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The total federal budget proposed for Fiscal Year 2012 
is $3.68 trillion. Of this amount, about two-thirds goes to 
“mandatory” programs that are automatically budgeted. 
This includes programs like: 

• Social Security

• Medicare 

• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (formerly 
food stamps) 

The rest of the federal budget is “discretionary” spending—
spending which Congress decides each year. This remaining 
third goes to priorities such as: 

• Military

• Transportation

• Anti-poverty programs in the United States and abroad

• Energy, environment and agriculture

• Education

Key text: Luke 12:22–34

• A working mom observes that she tries to spend as 
much time as possible in the evenings and weekends 
with her two young boys. 

• A family decides to not go out to eat as often so that 
they can give more money to their congregation’s out-
reach ministry. 

Each day we make choices about how and where to spend 
our time and money. The choices we make reveal where 
our true priorities are. In today’s passage, Jesus reflects on 
material possessions, saying, “where your treasure is, there 
your heart will be also.”

On a much bigger scale, our country’s budget reveals 
our collective values and choices as a nation. Over the next 
five sessions, we’ll look at that more closely. First, a bit 
about how the federal budget works.

Proposed
Discretionary

Spending
Fiscal Year 2012

Military 54%

Commerce and economic support 2%

Education and employment 8%

Health, science 8%

Energy, environment, 
agriculture 7%

Government operations, 
judicial system 5%

U.S. poverty 5%

Veterans 4%

International development
and diplomacy 4%

Transportation 3%

The five sessions of this study guide give an overview of key topics related to 
the federal budget from a Christian perspective. It can be used in an adult Sun-
day school class or small group setting. 

Allow ample time for debate, while ensuring a safe space in which each per-
son has a chance to speak and is listened to respectfully without interruption.
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Session 1: Introduction

Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) U.S. 
Washington Office is a Mennonite and 
Brethren in Christ presence on Capitol Hill 
which provides and encourages prophetic 
witness to the way of Christ on U.S. public 
policy. For additional resources, contact 
the MCC Washington Office at (202) 544-
6564 or online at washington.mcc.org. 
Compiled by Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach, 
May 2011.

Mennonite
Central
Committee
U.S.



2  MCC U.S. WASHINGTON OFFICE STUDY GUIDE

Key texts: Deuteronomy 15:1–11; Matthew 25:31–46;  
Acts 4:32–37

“The real effect of poverty is long term. You slowly wear 
out your clothes, you put off getting a hair-cut, the unvaried 
diet makes you pasty and any emergency need for funds is 
a problem. Your morale comes under pressure as well and 
after months of failing to get jobs despair kicks in. . . .” 
—Ian Welsh, quoted in Hunger in a World of Abundance

Poverty is a major focus of the Bible, with more than 2,000 
verses focused on it.  

In the Law, the Israelites were instructed that they are to 
give generously whenever someone is in need (Deuteronomy 
15:7–11). They were also to create just structures that prevent 
anyone from falling too far into debt or poverty (vv. 1–6, see 
also Leviticus 25:1–17). The prophet Amos decried those 
who get rich by “trampling on the poor” (Amos 5:11). 

Jesus spoke numerous times about wealth and poverty, 
going so far as to say that those who do not give food to the 
hungry or drink to the thirsty will be judged on that basis. 
The early church distinguished itself in Roman society by 
responding to those in need.

The biblical witness reveals that justice and concern for 
the poor are part of God’s very nature. We as Christians are 
called to the same commitment (James 2:14–17).

In the United States, 43.6 million people now live in pov-
erty, the largest number since the Census Bureau began pub-
lishing poverty estimates 50 years ago. Globally, 1.4 billion 
people live in extreme poverty, or on less than $1.25 a day. 

These numbers are unacceptable. Yet out of the total 
federal budget (including mandatory spending), only about 
15 percent of the money is dedicated to lifting people out of 
poverty in the U.S. and abroad. 

Questions for discussion

• Think about a period of time when you were hungry. 
Was this by necessity or choice? How did the experi-
ence make you feel?

• What do you think are basic human needs—physical, 
spiritual, emotional? Are those needs met in your own 
life? What about others you interact with daily?

