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Phil entered the Meeting Room hesitantly. His eyes 
darted nervously as he looked for a place to sit. Looking 
for all the world like he wished he were invisible, he moved 
across the room and took a seat. His long red hair was 
disheveled, escaping his attempt to tame it with a rubber 
band. I cringed inside. Phil is a young man I have known 
for 12 years. He holds odd jobs, and, much of the year, 
lives in the woods. Heõs a gentle man, but his wild looks 
make people nervous. His clothes are dirty. For awhile the 
silence seemed to make him uncomfortable. Folks near 
him looked uneasy. I prayed he would be received with 
tenderness and that Friends would not press too hard if 
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Denis Halliday is an Irishman and a Quaker. He was 
a career United Nations diplomat who worked for more 
than 30 years in developing countries around the globe and 
in UN ofþces in New York. In 1998 Mr. Halliday applied 
and was appointed as the þrst director of the Oil-for-Food 
program in Iraq. One year later he resigned his position in 
protest, saying that the UN program was poorly conceived 
and that the food rations were unacceptable, maintaining 
people at the lowest levels of health and nutritional neces-
sity. The Oil-for-Food program could not begin to meet the 
real needs of Iraqi citizens, especially itõs most vulnerable 
ones, he said, given the devastation of critical infrastructure 
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the social skills most of us take 
for granted were to elude him 
after Meeting.

Philõs arrival stirred up the 
chronic discomfort I feel at our 
comfortableness with each 
other. We are all white, generally middle class, mostly 
professionals, some well on in years. Most have the luxury 
of stable housing, and regularñ even rewarding ñ em-
ployment. Most give serious thought to the testimony of 
simplicity and earnestly try to resist the materialism that 
surrounds us. Most of us are, well, comfortable. And we 
quickly become uncomfortable in the presence of poverty, 
especially when the poor person lacks middle class social 
skills.

I have a friend who has been doing some wonderful 
thinking about God and her deep dedication to the home-
less people she works with. I want to invite her to Meeting. 
But I know she has even more limited resources than I have 
ñ and she bears deeper scars from years of living on a very 
low income. I know the þrst thing sheõll say to me after 
listening to introductions and announcements is òTheyõre 
all educated, arenõt they.ó Can I make it safe enough for her 
for a few months, until she can begin to trust us? Can I trust 
my friends to be truly welcoming? How do I help people 
I love understand that sometimes, unthinkingly, we erect 
barriers all too familiar to low income people?

There is nothing theoretical about these barriers for 
me. I wrestle constantly with being a responsible member 
of a community that offers opportunities for things that 
require more money than I have. I want desperately to 
do my part, not to be a burden on others. I wrestle with 
pride and humility ñ and sometimes humiliation. There 
is the old Yankee assumption that runs deep in me and in 

and services that resulted from 
the Gulf War and the ongoing 
economic sanctions. Since his 
resignation, Mr. Halliday is 
again traveling the globe in an 
effort to educate people about 

the ongoing crises in Iraq. òWe are in the process of destroy-
ing a country, the people and their culture; it is as simple 
and horrifying as that,ó he says.

Indeed, the statistics are horrifying. UNICEF and other 
reputable sources estimate that US-sponsored UN economic 
sanctions are responsible for the deaths of over one million 
ñ maybe as many as one and a half million ñ innocent 
Iraqis, many of whom are young children. American and 
British planes have ÿown 280,000 sorties over the last ten 
years, destroying property, killing 300 Iraqi civilians, and 
wounding another 800. Mr. Halliday speaks softly and 
slowly, measuring his words. òAmericans,ó he says òare 
very generous and kind people. Iõm sure that if they knew 
the extent of the suffering and death that is caused by US 
government policy in Iraq, they would insist on a change 
in that policy.ó 

The truth is, most Americans lack information ñ and 
especially they lack fair, accurate and unbiased information 
on Iraq. Media surveys reveal a near absence of substantive 
reporting on the humanitarian crises we are imposing on 
the people there. I would venture to say that most Ameri-
cans know only two things about Iraq: its 1990 invasion 
of Kuwait led to the Gulf War, and Saddam Hussein is the 
brutal and dictatorial president who at times has turned his 
weapons against his own people. Although the numbers 
are growing, very few Americans are aware of the human 
impact of our governmentõs sanctions policy ñ a policy 
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those around me, that there is something wrong with me 
if I need help, especially if I need it more than once. My 
struggles in the Quaker community are compounded by 
my struggles in the larger society. Let me name some of 
the situations I struggle with.

