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We dedicate this book to Liz's parents, Athan G. Theoharis and Nancy Artinian Theoharis, and Noam's aunt, Adina Back.

May their memories be a blessing.








The poet was as true to common sense as to poetry when he said, Who would be free, themselves must strike the blow.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS,
West India Emancipation Speech, 1857

I went down to the rich man's house and I took back what he stole from me. I took back my dignity. I took back my humanity . . . Ain't no system gonna walk all over me.

—“RICH MAN’S HOUSE,” written and composed by Minka Wiltz and the Economic Human Rights Choir of the New Freedom Bus Tour, 1998 (sung to the tune of the church hymn “Enemy's Camp”)
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AUTHORS’ NOTE

This book was written collaboratively. The pages that follow reflect our shared conversations and insights. Most of the stories and personal reflections are drawn from Liz's life and leadership within the movement to end poverty over the last three decades. When we use first-person singular, it is Liz speaking. When we use first-person plural, we are referring to both of us, or to larger groups of people, depending on the context.






INTRODUCTION

“I lost the van seats.”

Wiping the sleeplessness from my eyes, I blurted these words out to my boss at the community service office where I would work as a student all four years of college. He wasn't happy.

It was the late spring of my sophomore year, 1996, and the sun had just begun to peak over the horizon. We were waiting to board an early morning bus bound for Washington, DC. My boss and I had organized a group of students to travel south from Philadelphia for a rally to protest the passage of welfare reform, which threatened the lives of millions of children and their families. An unholy marriage of neoliberal politicians and Christian extremists had gained power on the national scene, exemplified by Newt Gingrich's 1994 Contract with America, a highly influential Republican legislative agenda, and Ralph Reed's similarly titled 1995 book Contract with the American Family. Reed, who is still a leading figure on the Christian Right, used his book to lay out an agenda that, like Gingrich's, advocated sweeping cuts to government programs by deploying religious and moralistic language.

Democrats were also being drawn into this reactionary moment, though they did so through the more buttoned-up language of “personal responsibility” and market liberalization. It was the Clinton administration, after all, that ultimately passed welfare reform in the name of rightsizing bloated government—even though the welfare programs they targeted accounted for less than 2 percent of federal spending as a percentage of GDP.1 In stark contrast to this supposedly necessary fiscal austerity, bipartisan public investments in “law and order” were on the rise. Just two years earlier, then senator Joe Biden authored the 1994 crime bill, funneling billions of federal dollars into prisons and police departments.

In 1996, politicians on both sides of the aisle regularly invoked the bogeyman of “big government” in order to justify shrinking the social safety net and deregulating key sectors of the market. But although they argued that an economy unshackled from the government would benefit everyone, it mostly just benefited corporate profits and set the country down the path toward the Great Recession a decade later. A new, crueler, and more fragile version of American democracy was taking shape.

A year before the rally, I moved from my childhood home in Milwaukee to Philadelphia to study at the University of Pennsylvania. During my freshman year I began working with the National Union of the Homeless (NUH), a group of unhoused people who were taking over vacant homes across the country.* The NUH was not a charity, a service provider, or a professional advocacy group but rather a political organization led by and for unhoused people. The roots of the organization reached back to the early 1980s, when people circulating in and out of Philadelphia's patchwork shelter system began organizing themselves into communities of mutual aid and solidarity. In 1983, unhoused leaders, including Chris Sprowal, Tex Howard, and Franklyn Smith, founded the Committee for Dignity and Fairness for the Homeless. Within a year they had recruited over five hundred members across the city and were operating out of an autonomously run shelter called Dignity Shelter. By 1986 they had created the Philadelphia/Delaware Valley Union of the Homeless, which aimed to unite poor and unhoused people across lines of difference like race, gender, sexuality, and religion. By the end of the 1980s, they had gone national, with close to thirty thousand members in twenty-five cities.

I was introduced to the NUH on my first day of college. I had arrived for a pre-orientation program and that night we gathered to learn about grassroots efforts to confront inequality in the city. Among the speakers were Ron Casanova, known as Cas, the vice president of the NUH; and Kathleen Sullivan, a Penn alum and a leader with Empty the Shelters, a national organization of students that partnered with the NUH and other poor people's organizations, including the Philadelphia-based Kensington Welfare Rights Union. Casanova was a sincere, tenacious, formerly unhoused Nuyorican man in his mid-forties who had previously been a leader in the Tompkins Square Park rebellions in the East Village of Manhattan during the late 1980s. By the time I met him, he had served countless roles with the NUH: strategist, agitator, takeover expert, mentor, cook, and confidant to many. He was also a brilliant artist who painted vivid and impressionistic depictions of the struggle for housing and dignity.