For additional study: Deuteronomy 26:12–15; Leviticus 
25:1–17; Amos 5:11–15

Learn more

“5% Hog the M&Ms”: washington.mcc.org/budgetguide
Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, Ron Sider, Word 

Publishing, 1997

Most years the U.S. government spends more than it 
takes in, creating a federal deficit. The wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, tax cuts, and a combination of reduced tax 
revenue and stimulus spending during the recession have 
greatly increased the deficit. 

Most attempts to cut the deficit have focused on the non-
military categories in the chart on page 1—less than half 
of discretionary spending, and about 16 percent of the total 
budget. Few policymakers have been willing to address 
military spending, mandatory programs such as Social Se-
curity or tax revenues. 

Questions for discussion

• What do your choices about how to spend your time 
and money reveal about your “treasures”?

• The pie chart shows how the discretionary part of the 
federal budget is spent. How would you prioritize 
these categories?

• In what ways do you or your family benefit from tax-
payer-funded programs (interstate highways, student 
loans, etc.)?

For additional study: Deuteronomy 30:15–20; Luke 12:13–21

Learn more

“Budget game” for groups: washington.mcc.org/ 
budgetguide

National Priorities Project: nationalpriorities.org

Session 2: Poverty

In the United States, one out of every four children is at risk 
of hunger. Around the world a child dies from hunger-related 
causes every five seconds. 



THE FEDERAL BUDGET   3

Key texts: Matthew 22:15–22; Romans 13:6–7

“In this world nothing can be said to be certain, except 
death and taxes.” —Benjamin Franklin, 1789

The very word, “taxes,” brings up negative feelings for 
many. Certainly governments can abuse their right to col-
lect revenues. In fact, this is one reason why God warned 
the Israelites not to install a king (see 1 Samuel 8). 

But as we saw in the last session, Scripture also assumes 
government has the potential to do good. Romans specifi-
cally connects this duty to the need for people to pay taxes 
(Romans 13:6–7). 

Jesus was confronted by religious leaders trying to trap 
him into taking a position on the highly unpopular census 
tax (Matthew 22:15–22). He responded: “give to the em-
peror the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things 
that are God’s.” Jesus implicitly gives a nod of approval to 

Key texts: Psalm 72; Romans 13:1–7(8–10)

“I don’t have anything against poor people. I just think it’s 
up to the church to help them, not the government.” 

This sentiment is sometimes expressed to MCC Washing-
ton staff. Is it the church’s role to work to end poverty? Or 
the government’s? Or both? 

As we saw in the previous study, Scripture makes clear 
that God cares deeply about injustice and poverty. Yet 
many congregations do surprisingly little to address poverty 
in their own community or around the world. They could 
learn much from the early church in Acts about everyone 
having “enough” to live on.

At the same time, churches cannot provide the same 
level of resources as the government to respond to poverty. 
Furthermore, some injustices are “systemic.” Some public 
policies and systems benefit those who are already wealthy, 
while creating barriers for those trying to move out of pov-
erty. These injustices need to be addressed by the govern-
ment, not just individually. 

For example, the practice of deducting mortgage inter-
est when filing taxes significantly benefits homeowners. 
Because banks are 60 percent more likely to turn down loan 
applications for African-American and Latino applicants, 
the percent of white Americans who own their homes is 
disproportionately high. Renters—who tend to have lower 
incomes—get no such benefit when filing their taxes.

Psalm 72 makes clear that a good king provides justice 
for the poor. This text refers to an Israelite king, but God 
also seems to expect righteousness from secular rulers. 
Prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah called neighboring 
nations, who did not profess faith in Yahweh, to abide by 

God’s justice. The apostle Paul argues that “the governing 
authorities” have been instituted by God to do good. 

Menno Simons also saw the potential of government to 
do good, writing that authorities are “called of God and or-
dained to [their] offices to . . . do justice to the widows and 
orphans, to the poor, despised stranger and pilgrim. . . .”

Questions for discussion

• How is your congregation responding to poverty in 
your neighborhood? Nation? World?

• What should be the government’s and the church’s 
roles in addressing poverty? What may look similar? 
What should look different?

• In what ways are injustices such as poverty and rac-
ism “systemic”? What kinds of public policies benefit 
primarily those who are wealthy and/or white?

