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It is my honor to be here today and to have been asked to be a part of this discussion.  I 

first want to thank Dr. Jacqueline Rivers for her good and thought-provoking presentation on 

the African-American Family and Poverty.  No single presentation can capture all the many 

difficult and different facets of this challenge, but Dr. Rivers’ insights are of great benefit to us 

as churches to continue to address these social challenges.  Along with her, I also hope that the 

conversations between the different denominations on this topic will continue.  We are never 

as strong as when we come together to put forth a combined effort to vanquish social ills that 

our faith demands that we address. 

In response to Dr. Rivers’ presentation, I would like to make the following comments: 

 Dr. Rivers correctly and clearly identifies the importance of Family Structure as a means 

of addressing and seeking to eliminate poverty in the African-American Family.  It is clear 

from her presentation that the cycle of poverty is perpetuated in an acute way in the 

African-American family by the breakdown in marriage and family structure due to 

cohabitation, illegitimacy and absent parents.  The role that marriage and the structure 

of family life play in providing a road out of poverty is presented very convincingly in Dr. 

Rivers’ presentation.  Family structure is indeed one way to address poverty in African-

American families.  It is clear, however, that there are also many African-American 

families with both a working father and a working mother present in the household that 

are still mired in poverty.  These families are at the mercy of additional social factors, 
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such as inadequate housing, lack of employment opportunities, and poor education, that 

confine what, for these purposes, we might refer to as ‘intact’ African-American families 

to poverty.  In addition to family structure, these social ills and social factors are also 

important in addressing poverty in the African-American family. 

  One cannot overlook the mention made by Dr. Rivers of the over one million missing 

African-American males due to incarceration and premature death from homicide, as 

noted in The New York Times article.  On its own this is a startling statistic.  This statistic 

certainly indicates that a significant number of African-American males are removed 

from the structure of Marriage and Family Life.  Dr. Rivers cited Robert Woods’ work 

which indicated that incarcerations and the premature death due to homicide of African-

American males account for only a 3 – 4% decline in marriage among Blacks.  While the 

factors of incarceration and death due to homicide may only account for a small 

percentage in the decline in marriage among African-Americans, I feel that it is important 

to remember that this absence of African-American men due to incarceration and 

homicide also has a profound impact on other areas of family life that are also directly 

related to poverty.  These men are absent as role-models, as educators, as mentors, and 

simply as friends and neighbors.  In their absence, these important roles and 

responsibilities go unfulfilled for African-American youth and African-American families.  

Further, incarceration renders these men not only perceivably ‘un-marry-able’, but in 

most circumstances upon their release even ‘un-employable’ because of their 

incarceration.  This leads to a lifetime sentence to futility in gainful employment, and 

thus negatively affects family life and perpetuates family poverty. 
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 Compounding the many factors that lead to poverty on the part of the African-American 

Family are the direct and ongoing effects of Racism, and the ongoing need for not only 

‘liberty’ for African-Americans, but ‘equality’ for African-Americans, as foreseen in the 

Moynihan report.  There is a need for a full understanding by the larger society of the 

residual effects of slavery and the Jim Crow Laws, as well as the reason for the Civil 

Rights movement.  An incomplete understanding of these realities can lead to the 

mistaken denial that Racism continues to exist today, and such a belief has a direct 

impact on the cycle of poverty that ensnares many African-American families.  There also 

persists in many ways today a refusal to recognize the Human Dignity of each person, as 

well as the inestimable value of each Human Life.  These are important realities in our 

efforts to combat poverty in every sector of American life. 

 Dr. Rivers lifts up the need for the Churches to continue to assist both those in our 

church pews and outside of our church pews.  This will require that we as churches rise 

above the apathy, preoccupation and/or blindness of some church leaders and 

members.  I also agree with Dr. Rivers’ statement that Churches must continue to strive 

to foster within those suffering poverty values which she calls both biblical and 

beneficial.  In line with her presentation, one such effort would be to continue to 

encourage and to stress the value and importance of marriage and family structure with 

our youth, not only as a combatant to poverty, but also because it is part of God’s divine 

plan.  We also need to continue to strive to reach those young people whom Orlando 

Patterson refers to as ‘disengaged-youth’, who are young people ages 16 – 24 who are 
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not working or going to school – young people who are overlooked and ignored and on 

no one’s radar until we encounter a Ferguson, or a New York, or a Katrina. 

 Finally, Dr. Rivers’ presentation is a clarion call and a reminder of the reality that each 

day too many lives are lost to the cycle of poverty.  This is tragic enough in itself.  

However, with each day that passes those who are in the grips of poverty fall farther and 

farther behind. 

I thank you for your kind attention to these my thoughts, and I again thank Dr. Jacqueline Rivers 

for her presentation. 

     