Standing beside Casanova was Sullivan, a study in contrast. She was a white woman in her early twenties and had recently graduated from Penn. Originally from California, she was introduced to the world of homeless organizing and welfare rights activism when she moved to Philadelphia. During her undergraduate years, she became a leader with Empty the Shelters, founded in response to the limitations of traditional, campus-based community service organizations, which often treated poor people with paternalistic pity and offered only to help ameliorate and manage the worst effects of poverty. By the time I met Sullivan, she was deeply connected to many of Philadelphia's poorest residents, comfortably biking across the city, between college campuses and unhoused communities. She was a gentle, unassuming presence, but when I heard her speak that first night it was also clear that she was guided by a fierce and unflinching moral compass.

Casanova and Sullivan were a revelation. They described the grassroots organizing they were doing and what it meant to build power among the poor—to support everyday people coming together to create deep and lasting change in our society. These two organizers, from very different walks of life, were not simply bemoaning homelessness and poverty nor were they asking for sympathy. They had a deep analysis of the situation, its systemic causes and its history, as well as its solutions, which started with poor and unhoused people taking action together. In hindsight, the timing of my introduction to these two organizers was immensely tragic: just a few months later, Sullivan was killed by a drunk driver while biking home from her job at the Cheesecake Factory. The night I met her, though, she was all hope and possibility. Listening to her and Casanova, I was fired up. Within a few months, I joined the movement, and I never left.

Which brings me back to the van seats. One of my jobs at the community service office on campus was to coordinate a fleet of fifteen passenger vans. This was an incredibly convenient job for a young organizer. Outside the official channels and hours of the office, I commandeered the vans for all manner of Empty the Shelters business, from transporting supplies between the homes that unhoused people were occupying to staging public actions and protests alongside my classmates. The night before the rally, I spent the midnight hours driving around West Philadelphia, picking up loose furniture and odd appliances that students had left on the curb at the end of the semester. Most of the discarded items were perfectly functional, some quite nice and practically new, and I knew my unhoused friends would put them to good use. To make room for all the stuff, I removed the van seats and hid them near a classmate's house, planning to pick them back up at the end of the night. I didn't think anyone would steal a set of van seats with no van attached, and I even asked some community members to keep an eye on them. But when I circled back a couple of hours later, they were gone.

My boss was understandably upset when I tried to explain myself the next morning. He would now need to requisition new seats, which meant paperwork and added expenses. But beyond the logistical headache, I could see that my mistake had unsettled him, and I think it was because it diverged from his image of me as a rule-abiding and trustworthy young woman. I didn't come off as a typically rebellious student. At the community service office, I completed my work earnestly, with a deep sense of responsibility ingrained in me by morally rigid parents who embodied an ironclad immigrant work ethic passed down to them by their own parents. But now my boss was recognizing another truth about me. I wasn't just a concerned, community-conscious student. I was also a stubborn, sometimes foolhardy, young organizer who was more than willing to navigate the early morning streets of the city in a van with no seats.

I lived a double life in college: working student and street organizer. I spent my weekend nights in homeless shelters doing art projects with kids and organizing among the temporary residents. I received good grades, even when it meant pulling multiple all-nighters in a row after protests or handwriting my term papers in tent encampments. And rather than being dissuaded by the van seat incident, I was still willing to use whatever resources were at my disposal to support the organizing efforts of unhoused people. One summer, I took some of the money I received from an undergraduate research grant and bought bolt cutters and other supplies for our next housing takeover, candidly reporting it on my expense report. On the eve of Christmas break another year, my friend and I handed out children's bikes to unhoused kids. The bikes were donated by “Skinny” Joey Merlino, Philly's Italian mob boss at the time, in an attempt to rehabilitate his image in the eyes of a city prosecuting him for racketeering.

