outstanding 

Female Graduate” at my college graduation. That I was a hard 

worker. That I wasn’t a lazy bum. That I was above the stereo-

types. That I was above this.

None of it mattered. So instead, I told the truth.

“I’m here to apply for food stamps.”

THE CRUMBLING OF PRIDE

Walking into the Department of Social Services that day was 

one of the most humbling events of my life. It also spotlights the 

condition of my character at that time. It wasn’t my parents who 

instilled such pride in me, though. They both grew up in large 

families with little extra money, and although my dad’s income 

always provided us with plenty, they practiced frugality. We didn’t 

take elaborate vacations, wear name- brand clothing, or drive new 

cars. It turned out the simple lifestyle in which they had raised me 

would serve my family well as we navigated the murky economic 

landscape in the aftermath of the Great Recession.

Still, growing up in upper- middle class suburban America, we 

were the givers and never the recipients of charity. I was educated in 

private schools from kindergarten through college. I never wanted 

for anything. We didn’t ask for help, and we would have never 

dreamed of using government aid. My misinformed belief was that 

9780310348887_MoreThanJustMakingIt_3p.indd   15 6/22/17   5:09 PM

Sam
ple

 C
ha

pte
r. N

ot 
Mea

nt 
to 

Be S
ha

red
.



16 MORE ThAN JUST MAkINg IT 

most aid recipients were lazy, didn’t work, and stole from those 

who had more money. It wasn’t free help, after all. It was the 

taxpayers’ money! Someone was paying for it. Using government 

services was something “good Christian families” in the South just 

did not do. And if they did, they surely didn’t admit it to anyone.

The culture in which I’d spent my first three decades was 

that of the “haves” and the “have nots.” At my Christian high 

school, in my private university’s classes, at various churches I 

visited, discussions about the poor would often center around 

a token food or clothing drive during the holidays. Even these 

came with judgments.

DESPERATE TIMES CALL FOR 
DESPERATE MEASURES

On that humbling day back in 2010, we were in the middle of a 

recession that was turning our country upside down. One year 

earlier, my husband and I had both lost our jobs. We had a daugh-

ter who had just turned a year old, and we owned a house out of 

state that we couldn’t sell. We now owed more on it than it was 

worth. My husband, Will, was working as a public school teacher 

in North Carolina, a state whose teachers were at the bottom of 

the national pay range.1 We had more month than money.

I didn’t realize how much we were struggling until I read 

a blog post2 about a woman who was feeding her family on a 

food stamps budget as an experiment to prove that those on food 

stamps could eat well. At the time, I had no idea what income 

level dictated whether someone was poor or rich. My parents had 

never revealed their exact income to me, and they’d taught me 

never to ask anyone how much money they made.

A friend from church who knew of our struggle had recom-
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 WhEN YOUR EcONOMY cRUMbLES 17

mended the post to me. When she told me the blogger’s family 

was eating healthy on a food stamp budget, I couldn’t wait to 

read all about it. Surely a food stamp budget must be close to 

what we paid for food— between $200 and $250 a month for our 

family of four. Our groceries consisted of the basics because that 

was what stretched our dollars— rice, beans, a little meat, and 

canned produce. I would walk by the organic foods in the store 

and look longingly at the price tags before moving on, wishing 

we could afford to feed our family better. I was stunned when I 

realized this blogger’s “food stamp” budget was $600 a month 

for a family the same size as ours.

Boy, what I could do with a $600 monthly food budget! It 

seemed unreal. We’d feel rich! Our bellies wouldn’t rumble at the 

end of the month. We could even buy organic. I’d make every 

inch of those stamps stretch, and we’d eat like royalty!

That blog post prompted my visit to the food stamps office. 

We needed more food; I saw no other way.

PRIDE COMES BEFORE THE FALL

As the case worker stared at me from behind her desk, I opened 

a manila envelope and gingerly pulled out our documents. 

I unfolded copies of our driver’s licenses, our lease, my husband’s 

pay stubs, and my last three months’ checks from the newspaper 

where I was freelancing. I smoothed out the creases and stacked 

the papers neatly, as if a better presentation of our situation might 

salvage some dignity and convince the case worker that we were, 

indeed, in need of aid.

As she began examining my paychecks, I spoke up: “I’m 

getting paid ten cents per word to write feature stories. My 

income varies greatly.”
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18 MORE ThAN JUST MAkINg IT 

“I see,” she mused, as she skimmed the documentation and 

began typing notes on her computer keyboard. I couldn’t read 

her, and it made me nervous.

I guess she doesn’t want to get my hopes up, I thought. I sat 

on the edge of my chair, twisted the rings on my fingers, and 

looked out the window. Can she see through me? I wondered. 

Read my inward battle?

“One month I might make as much as $200, but another 

month might be only $40 or $50,” I went on. “I’m always on the 

lookout for story ideas, though, to pitch to my editor.”

I wanted her to know that I was a hard worker. But I also 

wanted to stay home with our babies. Although it didn’t pay 

much, my newspaper job was allowing me to work from home.

“You see, ma’am, if I were to go out and get a full- time job 

as a reporter, which is the only job I’m really qualified for with 

my journalism degree, it wouldn’t even cover the cost of daycare.”

I felt I needed to justify why I was staying at home. Perhaps 

I was talking too much. I always said too much.

“Well, the computer makes the final decision,” the woman 

explained. “I’ll input all of your information, and if you need 

help based on these numbers, you’ll qualify.”

As I watched her review our documents, I realized I was no 

longer sure of my desired outcome. I wanted us to qualify so we 

could eat better and didn’t have to look at a bare pantry and 

refrigerator at the end of the month and so I could give my toddler 

an extra apple if she asked for one. At the same time, I hoped we 

still made enough money that we wouldn’t qualify— that I could 

say we’d never “taken advantage” of the system.

I didn’t see my pride at the time, never noticed that I’d neatly 

divided society into two groups: “us” and “them.” People like us 

were generous in giving to the poor. The Bible was clear that we 
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 WhEN YOUR EcONOMY cRUMbLES 19

were to take care of the less fortunate. So we collected canned 

goods, hygiene supplies, and gently used clothing, and gave to 

soup kitchens and the local Christian mission.

At age fifteen, I’d publicly declared that God was calling me 

to be a missionary— most likely to Latin America. I’d gone on 

mission trips to urban American cities as well as to developing 

countries. I’d witnessed poverty as an outsider, but I’d never lived 

it. While in the slums of Peru during my early twenties, I wrote 

in my journal, “People in the US are taught to dream dreams and 

make goals and reach for the stars. People here are just surviving 

from day to day. They are just barely making it.”

But as for those in my own city, in my own town? I never 

looked them in the eyes, never considered that people with whom 

I brushed shoulders at the grocery store or walked past on the 

streets could be struggling as well, could be crushed with the 

weight of not having enough money to feed their children, of 

not being able to go to the doctor, of not having sufficient funds 

to pay the next month’s rent. I said I loved the poor, but I really 

just pitied them. I never got to know them or their stories. I made 

assumptions. I never stopped to wonder how they got there or 

gave a thought to how the cycle of poverty could be stopped.

It would take walking among the impoverished in my own 

city, listening to their stories, changing my preconceived notions, 

and experiencing my own humbling circumstances for those living 

on a low income to become real to me.
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