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“A Rich Man’s World” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

March 1, 2020 

 

In 1976, the year ABBA released the song, “Money, Money, Money,” the gender pay gap was 

60.2%. Which is to say, on average a woman earned 60¢ for every dollar a man earned.   

 

Today, that same gender pay gap has narrowed . . . but not closed. According to a report by 

PayScale, a compensation firm, “women still make only $0.79 for every dollar men make in 

2019.”  This number reflects “that women are less likely to hold high-level, high-paying jobs 

than men.” This is a gap in opportunity.  

 

PayScale also crunches the data to compare pay between men and women with similar job 

titles, years of experience, location, etc. This controlled gender pay gap is much smaller—

just a gap of 2 cents. But, it is there. Even with all other factors controlled for, gender still 

matters.  

 

The wage gap is one way to talk about gender and money. That statistics make the 

inequality of pay and opportunity seem neat and tidy—even as they tell a story of 

improving, but persistent inequality.  

 

The wage gap then is part of a larger story of how we live together in a shared world.  As a 

diverse mix of genders, ages, racial identities, wealth, and more, we daily face questions 

about how to live together. Often these social categories shape not only our social 

structures, but also our own ways of seeing ourselves and others. They shape what it 

means to be identified as male or female. They shape our dreams and they shape our 

opportunities.  Even as we move towards greater equity and justice, still inequality shows 

up—like in the wage gap. 

 

But it’s not just about the wage gap. Inequality in wages is simply a pointer to a long story 

of how we arrange our lives. The term economy comes from two Greek words:  oikos, 

meaning “house,” and nemo, meaning “to manage.”  Managing the household is at the root 

of our economic life.  Historians and anthropologists will tell you that cultures across space 

and time have ordered the tasks of how we live together, how we survive together, in many 

different ways. Who procures food? Who cooks? Who cares for children? For the sick? The 

elderly? How is shelter provided and maintained? Such basic questions undergird our 

everyday life even today. Of course, our economic systems of household management look 

a bit different than a society based on agriculture and/or on the barter of goods and 

https://www.payscale.com/data/gender-pay-gap
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services. Ours, for better or worse, is largely an economic system based on wages and on 

capital.  

 

But it was not always so. The 19th century saw an enormous transformation that still 

impacts our society today. I’ll start with the big picture and then focus on the stories of two 

women, Ida B. Wells and Alva Belmont.  

 

In the big picture, the early US economy was mixed. The exchange of money for goods 

certainly played a part, but lots of folks engaged in work on subsistence level—raising the 

food they would eat, making their own cloth and clothing, tending their sick with 

homemade remedies. Even our early ministers at First Parish were paid largely in land and 

firewood. With the 19th century rise of new industries, working for wages also rose. Many 

women worked in this new economy—such as the famous Mill Girls in Lowell and 

elsewhere. But, a new ideal for women also rose . . . the lady who did not labor for wages. 

The lady’s domain was the domestic home that was safely distinct from that world of 

‘work.’ Thus, was born the idea of two spheres: “home” and “work.”  And, with this division, 

a lot of the economy (in that broad “managing the household” sense) became gendered, 

unpaid, and designated as “unproductive.” 

 

This brings us to the stories of two 19th century women:  Alva Belmont and Ida B. Wells.  

 

Alva Belmont was born in Mobile, Alabama in 1853. As the daughter of a successful 

merchant with highly regarded family ties, she grew up summering in Newport, Rhode 

Island, attended boarding school in France, and after the Civil War lived in New York City.  

At the age of 22, she married, William K. Vanderbilt, grandson of the railroad magnate 

Cornelius Vanderbilt.  She was undoubtedly a queen among the ladies.  

 

Like the tech fortunes of today, the 19th century technology of rail transformed the fabric of 

the nation and generated enormous fortunes for those who owned them—especially the 

Vanderbilt family. (Think the Breakers in Newport or the Biltmore in Asheville—both 

Vanderbilt family houses.)  

 

Railroads not only created fortunes, they also changed U.S. society. In contrast to the “class” 

cars of the British trains, the early U.S. railroad cars celebrated a system of “open” cars as 

symbolic of U.S. democracy.  However, this open seating plan also enabled a mixing of race, 

gender, and social status. This was seen as a problem for those ladies, the white women 

with money.  Thus, “ladies” cars with domestically styled furnishings were incorporated 

into trains. By creating a kind of home on wheels, ladies could travel.  White men with 
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money also began to access the finely outfitted cars—first as companions to the ladies and 

then simply by paying for the first-class ticket.  So much for open, equitable democracy! 