During my four years of college, the movement to end poverty became the most important place of learning in my life. Its leaders and members were my professors and classmates. It was in Philadelphia where I discovered how it feels to reclaim a vacant home for a family in dire need of shelter; how it feels to march through the streets with people for whom you would do anything, and who would do anything for you; how it feels to know that this mutual commitment is strengthening a life-sustaining muscle called solidarity. By the time I graduated, the movement had placed me on an inescapable path: the path of fighting for a society in which everybody has the right to live and thrive, the path that would become the work of my life.
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After thirty years of walking down this path, I find myself reflecting on what I've learned along the way. This book is an attempt to capture some of the lessons that the movement to end poverty has taught me about the world and the work of transforming it in the image of justice and abundance for all. These lessons, I hope, are evergreen. For me, they ring with especially sharp resonance in this moment.

Today the world is in desperate need of transformation. The climate crisis is escalating at a scale that the human mind struggles to understand. War and mass violence permeate the planet, often fueled and funded by the American government, and experts warn that we have not been so close to nuclear annihilation since World War II. In a further echo of that dark era, authoritarian leaders are seizing power in both the Global South and the Global North. Here in the United States, Christian nationalists are building on what Republican leaders like Newt Gingrich and Ralph Reed did in the 1990s, although this time they have taken full command of one of our two major political parties. The leadership of the Democratic Party, meanwhile, regularly demonstrates a lack of moral urgency and political imagination, as well as a blue-blooded instinct for protecting the interests of the wealthy and well-off. Too many liberal politicians who are practiced at saying the “right” things spend the lion's share of their time and our tax dollars rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic, while the hull of our democracy splinters and floods.

The through line of these crises is a shameful reality that is only becoming more pronounced with each passing day: we are living in the most economically unequal time in modern history. The moral and cognitive dissonance of this reality can be difficult to fathom, as can the numbers. At a time when the value of the US economy is nearly $30 trillion and the wealth of the three richest Americans now exceeds $500 billion,2 close to 40 million people live below the official poverty line and another 100 million people live in a steady state of economic insecurity—one pay cut, layoff, health emergency, debt collection, foreclosure, or eviction from catastrophe. These approximately 140 million people are disproportionately children and women of color, but every community and demographic is affected. According to the US Census Bureau, in 2023 this included 38.9 million Latino people, 22.5 million Black people, 8 million Asian people, 2.3 million Indigenous people, and nearly 61 million white people.3

Among highly developed nations, the United States lags behind in almost every important social and economic category. In this rich land, about 45 million people regularly experience hunger and food insecurity, over 80 million people are uninsured or underinsured, around 10 million people live without housing or experience chronic housing insecurity, and the American education system continues to score below average compared to other member-nations of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.4 Perhaps most damning, deaths by poverty are an American reality. A 2011 study from the Mailman School of Public Health at Columbia University found that seven hundred people died every day from poverty conditions.5 Twelve years later, in 2023, researchers at the University of California, Riverside found that poverty was the fourth leading cause of death in the US, after heart disease, smoking, and cancer (though it should be noted that these causes, as well as the ones that follow poverty in the study—including obesity, diabetes, homicide, overdose, and suicide—all have correlated relationships to poverty).6 What we call “deaths of despair” are also accelerating, although the label can be misleading, considering that so many overdoses and suicides are not caused by some kind of amorphous social malaise but are the consequence of medical neglect and the lack of access to adequate care and mental health treatment, especially for the poor.

In the shadow of our nation's abundance, American poverty manifests itself in countless daily forms: hundreds of thousands of water taps shut off in Detroit, Michigan, and Jackson, Mississippi; children removed from their homes because their parents cannot afford the cost of basic utilities; tens of millions of people cut off of Medicaid; the impossible burdens of health-care deductibles and health insurance premiums; the devastation, displacement, and deaths caused by superstorms and fires, which are disproportionately higher in poor communities. Poverty is reflected in the rise of children laboring in our nation's shadow economy; families dispossessed from their homes by the fossil-fuel industry; low-income voters targeted and barred from polls by voter suppression and racist gerrymandering; students racking up billions of dollars in debt; US-born people and immigrants working for poverty wages in restaurants, elder-care facilities, retail warehouses, and agricultural fields. Poverty looks like unhoused people dying on the streets and buried, unidentified, in common graves.

