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[Jesus] sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting
money into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow
came and put in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny. Then he
called his disciples and said to them, ‘Truly I tell you, this poor widow has
put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For all of
them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has
put in everything she had, all she had to live on.’
– Mark 12:41-44
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This story has often been a favorite for stewardship Sunday. "Isn’t it great
that this poor woman was so incredibly generous – a shining model for the
rest of us!" But in fact Jesus’ words are a scathing condemnation; he is
infuriated that this widow has been made destitute by her tithing obligation,
and he calls his disciples over for an object lesson. Jesus considers this an
example of “the devouring of a widow’s house."
Since people in poverty are rarely in a position to make the rules, they often
become the victims of the people in power, be they government officials,
religious authorities, or corporate executives. Conversely, those of us with
even "modest" wealth and power can easily lose touch with the poor,
homeless, prisoners, and otherwise abandoned people among us.
The stories below raise the question, "What is a just and fair tax structure?
How much should each of us be paying in taxes?" Perhaps we should begin
by asking, "What does each one have left over after the taxes are paid?"
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Not many of us are enthusiastic about paying taxes, but most of us welcome (or
at least take advantage of) some of the benefits that taxes provide – streets,
parks, libraries, fire and police protection. Taxes also pay for military equipment,
farm subsidies, and disaster assistance; sometimes they provide community
services and other times serve very narrow interests. But how should taxes be
apportioned? If everyone were required to pay an equal share, some folks (like
the widow in Mark's story) would end up with nothing to live on.
Some political leaders are
calling for further tax cuts at
the top. Yet tax rates for
wealthy Americans are at their
lowest levels in 60 years, and
there continues to be a growing
concentration of wealth in the
U.S. Of the Forbes 400 richest
Americans – all billionaires –
more than 20%
simply
inherited enough from family
to make the list; and only one
of the Forbes 400 is AfricanAmerican (Oprah Winfrey). One of the hallmarks of a fair tax structure should
(see related stories on page 2)
be that it levels inequality.

U.S. Federal Tax Issues

Pennsylvania Tax Debates

When the U.S. Congress returns to work after the
November 6th election, debate will resume on a budget
(taxes and spending) for Fiscal Year 2013, which begins
Oct. 1, 2012. Under current law, the Bush tax cuts will
expire in 2013, income and payroll taxes will rise for
everyone, and inheritance taxes will rise for estates worth
over $1 million, unless Congress and President Obama
agree to a new tax plan between fall elections and the end
of the year.

Although Pennsylvania has a very regressive tax structure, it
would take a constitutional amendment to replace the flat (onerate-fits all) taxes with a progressive income tax and
inheritance tax that better reflect residents ability to pay.
The current tax debates in Pennsylvania concern corporate taxes
(see September PJN) and property tax alternatives.

Obama/Democratic proposal: would restore tax rates
that were in effect in 2000 for the richest 2% of taxpayers;
extends the current (lower) 2012 tax rates for everyone else.
Ryan/Republican proposal: would extend the "Bush
tax cuts" (i.e., the 2012 tax rates) for everyone, except cut
back the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and Child Tax
Credit (CTC) that benefit primarily low and middle income
families.

_________
*See ja.ppjr.org/issues/economics.htm#tax for resources on tax
policy and related issues.

Per capita tax - everyone pays the same dollar amount.
Some local tax districts in Pennsylvania levy a per capita tax
on every adult in the district.
Progressive tax - people with higher income pay a greater
percentage than people with lower income.
U.S. Individual Income Tax is generally progressive, even
with the many deductions and reduced tax rates for investment earnings that tend to favor wealthier tax payers.
U.S. Inheritance Tax (Estate Tax) is progressive in the
sense that small estates pay no tax, while large estates are
taxed at progressively higher rates.
[Pennsylvania inheritance tax is not progressive. It is a flat
tax on recipients; the rate (0 to15%) depends only on who
receives the inheritance – spouse, children, charity, etc ...]

Property Tax: Pennsylvania's property tax rate (on average,
about 3% of personal income) is slightly below the national
average, but varies widely among different school districts and
municipalities. So there have been many proposals (such as
HB1776 in the current legislative session) to modify, limit, or
replace property taxes for funding local government and public
schools. The preferred "solution," of course, depends on who
gains and who loses by shifting the tax structure, but
moderately progressive proposals include:
• Increasing the share of state funding for public schools, with
a funding formula that favors the communities with the least
financial resources. In 1974, the state paid 55% of school
budgets, but state funding has eroded to about 36% now. This
may require adjusting the state income tax rate, but
Pennsylvania should at least close the loopholes that currently
allow many corporations to avoid state taxes altogether.
• Expanding the Property Tax and Rent Rebate (PTRR) program to provide relief, not only to seniors, but to all low income
residents.
Flat tax - everyone pays the same percentage of income.
Pennsylvania, for example, has a 3.07% flat income tax.
Regressive tax - people with lower income pay a
greater percentage than people with higher income.
Sales Tax, for example, is very regressive, especially if it
is levied on food and clothing, since poor folks spend a
much greater fraction of income on such necessities than
do wealthy folks.
Payroll Taxes: Social Security and Medicare taxes have
flat rates, but on earned income only. High-income
workers and those with substantial investment income pay
a smaller share of income on payroll taxes.
Property Tax is usually regressive, but generally less so
than sales tax, because wealthier folks tend to own more
expensive homes.

