
Ornaments covering trees. 
Lights strung around rooftops. 
Green. Red. Gold, and gifts 
seemingly made of it. Th e 
holidays are, of course, the 

“most wonderful time of the 
year.”

Except for the 38.1 million 
people across America living in 
poverty, according to the U.S. 
Census. For many of them, the 
lights and excitement are dim, 
and it is a struggle to put food 
on the table—let alone a pile of 
presents under the tree. 

Like 11.9 million other kids 
in America, I have grown up 
in some degree of poverty. My 
family was never “well-off ;” 
there were times when food 
stamps were a necessity and 
single-motherhood meant scarce 
income, leaving us offi  cially at 
the poverty line throughout my 
elementary and middle school 
years. 

Our situation has improved 
since then. But every year when 
the wishlists are written and the 
gifts opened, I am reminded of 
the ways in which poverty often 
felt like a seal of inferiority. 

Growing up poor can feel like 
looking through a snowglobe. 
Inside the glass are other families, 
friends and classmates who seem 
to be diff erent, somehow, not 
worried about their electric bill 
being too high or being unable 
to aff ord a new coat. Instead, 
in this scene, they are frozen in 
front of department stores, gift 
upon gift in hand. Shake the 
globe, and falling coins replace 
snow. 

Okay, not exactly. But there 
is a certain disconnect that 
comes with being poor, one 
that is as much a through-the-
looking-glass sort of experience 
as it is painfully clear: poverty is 
not just an issue of money. 

According to Th e Children’s 

Society, kids living in poverty are 
more likely to experience stigma 
and social deprivation. Not 
surprising: when deprived of 
the money and resources others 
seem to have an abundance—or 
at least enough—of, a feeling of 
general “otherness” creeps into 
almost every aspect of life.

Even before I was old enough 
to really understand all of what 
“being poor” meant, I felt it. 
Looking back, I remember 
from as early as elementary 
school the ways in which my 
life seemed diff erent from many 
of my peers’: while classmates 
went on fi eld trips, I had to skip 
occasionally because we could 
not always spare the extra money. 
In middle school, while those 
around me wore expensive jeans 
and Nike shoes, I often shopped 
at Walmart and KMart, which I 
was not ashamed of until they 
giggled at me when I mentioned 
it. In the worst of our poverty, 
my mother worked second and 
even third jobs, often manual 
labor, late into the nights.

Th ough subtle, they were 
undeniably things that many of 
my friends and classmates did 
not have to deal with on a day-
to-day basis. 

Why is why I now 
understand why my mother is a 
self-proclaimed Grinch. 

Personally, I am not. But I see 
her point, the same point that 
even Ebenezer Scrooge proves in 
“A Christmas Carol:” poverty is 
forgotten by those not in it. Th is 
is not a unique plight; and yet, 
during the holidays, it always 
stings a little worse. Th ere is 
pressure for adults to give, even 
though a 2019 LendingTree 

survey fi nds that 61 percent of 
Americans dread the holidays 
due to fi nancial strain. Th ere 
is Black Friday to kick it all 
off , a promise of deals that are 
only deals if you do not have 
to choose whether to shop or 
eat that week. Th ere are always 
people—noticeably some of my 
peers, perhaps thanks to social 
media and a largely privileged 
community—who incessantly 
brag about what they have given 
or gotten. 

Th is, whether intentional 
or not, makes those who do 
not have the same feel left out. 
I have been teased about not 
having brand-name clothing 
or an iPhone more times than 
I can count. It got to me until 
I realized that when you have 
seen your single mother eat 
generic cereal for days in a row 
in order to feed you better food, 
the value of hundred-dollar gifts 
seems to melt like a snowfl ake.

In the festivity of the season, 
it can be easy to forget that the 
day-to-day fi ght against poverty 
does not cease during the 
holidays; it rears its ugly head 
even stronger (perhaps topped 
off  with a Santa hat). But if this 
is not your story, why should 
you care? What can you do?

You should care because 
not everyone has the same 
opportunities. Because 1 in 8 
young people live in poverty, 
which means you likely know 
many. Because maybe part of 
the problem is a lack of human 
empathy. Because it is not hard 
to donate, volunteer, or simply 
keep yourself in check.

After all, isn’t kindness the 
true holiday spirit?
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To Be Honest
Christy  Avery

 To read interviews with Teresa Hebert, M4MM coordinator; and a local woman who has experienced poverty , go to fchsbagpiper.wordpress.com.
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Where to Where to 
give this give this 
holiday holiday 
seasonseason

• Miles for Merry Miracles• Miles for Merry Miracles

•Habitat for Humanity •Habitat for Humanity 

• Blessings in a Backpack• Blessings in a Backpack

• Hope Southern Indiana• Hope Southern Indiana

•  Angel Tree•  Angel Tree

•  GoFundMe•  GoFundMe

•  Toys for Tots•  Toys for Tots
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