The reality of an economic system that produces needless deprivation alongside unprecedented abundance is not simply another item on the big list of important issues. The capitalist disorder of poverty amid plenty is a portal into understanding many of the major afflictions of our nation and our current moment—a crucible in which all of society's ills come together and are expressed. While the wealthy continue to reap the rewards of a system heavily stacked in their favor, it is poor people who most acutely suffer from the ravages of racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, sickness, environmental disaster, policing, surveillance, incarceration, war, and more. The poor are not just another identity group. Their lives are the most visible sign of a society in dire straits and a warning about the direction in which many more people are hurtling if we don't immediately change our relationship to one another and to the earth itself.
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I come by this view honestly. I was raised in Wisconsin, a state that has long been a testing ground for both radical progressivism and reactionary politics. My parents were acutely aware of both. My dad, Athan G. Theoharis, was the son of an undocumented Greek immigrant who ran a small diner out of the first floor of his home until it went bankrupt. After receiving a college scholarship from the University of Chicago at the age of fifteen and graduating with a PhD in history ten years later, my dad pursued a career as a historian and a civil liberties advocate, becoming one of the country's leading experts on the FBI. In his research, he used Freedom of Information Act requests to expose illegal subterfuge by J. Edgar Hoover and others, including evidence that they had targeted activists and organizers through counter-intelligence programs like COINTELPRO.* Building on his pioneering experience, he trained generations of truth-seeking researchers, journalists, and activists to navigate and decipher the labyrinthine sprawl of illicit government records.

Even as he tracked national political currents, my dad always emphasized the need to remain locally grounded. Growing up, I remember how angry he was at nearly everything then Republican governor Tommy Thompson did, most notably his evisceration of Wisconsin's welfare system. But if my dad was often disappointed by the reality of politics, he always loved what democracy in its fullest expression could do for humanity, and he was proud of the democratic experimentation that punctuated the history of his hometown. As anyone who visited our family can attest, my dad relished the opportunity to give driving tours of Milwaukee, where he always paid special attention to our first-class public park system, a product of the city's rare history of progressive and socialist mayors.

By the time my dad retired in 2006, hard-right politicians and power brokers were again dragging Wisconsin toward a more sinister future. As the chair of the board of the Wisconsin ACLU, he worked to oppose the 2011 Wisconsin voter ID law, which maliciously required nearly all voters to have a driver's license, just one of the many racist and anti-poor methods of voter suppression that have reemerged across the country over the last couple decades. He also supported the infamous 2012 recall campaign against Governor Scott Walker, partially in response to Walker's austerity budget, which proposed to slash pensions and health benefits for public-sector workers and impose new statewide restrictions on the right to collective bargaining. The campaign unfolded over eighteen long, bitter months, with Walker, an evangelical Christian who later embraced Donald Trump, eventually holding onto the governorship. Mitt Romney, then on the presidential campaign trail, lauded Walker for his “sound fiscal policies” and promised that his victory would “echo beyond the borders of Wisconsin.”7

Romney was right. Walker's win was an early sign of a growing anti-democratic strain within the Republican Party specifically and American politics more broadly, coupled with an ideology of economic austerity that has since siphoned billions of dollars to the largest corporations and the wealthiest Americans. Even in the early 2010s, when Trump was no more than a businessman in debt and a cartoonish TV show host, this economic ideology was masquerading as populism—just as it had in the 1990s, when Tommy Thompson's workfare policies, known as the “Wisconsin Model,” were nationally exported to help end welfare as we knew it. (President George W. Bush rewarded Thompson for his efforts by nominating him as the secretary of Health and Human Services in 2001.)

If this worried my dad, it really pissed off my mom, Nancy Artinian Theoharis. The daughter of an Armenian genocide survivor and a lifelong member of the Presbyterian Church, she organized her life around the fight for human rights, inter-religious understanding, and the abolition of poverty, racism, and war. When I was growing up, my mom was a constant presence at both Sunday services and political gatherings, and she took me everywhere she went. In preschool, I brought my Winnie the Pooh backpack stuffed with coloring books to church and community meetings with her. When I was in elementary school, she encouraged our family to help run the local volunteer office of the Mondale/Ferraro presidential campaign and plan a citywide benefit concert for nuclear disarmament. In middle school, I joined her in organizing an anti-racist day camp and meetings of the Milwaukee Committee for UNICEF, which she founded. In high school, she supported me when I led letter-writing campaigns for Amnesty International and when my friends and I rallied delegations of students to protest the first Iraq War.