Summer Peace Camp at Philadelphia Praise Center
by Samantha Lioi, Minister of Peace and Justice
Philadelphia Praise Center (PPC) planned a two-week Peace
Camp which stretched into three this summer by popular
(eager parental) demand. They met from noon to 4pm,
providing a nutritious lunch for the children, all of whom
live within ten blocks of the church building in South Philly.
Ardi Hermawan of PPC, a senior nursing student at Eastern
Mennonite University hired by his home congregation for the
summer, and summer Ministry Inquiry Program intern Erika
Bollman worked together to develop the program.
This fall Erika enters her second year of Eastern Mennonite
University’s Conflict Transformation masters program—but
she is studying peace at the policy level and came into the
summer with no experience working with kids, so there was
much to learn. She had spent a year in Indonesia, however,
with SALT (Serving And Learning Together) between
college and grad school, so she brought some cultural
understanding and was able to speak with parents in
Indonesian. This was particularly helpful since she and Ardi
went house to house picking up and dropping off all the
children at the beginning and end of each day.
Ardi was inspired by his experience in the Bronx over Spring
Break with nine other EMU students through the college’s
YPCA (Young People’s Christian Association). Visiting,
singing, and sharing stories with patients who are HIVpositive at a clinic and spending time with a woman at a “day
care” for elderly folk whose families could or would not care
for them, Ardi was amazed by the compassion and
connection that can form quickly between two strangers.

from Scripture according to the theme of the day, teaching
about God peacefully splitting land between Abraham and
Lot, the just resistance of the Egyptian midwives in refusing
to kill Hebrew babies, and the four friends who cared for
another enough to carry him to Jesus to be healed. (Gen 13,
Exod 1:15-22, and Luke 5:17-26)
They worked on a tight budget, but they still managed to
offer several field trips to broaden the experiences of the
children who tend to live very locally, grounded in the
richness of their Indonesian, Latino, and Vietnamese cultural
contexts. They visited the justice and peace-themed exhibits
of the Liberty Museum, toured the aquarium in Camden, NJ,
created a scavenger hunt throughout South Philly, and one
day even handed out cupcakes in local businesses and to
passersby on the streets. “The kids were so excited to give
away those cupcakes,” Erika recalled, as they were able to
connect with people in their neighborhood through simple,
joyful generosity.
PPC’s content included appreciating diversity and difference,
caring for each other and the earth, and learning to resolve
conflict peacefully. “Three weeks is not enough to transform
them,” Erika said, “but I hope they get the concepts early on,
so as it comes up again and again, they start to think it’s
really possible [to choose peaceful ways to engage conflict].”
Indeed, Ardi saw God at work in the minds and hearts of the
children they worked with. “These kids… if you listen to
them, you’d be amazed. When they open up and are very
vulnerable to you… when I listen to them I think, Wow, God
has something to do with these kids, and it’s part of my job
to give guidance.”
Philly Praise clearly reached beyond themselves this summer,
drawing ten kids from a local daycare and thirty from the
neighborhood who are not regular participants in the
congregation.
These children—from many cultural
experiences and some of different faiths—became so
attached to one another during Peace Camp that PPC chose
to welcome them back for a “reunion” every Friday until
August.

In response, Ardi added the theme “faith, hope, and love” to
PPC’s Peace Camp during the final week to help the children
learn how to do something for the neighborhood. “South
Philly [looks] very fragile and broken from the outside,” Ardi
reflected. “From the inside, I think there’s something God
really wants to do [that has been left] unexplored.”
In its third year, PPC’s Peace Camp introduced the children
to a different hero of peace each day, beginning with
Anabaptist reformer Menno Simons and including Martin
Luther King, Jr., Susan B. Anthony, Mother Teresa, and the
local founder of what he hoped would be “a peaceful
woods,” William Penn. Pastor Aldo Siahaan chose stories

And it wasn’t only the children’s faith and imaginations that
were being formed. “I think a lot about the purpose of my
life,” says Ardi. “What do I really want to do with my life?
I had the chance to serve at PPC and got to apply some of
what I learned in the Bronx. [During that trip] we realized
this life is not about ourselves, but it’s about God and how
you build some connection with other people.”

