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Pastors and Denominational 
Leaders Oppose Legislative “War 
on the Poor” 
By Bishop John Stowe on Behalf of the gathered leaders of the 

Kentucky Council of Churches  

As pastors and denominational leaders of churches in the commonwealth, we 

see the effects of public policy on our membership every day.  As followers of 

Jesus Christ, we are especially concerned about the impact of laws and policies 

on the poor and the most vulnerable.  As citizens of Kentucky, we believe in participatory 

democracy and while we do not engage in partisan politics, it is critical to our mission that we 

analyze legislation from a moral perspective, seeking always to promote the common good and 

advocate for the impoverished who rarely have the means to advocate for themselves. 

While we respect the noble public service of our elected leaders, we also believe in holding them 

accountable for the impact of the laws they pass.  While it is not pleasant to state this so 

categorically, it seems that the current Kentucky legislative session is amounting to a war on the 

poor.  As religious leaders, we want voters to become informed about pending legislation and its 

possible outcomes.  We also heartily encourage our governor to veto the laws which, if signed into 

law, would make the lives of the poorest Kentuckians even more difficult and make their poverty 

that much harder to overcome. 

House Bill 7 which passed through the house and now goes to the Senate,  aims at dismantling the 

safety net that families and low-wage workers depend on, especially during hard times.  For the low-

wage job holders, students, caregivers, retirees or those living with a disability who are SNAP and/or 

Medicaid enrollees, HB 7 makes accessing the benefits available much harder and proposes 

draconian penalties for minor failures to meet increased and onerous reporting requirements.  The 

bill restricts eligibility for SNAP assistance when food prices are rising and the pandemic “max 

allotments” are close to expiring.  Last minute advocacy removed a requirement that Kentuckians 

would have to have no more than $2,500 in total assets ($3,750 for seniors and those with 

disabilities) to get help with groceries, but it leaves open the possibility in the future.  The bill also 

codifies work reporting requirements that have already been struck down in federal court and 

establishes the penalty of a five year ban on all public assistance programs. At a time when the state 

coffers are as full as they have been in many years, but millions are still suffering, this seems hardly 

justifiable.  

HB7 establishes also adds immense burden to workers at the Cabinet who will be charged with 

making dozens of verifications for every applicant, new to both applicants and the staff charged with 



carrying out these complex new regulations. This is far more work at a time when the state has fewer 

workers than it needs for existing support, and will put more Kentuckians at the risk of losing their 

coverage they are legally entitled to, simply because of an overwhelmed bureaucracy.   

The cost for being behind in child support will be a ban from food assistance.  If one fails to report 

a change in income within ten days, this will be a cause for a ban from aid. A person who makes two 

purchases at the same store on the same day is counted guilty of fraud, with no appeal. Who among 

us thinks we should punish, even possibly BAN a family for forgetting the milk and going back?  

And a ban from one type of aid will also result in a ban from ALL OTHER state assistance if 

lawmakers have their way. It is almost as though the authors of the bill looked for any means to 

make life more difficult and assistance even scarcer for those who need it the most. 

Similarly, House Bill 4 would make it even harder to get unemployment benefits and keep them.  We 

have seen the difficulties of navigating an outdated unemployment insurance program by so many 

who were laid off during the pandemic.  Still, when acquired, these benefits provided a lifeline for 

families.   

HB4 cuts the number of weeks a worker can receive benefits by more than half, adds additional 

burdensome reporting requirements, and requires a recently laid off worker to take any job available, 

even if it only pays half of what the worker was previously making.  This bill will be especially 

harmful to rural Kentuckians where job opportunities are fewer as well as for those who already face 

barriers to employment, e.g. people with disabilities and from minority populations 

And further, House Bill 8, would cut Kentucky’s income tax rate from 5% to 4% at a cost to the 

General Fund of $1.1 billion. We imagine it unlikely that this will result in a cut back on the lavish 

corporate give-aways, tax breaks, and other aid to the already wealthy. Rather, schools, health and 

human services, and infrastructure needs would all suffer for the sake of providing an average tax 

cut of $11,056 to the state’s millionaires. 1  

The bill includes automatic triggers for additional tax cuts which are projected to eliminate 17% of 

the General Fund by 2035.  The modest tax increases proposed in the bill come nowhere close to 

offsetting the costs. 

There are plenty of other examples of bad legislation, but these three bills alone will make life far 

more difficult for too many of our families and neighbors who are already struggling.  As someone 

aptly noted, it is expensive to be poor.  We certainly do not need legislation to place more burdens 

on those who are already suffering, overworked, underpaid and struggling to stay afloat. And if the 

goal is to “streamline” our social services, perhaps we should stop putting more boulders in the 

middle of the stream.  

We appeal to our legislators to consider the impact that these bills will have on those who can’t bear 

any more.  We appeal to people of faith to search their consciences and call upon their elected 

representatives to do more to ease the burden of poverty, not add to it.  We call upon our governor 

to veto such legislation that does not promote the common good in our commonwealth.  And we 

1 As calculated by the Kentucky Center for Economic Policy 



ask the God of justice and mercy to hear the cries of the poor and move the hearts of those who are 

able to alleviate their need. 

Bishop John Stowe, Roman Catholic Bishop of Lexington On behalf of the members and leaders of 

the Kentucky Council of Churches 

The Kentucky Council of Churches, founded in 1947 is one of the country’s oldest, broadest and 

most diverse Christian councils. The council is comprised of 11 denominations working together in 

16 regional bodies. They represent approximately 1100 congregations with a combined membership 

of 800,000 Kentuckians.  
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