My mom was a stubborn and unrelenting woman—good characteristics for an activist—and her tenacity was well-honed since her childhood. She contracted polio at the age of fourteen and as a teenager she had to learn how to walk again without assistance. Her life was forever impacted by the illness. So was mine. Growing up with a polio survivor, I learned firsthand about the deep social impacts of epidemics, disability, and inequality.

She often liked to joke that moms know everything. Beneath the smile, though, I think she believed it was true, and when it came to the justice that she insisted God requires us to champion, my mom knew a lot. She knew that charity alone cannot undo inequality, and that in one of the richest countries in the world, we have more than enough to meet everyone's needs. She knew that to fight for peace and equality in the US requires an understanding of American imperialism and a commitment to internationalism. She knew that all of life is sacred, no matter where a person is born and what they are born with. She knew—from her own Armenian heritage—that violent atrocities and genocides are made possible because of the complicity of people and nations with great power and wealth. She knew that there is a difference between engaged citizenship and nationalism and believed that this country could one day become the vibrant democracy it so often claims to be. (In fact, she met my boss and me in DC for the 1996 welfare march and took me on a tour of American museums and civil rights monuments to remind me that I shouldn't lose hope for the nation and that I had joined a long line of people who have struggled for justice.) And she knew that freedom fighters through the ages have drawn strength from the power of our religious traditions and the ancient promise of Jubilee. My mom's favorite Bible passage—the password for her computer, phone, and online accounts—was Micah 6:8: “And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” For her, faith and activism were not separate, but synonymous.

Because of my parents’ community work, as a child I met influential social justice leaders not just from Milwaukee but from places as far-flung as Russia, South Africa, El Salvador, and Palestine. When organizers, ministers, and human rights activists came to town for speaking events and fundraisers, we often hosted them. Some ended up sleeping on the pull-out couch in our family room. During those visits, our house hummed with animated discussions on everything from apartheid and occupation to war and nuclear freeze, and as I soaked up these conversations I began to recognize the interdependent bonds of humanity that connect us across great distances and fortified borders.

My family had the honor of hosting Archbishop Desmond Tutu on several occasions, both before the end of apartheid and after South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission was formed in 1995. After one of his earlier visits, he sent a small thank-you note that my mom framed and placed on the bookcase near our front door. This placement wasn't random. Every morning before school, I grabbed my glasses, which my father told me to leave on the bookcase so I wouldn't forget them, and caught a glimpse of the archbishop's handwriting. The framed note was meant as a daily, visual reminder: if I was to call myself a Christian—which I did, serving as a Sunday school teacher from the age of thirteen and as a deacon in my church at sixteen—my responsibility was to keep the social activism of Archbishop Tutu ever present in my mind and to make the spirit of Micah 6:8 real in my life. My mom insisted that the life of a Christian must be centered around the public ministry of welcoming and caring for immigrants and refugees, walking alongside those held captive by hate and bigotry, and lifting the load of poverty for all.
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I like to say that the movement sent me to seminary. In the 1990s, unhoused organizers and welfare rights activists constantly encountered politicians and clergy who twisted Christian theology to denigrate the poor and provide cover for their racist beliefs and policies. In the lead-up to welfare reform, I began noticing the proliferation of perverse interpretations of obscure biblical passages like 2 Thessalonians 3—“If you do not work, you shall not eat”—in order to justify the dismantling of the welfare system and other public programs and social protections. And although this weaponization of the Bible originated among the far right, everyday Christians in mainline, Protestant congregations echoed more subtle, but still harmful, theological explanations of poverty. There was only minimal pushback, none of it especially energetic, which was all the more maddening to people like me who had always drawn sustenance from the Bible and who understood that many of these passages were being robbed of their original meanings. Indeed, 2 Thessalonians 3, when read in its historical context, can actually be understood as a critique not of the laziness of the poor but of the wealthy, who idly accumulate their riches on the backs of the poor.