I remember quietly throwing away an announcement 
of a retreat addressed to one of my children because I just 
couldnõt ask again for scholarship and I couldnõt face the 
pleading face of the child longing to go. There is a little line 
on the form that says that no one should stay away for lack 
of funds. But Iõd asked for the last two retreats and there 
seemed to be an unstated assumption that one should not 
ask for help for every retreat. The week had already held 
several rounds of having to ask for assistance with fees for 
soccer, a school trip, etc. Forty dollars for a retreat ñ and 
asking for assistance again ñ put me over the edge. Was 
it all my problem? Was there a way the Meeting or the 
NEYM youth program could make it a little easier? Was I 
just too proud? And the list of walls/opportunities seems 
endless: the Meeting Retreat, the fund-raiser for the local 
peace groups, the cost of a babysitter so I can go to com-
mittee meetings, the cost of gas to go to Committee Day. 
On my very tight budget, that $15 for gas is one third of 
my monthõs spending money. I hate reducing whether or 
not to accept a committee position to whether or not I can 
afford it, but that is the reality I live with. And I am far 
from alone.

We all know that the gap between rich and poor is 
growing, but we may not realize what that is doing to 
people in our Meeting and whom that change is keeping 
way. Over the last ten years, about half the population has 
not seen a real increase in their incomes. The bottom 20% 
have actually seen a decline in income. And yet the cost 
of housing and other expenses has climbed. It is harder 
and harder for a growing number of people to just get by. 
The upper half of the population is doing OK ñ with the 
top 20% doing really well. Their income growth at least 
parallels the rising cost of living and some are experiencing 
signiþcantly more than that.

Perhaps part of the challenge for most Quakers is that 
respect for the dignity of every person and the testimony 
of simplicity are things we do take very seriously. Yet we 
are people imbedded in a culture where money, power and 
privilege are more important than they have ever been. 
Unless our personal boat has been rocked by downsizing 
or unemployment, chances are most of us are not aware on 
a gut level of the kinds of economic belt-tightening many 
people around us are engaged in. We try to live simply 
and assume that that puts us on the same footing as people 
who just donõt have as much as we do.

But poverty and simplicity are two very different 
realities. The difference has to do, at least in part, with 
choice. Simplicity is rooted in the understanding that in 
this culture it is all too easy to acquire more òstuffó than 
we need. At its most basic, it is a shedding of extras, an 
attempt to tread gently on the earth, using its riches care-
fully. It is about considering how much clothing, kitchen 
appliances and household goods we have, whether to ride 
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a bike around town or drive, perhaps choosing to buy fresh 
local organic produce or to buy clothes not produced in 
sweatshops. When the day holds too many tasks, eating 
out or buying take-out food is a viable way to relieve stress 
ñ not just a pleasurable way to eat. It includes music les-
sons and buying books for our children, going on retreat 
once a year and watching less TV.

Living with a lower income (the living wage estimate 
in Vermont for two employed parents with two children 
is about $43,400/year) is about lack of choice. Organic 
produce and new clothes of any kind are simply not an 
option. A $50/month increase in rent means trying to þnd 
a more affordable (and probably inadequate) place, taking 
a second job (and probably having to live with inadequate 
child care in order for the added hours to actually increase 
the take-home pay) or doubling up with someone else in 
too small a space. Take-out dinner is not an option, no 
matter how tired you are. It is swallowing your pride and 
applying for scholarships for after school programs, swim 
team, school trips and all the other things we want our 
children to be able to experience. Counting every penny, 
living one paycheck away from serious þnancial trouble 
month after month is the antithesis of simple; it is very 
complex and takes incredible amounts of energy. On top 
of the struggle are layered all the judgements we have cul-
turally about poor people. We still have the assumption that 
if people are working they can provide for their family, so 
there must be something wrong with me if I canõt afford 
$40 for a retreat. The combination of the lack of awareness 
that there are those in our midst who are not middle class, 
with lack of a sense of community commitment to grace-
fully including lower income people in all of our activities, 
sets us up to be less than fully welcoming to people who 
are poor or low income. It sets us up to rest happily in be-
ing comfortable.

The Prejudice and Poverty Committee is asking us, indi-
vidually and collectively, to thoughtfully and respectfully 
consider the role class plays in our lives. It is a hard con-
versation to have. Emotions and money are often strangely 
entwined. We need to þnd the courage to speak of our ex-
periences, to examine privilege, to listen to those who have 
less, to name the walls we erect and look for ways to take 
them down. It is important work that can only strengthen 
our ministry in the world.

Anonymous; a New England Friend

Poverty Among Quakers? (cont.)
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that, according to a recent UN report, ò éhas produced 
a humanitarian disaster comparable to the worst catas-
trophes of the past decades.ó

Of course, at the highest level, US policy makers are 
well aware of the impact of the Sanctions on Iraqi civilians 
ñ especially on young children. Leslie Stahl asked Mad-
eleine Albright about it in a famous 1996 interview on 
CBS 60 minutes. A half million children have died (as a 
result of sanctions against Iraq) émore children than died 
in Hiroshima. Is the price worth it, she asked? And Ms. 
Albright answered, òI think this is a very hard choice, but 
é we think the price is worth it.ó

And sadly, on the streets of Northampton Massachu-
setts, where a core group of about þfteen people holds a 
weekly vigil, we hear the same sentiments. Even parents 
with young children in tow pass by refusing our literature, 
òI hope they all die,ó said one father as his two children 
looked on and listened. And another young mother said 
she couldnõt sign our petition; she needed more infor-
mation. Like Madeline Albright, she is willing to consider 
the question, and possibly to pay the price: another 200 
Iraqi children will die today. 