For additional study: 1 Peter 2:13–17

Learn more

A Long History of Affirmative Action—for Whites:  
newsreel.org/guides/race/whiteadv.htm

“A Voice on the Hill” DVD, available to borrow from  
all MCC offices

Just Generosity, Ron Sider, Baker Books, 2007

Session 3: Roles of government and church

Session 4: Taxes and a just society 

Each religious congregation in the U.S. would need to raise 
an additional $1,480,000 in order to provide the same level of 
poverty assistance that is provided by the federal government. 
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Key texts: Psalm 33:10–22; Romans 8:28–39 

The United Nations estimates it would cost about $30 bil-
lion to make sure that everybody around the world has 
enough to eat. That’s about one-twentieth of the Pentagon’s 
yearly budget. Yet it is difficult to find the political will to 
move funding away from the military toward more life-
giving programs.

A congressional staffer was recently asked why it is so 
hard to cut the defense budget. The staffer replied that after 
the attacks of September 11, 2001, many congressional staff 
are genuinely afraid. This fear drives their willingness to pour 
increasing amounts of money into the defense budget, when 
nearly everything else in the federal budget is being cut.

After U.S. Special Forces killed Osama bin Laden, Pres-
ident Obama proclaimed the world a safer and better place. 
But almost immediately some Americans said bin Laden’s 
death made them feel less safe, because they fear al Qaeda 
will seek to attack the U.S. in revenge. 

Some level of fear is healthy. It keeps us from doing un-
wise things and is often rooted in concern that we will lose 
ones who we rightly love. But it must not become an idol, 
one which drives all of our decisions and keeps us from 
taking risks to which God might be calling us.

Safety and fear are not rational concepts. One can never 
be perfectly safe. The biblical text offers us an alternative 
way of understanding security. God doesn’t promise that 
everyone will be “perfectly safe.” God is, however, in ulti-
mate control and we need not live in fear of death. God has 

a bigger plan, and we can put our trust in God, rather than 
in human rulers or weapons.

Questions for discussion

• What makes you feel secure? How might this connect 
to session two’s discussion of poverty?

• How much should the U.S. spend on the military or 
other types of “security” (homeland security, border 
control, etc.)?

• What kinds of peacemaking risks might God be call-
ing you to take?

For additional study: Matthew 26:47–56; James 4:1–3

Learn more

Mennonite Central Committee U.S. Peace Education: 
us.mcc.org/programs/peaceeducation

Project on Defense Alternatives: comw.org/pda
National Campaign for a Peace Tax Fund: peacetaxfund.org
Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear, Scott Bader-Saye, 

Brazos Press, 2007

paying taxes, while also making a larger point. All of our 
resources belong fundamentally to God.

Because our resources belong to God, we should be con-
cerned with how fairly they are distributed. Right now, the 
income gap between rich and poor in the United States is 
bigger than in any other Western industrialized nation. This 
reality clashes with the apostle Paul’s vision of “a fair balance 
between your present abundance and their need” (2 Corinthi-
ans 8:13–15). Interestingly, studies show that countries with 
greater equality (that is, a smaller gap between rich and poor) 
have less violence and greater stability.

But don’t the rich already pay a higher percentage of their 
income in taxes? Yes. But the percent of income paid by the 
richest one percent has been declining, from 33 percent in 

2000 to 29.5 percent in 2007. Additionally, the tax cuts  
enacted in 2001 and 2003 have widened the income gap.

Questions for discussion

• What do you think of when you hear the word “taxes”?

• How might the tax system address the income gap  
between rich and poor?

• What do you think Jesus meant by “give to the em-
peror what is the emperor’s, and give to God what is 
God’s”? What belongs to the emperor? What belongs 
to God?

For additional study: Luke 19:1–10; 2 Corinthians 8:1–15

Learn more

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities: cbpp.org
Peace Index: visionofhumanity.org
Basic Trek: Venture Into a World of Enough, available 

from MCC or Herald Press

Session 5: Security

Between 1979 and 2007, the income gap between rich and 
poor in the U.S. more than tripled.

The United States spends more on its military than nearly  
all other nations of the world combined.