Despite this theological malpractice, many of us in the movement still felt deeply connected to our religious texts and traditions. In our encampments and the abandoned houses we took over, unhoused organizers often referred to biblical teachings, and prayer was the background hum of the movement. Some prayers were lively and communal, while others were quiet, individual pleas to God to deliver us from the evils of eviction and want. These early years of organizing among the poor made it clear to me that ending poverty depends on our ability to reimagine the moral values of our society. For Christians, this will require a serious reckoning within our own institutions and communities. Today the church is undergoing a historic crisis of identity and legitimacy, even as millions of people still hunger for spiritual meaning and connection. A new reformation of religious thought and action is necessary.

America's collective past has often pivoted on the abuse of scripture and faith by those with great power and wealth. The same is true today. But American history is also replete with examples of people from many religious backgrounds who have grounded their struggles for justice in the holy word and spirit of God. Like my mom, abolitionists, suffragists, labor organizers, students, civil rights leaders, and other representatives of poor and oppressed people have always insisted that divinity cannot be reduced to private matters of soul and salvation. Rather, they have demanded that the worship of God must be concerned with the building of a society in which all of life is cared for and treated with dignity. In every previous era, there were courageous people for whom protest and public action were a form of prayer, even as the religious leaders and institutions of their day hid behind sanctuary walls. Inseparable from my work as an anti-poverty organizer are my efforts as a pastor and theologian to follow in the prayerful footsteps of these ancestors; to reclaim their radical wisdom and breathe new life into the moral heart of our society.

My mentors in the movement understood the decisive role religion has always played in this country, and, as a student at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, I remained embedded in the network of poor people's organizations that I worked with and helped lead throughout the 1990s. In 2003, a group of seminarians and I founded the Poverty Initiative (reestablished in 2013 as the Kairos Center for Religions, Rights, and Social Justice). For over two decades, our goal has been to develop a national network of community and religious leaders committed to advancing the movement to end poverty, open to all, and led by the poor. In 2017, Kairos cofounded the Poor People's Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival (PPC) with Bishop William Barber II and Repairers of the Breach. Today, we continue to co-anchor this campaign, alongside other efforts to organize and unite poor and dispossessed people.*
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Over these many years, I have met countless people who have shaped and inspired me, and I consider myself incredibly fortunate to have such a vibrant community of family, friends, colleagues, and peers. It was through the movement to end poverty that I met my love and partner in life, Chris Caruso. Chris was one of Kathleen Sullivan's best friends in college and he worked with her and a small group of friends to lead Empty the Shelters. A first-generation college student from a working-class town in Connecticut, Chris was politicized as a teenager by the punk rock music scene and introduced to social theory by leaders in the National Union of the Homeless and other poor people's organizations. He was, and remains, a ravenous reader, organizer, educator, and strategist of enviable skill and versatility. We forged a deep friendship years before we started a romantic relationship, but we eventually realized that what we shared wasn't simply respect and admiration but love. For the last thirty years, we have bowed our heads together, put our hands to the plough, forged relationships with some of the unsung heroes among the poor and dispossessed of our day, and tried to plant as many seeds of justice as possible.

Two of those seeds are our beautiful, inquisitive children, who are each still learning what the path of justice means for them. Our daughter Sophia, whose name means divine wisdom, has never doubted that anything less than the fulfillment of everyone's rights is acceptable, although she sometimes questions why our family has to go to so many protests, organizing meetings, and interfaith services. Our son Luke, who is named for the gospel of the poor, has always demanded that fairness be meted out in equal measure—for himself, his sister, his classmates, and people the whole world over.

Included in my wider movement family is Noam Sandweiss-Back, my coauthor. I first met Noam when he was a twenty-four-year-old organizer living in New Orleans. In the fall of 2017, Kairos hired him a few weeks before the launch of the Poor People's Campaign, and the two of us have been working together ever since. Over the years, we have discovered not just a political affinity, but a spiritual kinship. Much like my own, his family has always blended faith and the struggle for justice.

Noam's mom, Beth Sandweiss, was born in Detroit, into a family only a generation removed from anti-Jewish Russian pogroms. His dad, Aaron Back, was born on the other side of Lake Erie, in Buffalo, into a big, observant Jewish family that toggled between the United States and Jerusalem, where members of his family have lived since the 1840s. Noam's parents met in Berkeley, California, in the late 1980s; their first date was at a union hall, where his dad, then an aspiring psychologist, was leading a training on the connection between occupational mental health and worker power, and their relationship blossomed on picket lines and at antiwar marches to protest nuclear proliferation and American interventionism in Latin America. In the mid-1980s, they moved to Jerusalem, after Aaron received a fellowship and a subsequent teaching position at a local university. What was originally meant to be a one-year stint turned into nearly a decade of life abroad.