Anti-Arab sentiment ñ a racist fear and distrust 
ñ permeates US media and culture, portraying Arabs 
as dangerous and threatening people ñ troublemakers. 
Most Americans know little about Arab or Iraqi history 
and culture, so it is more difþcult to understand the cir-
cumstances of their lives ñ the things that make their 
lives different from ours, and the things that make us the 
same. Few Americans know that Iraq, prior to 1990, was 
becoming a þrst world country of well-educated, healthy 
and prosperous people. And few can imagine the positive 
image of Iraq before sanctions: a stable, Islamic society with 
intact families, hard working, responsible, loving parents 
and healthy children who, like many children all over the 
world, could enjoy their childhood and expect to live to 
fulþll their dreams.

Lacking a strong, alternative vision, Americans have 
come to accept the dehumanizing images presented to us. 
These images enable American policy makers, elected ofþ-
cials and ordinary citizens to consider the question: what is 
more important today, the lives of 200 young Iraqi children, 
or maintaining economic sanctions? And every day for the 
last ten years, they have decided to maintain sanctions and 

Iraqi Poverty (cont.)

let those children die. Those 200 lives are secondary to our 
òstrategic interestsó in the Middle East.

We hope and work for the day when the very question 
will be recognized as absurd, and the answer will be a dif-
ferent one. On that day we will afþrm that nothing is worth 
the price of 200 innocent Iraqi lives every day. 

After ten years, there are cracks in the embargo. Inter-
national opposition to the Sanctions is growing, and even 
Iraqõs neighbors, Syria and Jordan, are beginning to break 
the UN embargo on food, medicines and other goods. Saudi 
Arabia has opened a border to facilitate trade. Planes with 
humanitarian aide from France and Russia are defying the 
sanctions and ÿying into Baghdad.

The òrealó story of the humanitarian crises is getting out, 
thanks to people like Anthony Arnove and South End Press 
who, earlier this year, released Iraq Under Siege, The Deadly 
Impact of Sanctions and War, a collection of writing by lead-
ing voices in the Anti-sanctions movement. Also this year, 
internationally acclaimed journalist, John Pilger, released 
Paying the Price: Killing the Children of Iraq, a documentary 
þlm on Iraq made for the BBC in Britain. Both the þlm and 
book have received considerable attention, giving ordinary 
citizens more and more accurate information and giving 
activists fuel for educational organizing efforts.

In November, 1999 AFSCõs National Board approved the 
Campaign of Conscience for the Iraqi People...to Awaken the 
Soul of Our Nation. The campaign, co-sponsored with the 
Fellowship of Reconciliation, asks individuals and groups 
to contribute money to purchase and ship food, medicines 
and other necessities in deþance of the embargo. The Cam-
paign hopes to energize efforts to lift the sanctions by get-
ting signators to be identiþed publicly as a person/group 
willing to defy the embargo on Iraq.

The central issue of Iraqi Sanctions, to quote The Rev. 
James M. Moynihan, Bishop of Syracuse, is a moral one. 
The only moral thing to do is to Lift the Sanctions and to 
Stop the Bombing Now, because hundreds of children are 
dying daily. 

by Claudia Lefko, inspired by Frances Crowe,  both of 
Northampton Committee to Lift the Sanctions and Stop the Bombing

The video, Paying the Price: Killing the 
Children of Iraq, can be borrowed from 
Frances Crowe of Northampton Meeting. 
Frances would love to be invited to visit 
any meeting in New England to talk ñ in 
conjunction with the video ñ about the 
Campaign of Conscience . 

Frances Crowe
3 Langworthy Road
Northampton, MA 01060
tel: 413-586-4950; e-mail: Frances@hge.net

NEYM Meetings that have endorsed 
the Campaign of Conscience

Acadia ME 
Belfast ME 
Dover  NH
Hartford CT 
Keene  NH
Midcoast ME
Middletown CT 
Monadnock NH 
Mt. Toby MA 

New Haven CT 
P&SC, Cambridge MA
Providence RI
Putney VT 
Smithþeld RI 
South Berkshire  MA
South Yarmouth MA 
Waterboro  ME
West Falmouth  MA
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Mentioning idea of reparations for slavery to African 
Americans often inspires fear, derision, and impatience 
from Americans of any color. Slavery is over, and it ended 
a long time ago. The people who suffered under slavery 
and the people who made them suffer are all dead now. 
Demands for reparations could lead to backlash and 
greater repression.

