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Headlines of corporate growth and rising prosperity can obscure the economic hurdles for low-income families and
people born into persistent generational poverty. The statistics are grim: fewer than 1 in 10 climb out.

Wan Smith is developing a community-centric framework to change this in Atlanta and other cities with significant
Black populations. She is a public theologian and a trans-disciplinary researcher at Georgia State University's Urban
Studies Institute. Smith is an ordained minister who has pastored across multiple denominations. She views Georgia’s
poverty crisis as an ethnographer who observes people over time to see how they specifically struggle and survive
systemic instability.

The baseline cost of living has outpaced standard working-class wages. Consequently, Smith says the most powerful
thing the faith community can offer is a willingness to listen, respect local ingenuity, and extend both “space and
grace.”

Understanding Economic Hurdles for Low-Income Families

The most significant hurdle facing low-income neighbors today isn’t a lack of effort, but a massive gap between basic
expenses and stagnant incomes. Smith’s preliminary research reveals that the economic landscape has transformed
so rapidly that the survival tools of yesterday no longer work.

“It is harder to navigate poverty or being a low-income individual today than it was just six years ago,” Smith said in
an interview with ECF.

While older people on fixed incomes may cling to the traditional narrative that consistent work guarantees security,
that doesn’t work for younger generations. Today, even individuals earning $75,000 a year are strapped because of
the skyrocketing costs of housing, utilities, and groceries.

When necessary expenditures outpace wages, the math does not add up, making it nearly impossible for families to
work their way out of cyclical poverty. One future intervention could be Smith’s community-centered framework.

The Daily Stress of Economic Hurdles for Low-Income Families

Well-meaning organizations often try to help people in poverty by implementing rigid timelines and strict
programmatic expectations. Structures like these, Smith pointed out, often don't consider practical realities:

e Compounding instability: For families with no financial buffer, a single minor setback—like a sick child or
unreliable vehicle—can throw an entire month completely out of whack.

e Institutional bureaucracy: Low-income individuals negotiate slow, oppressive institutional systems, banking
practices, and employment hurdles that are time consuming.

e Irregular patterns: Survival in a high-cost economy often means juggling streams of income or erratic gigs,
leading to last-minute cancellations and scheduling inconsistencies.

¢ Non-linear progress: Healing from generations of chronic stress, and becoming stabilized, doesn’t happen in a
straight line. Setbacks and relapses happen.
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Offering Space and Grace: The Church’s Best Response

Meaningful action, Smith said, must start with careful listening and a rejection of the “liberal savior complex.” She
emphasizes that faith communities must respect the institutional knowledge and ingenuity present in low-income
neighborhoods. If local grassroots solutions exist, a church could be more effective by joining those efforts instead of
starting new programs.

Effective partnership requires baking patience and emotional labor into a ministry’s scope of work. This means space
for setbacks and grace when individuals cannot show up when or how they promised.

By accommodating the messy, non-linear realities of poverty, churches can build authentic relationships that are more
likely to achieve significant, long-lasting change in our communities.

Reorienting Our Priorities to Support Low-Income Neighbors

The splashy headlines celebrating a new corporation in Atlanta highlight what our society considers important, and
obscure the suffering of neighbors. Alleviating persistent poverty requires a profound reorienting of moral standards
and community consciousness. Smith suggests that parishes looking to make a difference begin by acknowledging
that poverty is the result of our collective choices.

“Our measure of excellence should not be that we got Microsoft to come,” Smith noted, pointing to the Biblical call to
be renewed by the transforming of our minds. “For the faith community, part of this is realizing that poverty is a
reflection of our societal priorities.”

Michelle Hiskey (she/her) is an experienced writer and journalist whose work has appeared in the New York
Times, Washington Post and AJC, and earned four Pulitzer Prize nominations. She ghostwrote two business
books related to negotiation strategies, and coaches writers including Emory faculty. Michelle is a member at
St. Bartholomew's Episcopal Church.

SUPPORT ECF

Your one-time or monthly donation allows us to serve people experiencing poverty and oppression throughout
our Diocese. Make a donation at https://episcopalcommunityfoundation.org/donate/
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