While living in Jerusalem, Noam's parents grew increasingly troubled by the brutal subjugation of Palestinian people in both Israel and Palestine. With each new story of a Palestinian home being demolished by the Israeli army or an olive grove being plundered by Jewish settlers, they grew more firm in the understanding that peace and democracy could never exist so long as millions of people lived under the thumb of oppression. Along with a small group of other Jewish people, they began working in solidarity with Palestinians in the West Bank who were demanding freedom for themselves and their families. Aaron was on the founding staff of B'Tselem, still one of the most important human rights organizations in Israel, and Beth ran the Israeli desk of Tikkun, a Jewish American magazine started in 1985 to help revive the moral and spiritual dimensions of American progressivism. At the time, it was one of the only publications in the United States that regularly reported on the Israeli occupation and the violent dispossession of Palestinians.

Noam and his sister were both born in Jerusalem, and he was two years old when his family moved back to the United States. His dad continued his human rights work on Israel-Palestine, and the kitchen table in Noam's childhood home in New Jersey was often filled with organizers and peace activists who were passing through town. Meanwhile, his mom worked as a therapist, meditation teacher, and Jewish ritualist. Noam likes to say that although his mom is not a rabbi—as a teenager she briefly attended Jewish Theological Seminary before they began ordaining women—she has walked the rabbinical path.

When I met Noam, it was clear to me that he had metabolized the moral and political values of his family and was giving them new meaning through his own life. In his early twenties, Noam moved to New Orleans to participate in a year of Jewish public service. He ended up staying and working for a civil rights organization, investigating jails and prisons across Louisiana—which locks up more people per capita than almost any other place on earth.8 He became immersed in a community of organizers, activists, and public interest lawyers who deepened the politicization process that his parents had begun during his childhood, helping him draw connections between Israel-Palestine and the United States, between the experience of poor and dispossessed people in his birthplace and his new home. Noam also began to better understand the ways that American militarism dispenses violence and drains vitally important resources not only abroad but domestically. Layered on top of these learnings was the illuminating experience of spending long days in Louisiana's decrepit carceral system, where poor people are often caged because they committed low-level crimes in order to survive or because they couldn't afford bail.

Working among the locked up, Noam wrestled with the byzantine mechanics of mass incarceration and the limitations of his own efforts. He believed in the cases he was building, but he also worried about the scale of their efficacy. These were cumbersome legal strategies that, on their own, could only ever tinker around the edges of poverty and systemic oppression. It often felt to Noam that he and his colleagues were standing at the mouth of a poisoned river, remediating what little they could, while the source of the poison remained upriver and out of sight. By the time we met, he was hungry to join a grassroots movement led by poor and dispossessed people themselves, not just lawyers and policy experts, with a larger vision of social transformation.

Noam has since emerged as an important leader in our work, with an expansive mind and a generous heart. Like the best organizers, he has a capacity to really be with people, to hear and see them, to make them feel known and valuable, and to lovingly push them beyond their comfort zones. He has worn a multitude of hats over the years, from setting up tables and taking notes in meetings to building new coalitions of grassroots organizations and planning the largest presidential candidates forum of the 2020 election season. I have taken special joy in watching him emerge as a faith leader in his own right, organizing other Jewish leaders in our midst, bringing Jewish learnings and rituals into our efforts, and enriching my own understanding of religious tradition and its continued relevance for our lives today.

Along the way, Noam and I have become writing partners, weaving threads of history, economics, theology, political strategy, and more in an attempt to make some sense of the world we are living in. The chapters in this book are an extension of that writing and a distillation of the organizing that the two of us and countless others are involved in and which precedes us. Many hands and minds are responsible for the ideas in this book. These pages are possible only because of the intelligence and insight of literally thousands of people—they are the result of decades of collective learning and struggle.
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In this time of existential concern, when so many of us feel a deep sense of insecurity and are asking big questions about how we can change things for the better, it is important to learn from the people who have organized, who are organizing, in the many abandoned and forgotten corners of this country. Although the history books often tell a different story, many of this country's most significant, positive social changes have emerged from the bottom of society, with ripple effects that have ultimately yielded broad social benefits. This kind of progress is never linear or promised—it is demanded by those who, for their very survival, are first compelled to take transformative action. Today, poor people have the least to lose from unsettling the status quo and the most to gain from a shift in our national priorities toward a more equitable distribution of political and economic power. They are strategically placed to be a leading social force in our society, to spur into action not just their own communities but the millions more who have eked out just enough to maintain the false promise of stability and prosperity. The abolition of poverty depends on the courageous and visionary leadership of poor people themselves.