__________
Samantha Lioi's reports about other summer peace camps (at
Salford Mennonite Church and Ripple, Allentown) are posted at
franconiaconference.org/news/2012-peace-camps-love-on-a-local
-scale-part-3
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Peace and Justice Calendar

October 2, 2012 (6:30-7:30pm) Skippack, PA

Service of Lament at Wellspring Church
Undoing Racism - Training and Resources
Damascus Road – Anti-Racism Analysis Training
– [2013 schedule to be announced]
Changing Racism: A Personal Approach to
Multiculturalism, Inclusion and Equity
– October 5-7, 2012 (Fri.-Sun.) Phoenixville, PA
see www.ppjr.org/calend12.htm for details on these sessions
and MCUSA “Tools for Racial Healing.”

Vegetable Basket Project
September 24 was the last collection day for 2012. If
there are growers who still have produce to donate, it
should be taken directly to the closest Nutrition Coalition
food pantry. The growing season was not as productive
this summer as it has been in some recent years, but
demand for food assistance is high, and all donations are
appreciated.
For more information, see efpjc.ppjr.org/#vegbasket .

Dialogues on Homosexuality
Like Mennonite Church USA, the United Methodist Church has
adopted the position that the Church "does not condone the
practice of homosexuality and considers this practice incompatible with Christian teaching.” But both denominations
include members and pastors with a diversity of perspectives on
homosexuality.
These dialog sessions have some similarities to the ones at the
2011 MCUSA Convention in Pittsburgh. For details and
registration, see efpjc.ppjr.org/calend12.htm#dialogue .
Both sessions are the same and free, but registration is requested.
Saturday, October 6, 2012 (9am - 1pm) St. Matthews
Church, Valley Forge - 600 Walker Road, Wayne, PA 19087
Saturday, November 17, 2012 (9am - 1pm) Solebury UM
Church, 2536-A Aquetong Road, New Hope, PA 18938
October 10, 2012 (Wednesday, 7:00pm) Lancaster, PA
Nelly del Cid, a Peacebuilder from Honduras, is an Associate of
the Sisters of Mercy and the Director of Mercy Dreamweavers in
San Pedro Sula, Honduras, as well as the Coordinator of the
Alternatives to Violence Project. She will speak on political, human
rights and environmental conditions in her country. A social time
will follow the hour long program.
Location: Fondersmith Auditorium, Holy Trinity Lutheran Church,
31 South Duke St., Lancaster. Sponsored by the Latin American
Interest Group of the Lancaster Interchurch Peace Witness. For
details, see www.lancasterinterchurchpeacewitness.org/?p=549 .
________
For additional information about any of our Peace & Justice
Committee events, please contact us (see page 1).
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Witnessing Against the Execution of Terrance
Williams and the Death Penalty
On September 28, a Philadelphia judge granted a stay of
execution for Terrance Williams, a death-row inmate at
Graterford prison who was scheduled for lethal injection
on October 3rd. The stay of execution has been appealed
to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court. Williams would be
the first non-volunteer inmate executed by the state in
fifty years.
As a response to the state’s decision to execute Terrance
Williams, a short worship service has been organized by
Mennonite congregations near Graterford Prison. The
6:30 pm service, at Wellspring Church of Skippack which
borders Graterford, will include hymn singing, a very
brief statement, and corporate prayer. "We will gather to
lament the existence of the death penalty and the
prison-industrial complex in our state. We will ask
forgiveness for our complicity in this injustice by
remembering that we are called to follow a crucified
God." Participants may also carpool from the Salford
Mennonite Church parking lot, departing about 6:15 PM
For further information, please contact John Tyson,
john.tyson@ptsem.edu, or see the announcement at
www.easterndistrict.org.
October 18, 2012 (Thursday, 8-10am) Harleysville, PA
Pastors/Leaders Breakfast: “Acting Like Christians: Peacemaking Within and Beyond the Body of Christ” with
Samantha Lioi.
Cost: $6.55 (includes breakfast).
Location: Hennings Market, 290 Main St., Harleysville
To register for this event on-line (by October 12) see
efpjc.ppjr.org/calend12.htm#Oct18 .
October 20, 2012 (Saturday 8:30am-1:30pm) Allentown, PA
A Modest Dream: A Place to Call Home affordable housing, homelessness, and public
policy -- with multiple plenary speakers and
workshops. This event will focus on how local
congregations and individuals can respond to the
housing crisis.
Location: St. Paul's Lutheran Church, 8th and Walnut Streets,
Allentown, PA. Sponsored by Lehigh County Conference of
Churches / Justice & Advocacy, and partner organizations.
See home.ppjr.org for details and registration.
November 9, 2012 (Friday, 9:30am-2:30pm) Bethlehem, PA
Economic Democracy Then and Now: Renewing an Ecumenical
Tradition with Gary Dorrien who is the Reinhold Niebuhr
Professor of Social Ethics at Union Theological Seminary and
Professor of Religion at Columbia University, and an ordained
Episcopal priest. He is the author of 14 books and approximately
250 articles that range across the fields of ethics, social theory,
theology, philosophy, politics, and history. Location: Prosser
Auditorium, Moravian Seminary, 60 W. Locust St., Bethlehem, PA
See www.moravianseminary.edu/continuing-ed.html for details.
Pre-registration (by Nov. 2nd) is required, but free.

