
CIRCLES BREAKS THE POVERTY CYCLE 

 

Judy at age 32 has “been there and done that” – lived in a broken home, single mother of 

3, deep in debt to payday lenders, and being another generation living in poverty. But 

now through Circles Initiative she is living with a whole new sense of hope and 

opportunity. “Circles Initiative is giving me a whole new walk with life,” Judy says. 

 

Judy along with other families living in poverty in Carson City, Nevada, are the center of 

a radical new approach to breaking the cycle of poverty. In the process members of the 

Carson City 1
st
 UMC are learning to walk with the poor and are seeing hopeful results.  

 

The Circles Initiative supports struggling families and working poor to find ways out of 

poverty. The families undergo a 20-week training that introduces them to values, work 

ethic and educational achievement that will help them advance. Each family becomes the 

center of a “circle” that consists of the family and three to four “allies”. Allies are people 

who know “how to get things done.” Allies befriend the family and provide support for 

usually 18-24 months. Each family is referred to as the “circle leader” because they set 

their own goals according to their unique needs and circumstances. Their goals develop 

the emotional, financial, intellectual, and spiritual resources necessary for self-

sufficiency. The Circle allies volunteer to provide support, opportunities for networking, 

references, and other forms of assistance to Circle Leaders and their families. Most of the 

allies are members of Carson City 1
st
. 

 

A weekly meeting is held in the church and a meal is served for the Circle Leader 

families and the allies. Most of these weekly gatherings are a time for Circle Leaders to 

meet with their allies as they review the progress towards the goals of a Circle Leader. 

Much of this time is spent in problem solving current issues the Circle Leader faces and 

building strategies for their goals toward self-sufficiency and self-confidence. When a 

Circle Leader moves out of poverty over a three year period than they reciprocate by 

becoming allies to another circle leader family. 

 

A Guiding Coalition made up of many organizations and groups within the public and 

private sectors as well as religious organizations in the community support the Circles 

Initiative in Carson City. The success of Circle Leaders becomes a community-wide 

concern. These organizations created a non-profit organization with a Circles Coordinator 

who manages the overall effort and provides additional coaching to Circle Leader 

families. This coalition raises necessary funds and other assistance. 

 

A small group within Carson City First UMC is providing a key component to the Circles 

Initiative partnership. The church provides and recruits “allies” (volunteers), rooms for 

classes, and food for weekly dinner meetings for families and allies. In this process circle 

leaders and allies create long-lasting relationships that help bridge the gap between the 

poor and the middle class. This small group at Carson City 1
st
 meets weekly to plan how 

to support and expand the Circles Initiative and tries to connect with other churches and 

community agencies for this project. 

 



Several other United Methodist Churches in other annual conferences according to the 

General Board of Ministries have supported the Circles approach. Carson City is among 

40 cities in the U.S. implementing this nationwide program. 