Even if one accepts the possibility of reparations, there 
are the questions about how reparations would work. 
How would we (as Americans) decide how much to pay 
people? And who would be the recipients of the payments? 
After all, how many people living today have one ancestor 
who was enslavedñand another who was a slaveholder? 
Could people who received reparations be trusted not to 
òwasteó the money? 

My own curiosity about how Ran-
dall Robinson, author of The Debt: 
What America Owes Blacks, would 
answer these and other questions 
led me to skip to the end of the book 
before I began reading chapter one. 
Robinson, a black man, is the execu-
tive director of the Washington D.C.-
based organization TransAfrica and 
is a Harvard-trained lawyer. He is 
recognized as a leading strategist in 
changing U.S. policies toward both 
South Africa and Haiti and toward 
Haitian refugees. 

Randall Robinson doesnõt even try 
to answer the questions about what 
reparations would look like until the 
þnal three pages of the book. What 
he does in the þrst 237 pages of this 
lively, readable, and at times surpris-
ingly personal book, is to challenge the 
conventional wisdom expressed in the þrst paragraph of 
this review. Although slavery as a legal institution may 
have ended 135 years ago, that is just a little more than half 
the length of the time it existed. Social conditions after the 
legal abolition of slavery created de facto slavery in many 
parts of the United States. Its existence still colors the way 
we Americans see ourselves. 

Robinson begins The Debt with an eye-opening tour of 
the Capitol Rotunda. òTo erect the building that would 
house the art that symbolized American democracy, the 
United States government sent out a request for one hun-
dred slaves.ó The owners of the slaves received þve dollars 
a month for each slaveõs labors. 

Through Robinsonõs eyes, we are shocked into òsee-
ingó the invisibility of slavery and African Americans 
in the Capitol Rotunda. òIn the whole of the Rotunda, 
only a small bust of Martin Luther King Jr. intrudes on an 
overall iconography of an America that is self-consciously 
homogeneous and pleased with itself.ó Later in the book, 
we visit òtouristó Washington, D.C. again. This time we 
see it through the eyes of a black adolescent boy who lives 

The Debt: What America Owes Blacks by Randall Robinson
A review by Lynne Weiss of Friends Meeting at Cambridge

in the city. He has a vague sense that these buildings and 
monuments are important. Yet he has no way to connect 
anything in them to his own experience. Among all this 
white marble there is no Tubman, no Douglass, no DuBois 
or Bethune. By the end of this section we cannot ignore the 
glaring question: Washington D.C. has a museum to honor 
the twelve million Jewish and other European victims who 
were killed in the decade-long Nazi holocaust. Why do 
African Americans have no museum, no memorial, on the 
Mall to honor the millions who suffered and died over 
more than two centuries in the American Holocaust, right 
here in our very own country? 

The suffering is not over. Robinson details the psychic 
damage, the cultural losses, the poverty, and the educational 
and employment setbacks that are suffered by the majority 

of African Americans. The stolen labor of 
ancestors has led to a lack of capital in the 
present day. Institutionalized racism con-
tinues to short-change African Americans. 
College-educated whites, Robinson says, 
have an average net worth of just under 
$75,000, while college-educated blacks 
have an average net worth of less than 
$17,500. Lack of capital means low rates 
of home ownership. Low rates of home 
ownership mean underfunded public 
education and lowered employment 
prospects. The cycle continues. 

Hearings on the subject of reparations 
are one way to express recognition of the 
debt that America owes blacks. òAs the 
psychoanalyst would exhort the patient 
troubled in adulthood by some unspeak-
able, but repressed, violation in early life,ó 
Robinson says, each African American 
must know òYou are owed. You were caused 

to endure terrible things. The fault is not yours. There is nothing 
wrong with you. They did this to you.ó [Emphasis Robinsonõs.] 
As to speciþcs for payment of the debt, Robinson defers to 
legal scholars such as Professor Robert Westley of Tulane 
University School of Law. Westley proposes that a trust 
be established to support òthe educational and economic 
empowermentó of African Americans. Robinson suggests 
that a primary use of this trust would be to establish special 
K-12 schools. These schools would have rigorous curricula 
that would emphasize òthe diverse histories and culturesó 
of the black world. Other proposals include construction 
of a museum of African-American history on the Mall in 
Washington, D.C., funding for organizations that promote 
civil rights, and amends toward Africa and the Caribbean 
by opening discussions on the possibilities for òfull debt 
relief, fair trade terms, and signiþcant monetary compen-
sation.ó

The Debt argues that hearings on reparations are an es-
sential step in healing the racial wounds of Americans. 
A debt is a relationship out of balance. Neither party can 
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