This book begins by interrogating some of the weightiest and most corrosive myths told about poverty, including the false assertion that it can never be eradicated and that the poor are helpless to do anything about it. Our answers to these, and other myths, are included in the early chapters. The rest of the book serves as our sustained rebuttal.

Over the last few years, Noam and I have poured over old pamphlets and documents, memories and mementos, to gather evidence that social transformation at the hands of the poor is an ever-present possibility and to summarize some of the most important ideas and principles that continue to animate the movement to end poverty. This is not a history book, but we spend considerable time reflecting on the hard-won experiences and lessons that have punctuated struggles of the poor in the past. Some of our reflections reach back decades, even centuries, and were passed down to us by mentors and leaders from earlier generations. Others come directly from the organizing that we have been involved in and witnessed all across the country.

We have a saying in our work: “Movements begin with the telling of untold stories.” The movement to end poverty is thousands upon thousands of such stories—messy, incomplete, and full of thorny contradictions and daunting opposition. It is not by chance that the poor are the most politically disorganized section of society; their disorganization is fostered by an economy that relies on their cheap labor and an electoral system that often serves as a vehicle for the unequal accumulation of power and wealth at the expense of real democracy. It is also not by chance that throughout American history, the poor have been kept racially segregated to an extreme degree; not just geographically, but mentally and spiritually, within the fabricated hierarchy of white supremacy and racialized difference. When they have been able to unite across race to fight both systemic racism and economic exploitation, the poor have often discovered just how potent the power of their solidarity can be. The guardians of our established racial and economic order have time and again discovered the same, and their predictable response—division, hate, stoked fear, and violence—is proof of the threat they feel when poor and dispossessed people begin to organize and unite as an independent political force.

In the pages that follow, we tell just a few of the many stories that need to be told. We write of multiracial groups of unhoused people rising up from the streets and seizing empty, federally owned homes; of mothers on welfare shutting down entire city blocks and going toe to toe with some of the most powerful politicians in the country; of farmworkers busting modern-day slavery rings and winning living wages from multinational fast-food companies; of water defenders surviving the poisoning of their cities and clandestinely turning their water taps back on after the authorities shut them off and paved them over with cement; of coal miners, veterans, unemployed workers, students, artists, and others joining together in unusual and creative alliances to fight, sing, and pray their way toward freedom.

We offer this book with humility, with the hope that the stories, lessons, and ideas in these pages can provide a small sense of orientation amid the madness of these times. We hope that this book is a useful addition to the toolkit of moral audacity and radical imagination. We hope that it opens a window into the movement family to which we belong, which is always seeking new recruits who have the fires of love and justice burning in their hearts. This book is for all those who believe that the world does not have to be this way, that this is not as good as it gets, and that a future in which everyone thrives, not just barely survives, is possible and within reach.



* In this book, Noam and I refer to people without housing as unhoused. For years, organized poor people have fought for this descriptor to replace the word homeless since it helps shift the focus and blame from impoverished individuals to the systems that produce their deprivation. Still, we occasionally use the word homeless, especially when referring to organizing in the 1980s and 1990s. This was how unhoused organizers described themselves at the time, and it was a radical reclamation of language that was used to demean and diminish them. The NUH was known to carry banners that read: “Homeless Not Helpless.” This reclaiming of identity—from hostile implication to liberatory possibility—was not unique to the NUH. Oppressed people are constantly negotiating and reimagining the language society imposes on them.

* Launched by the FBI in 1956, COINTELPRO (an abbreviation of “Counter Intelligence Program”) illegally surveilled, infiltrated, and undermined dozens of political organizations, including the Black Panthers, the American Indian Movement, the United Farm Workers, and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

* We use the formulation “poor and dispossessed” often in this book to describe the many millions of people in this country who have been impoverished and divested of their human rights, as well as of the power to determine the direction of their own lives.
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