 

Indeed, Ida B. Wells painfully discovered that money to buy a ticket was not all you needed 

to be granted access to the comfortable car or to be granted the status of “lady.” 

 

Ida B. Wells was born almost a decade after Belmont on July 16, 1862. Born enslaved, Wells 

was freed six months later by the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. After 

growing up in Mississippi during Reconstruction, Wells briefly attended college. When her 

parents died in a yellow fever outbreak, she dropped out and began working—first as a 

teacher, then as a journalist. When she was nearly 22, Wells attempted to board a train in 

Memphis to Nashville. She had purchased a first-class train ticket and taken a seat. When 

asked by the conductor to leave, she refused. She struggled as three white men physically 

removed her from her seat. In her biography, Wells recalled how the men “were 

encouraged to do this by the attitude of the white ladies and gentlemen in the car; some of 

them stood on the seats so that they could get a good view and continued applauding the 

conductor for his brave stand.”i 

 

Outraged, Wells sued the railroad and won—only to have the decision overturned later by 

the Tennessee Supreme Court.  Rather than acquiesce to injustice, she became an activist. 

She became the leading anti-lynching activist in the nation, writing scathing denunciations 

of the heinous violence and subsequent miscarriages of justice. She would also cofound the 

National Association of Colored Women in 1896 and was a founding member of the NAACP. 

And, as an activist for all women, she called on President Woodrow Wilson to put an end to 

discriminatory hiring practices for government jobs.   

 

Ida B. Wells is an amazing woman whose work as a journalist and an activist we should all 

know.  But so also should you hear the rest of Alva Belmont’s story. Alva came to resent the 

role of an adornment to her rich husband. So, in 1895, she divorced Vanderbilt for 

philandering. Still enormously wealthy, she married Oliver Belmont—another rich man.  

She then began to leverage her fortune to support the cause of women’s suffrage and 

women’s equality. 

 

She paid for the bail of picketers. She funded the National Press Bureau of the National 

American Women Suffrage Association. She also worked towards the racial integration of 

suffrage organizations—even as she contributed to the Southern Women Suffrage 

Conference, which openly opposed the vote for black women. After the 19th Amendment 

passed in 1920, Belmont joined Alice Paul in the work of the National Women’s Party, 

which included the 1923 proposal of an Equal Rights Amendment to guarantee full equality 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/women-of-protest/articles-and-essays/selected-leaders-of-the-national-womans-party/benefactor/
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for women. To support this work, Belmont purchased a brick house behind the Capitol in 

DC in 1929. Today, that building is the Belmont-Paul Women’s Equality National 

Monument.  

 

Born in 1853 and 1862 respectively, Belmont and Wells died two years apart in 1931 and 

1933. In their seventy-odd years, both worked to make the world more equitable and just 

for women.  Although very differently positioned in society, they both understood the 

impact of a world structured as a rich man’s world. Their work also shows us that issues of 

gender and money intersect with race as well.  

 

Today’s statistics still reflect these patterns of inequality. When it comes to race, 

Inequality.org states:  “the median White family has 41 times more wealth than the median 

Black family and 22 times more wealth than the median Latino family.” And, for gender, 

Inequality.org states: “Women make up 63 percent of workers earning the federal 

minimum wage, a wage rate stuck at $7.25 since 2009. By contrast, women represent only 

5 percent of CEOs at Fortune 500 firms.” Globally the top 10 billionaires are all men—

although Alice Walton of Walmart is #11.  

 

What if we were able to redesign the economy—to renegotiate not only how the labor of 

the individual household works, but also the larger social expectations and structures. 

What if your gender didn’t come with pre-assigned roles for taking responsibility for 

earning wages or for childcare? What if every person, irrespective of gender or race, could 

expect the same pay for the same work? What if every person had the same opportunity to 

be a teacher, a scientist, a CEO, a President?   

 

Maybe we hear such questions and we vacillate, feeling both a sense of conviction to 

support equality as a value and a sense of cynicism that such dreams take time.  Yes, deep 

social change often takes time. AND, change often comes because of people like Wells and 

Belmont who did not accept that change was impossible.  

 

What changes if we understand economy in the broad sense of managing the household? 

What changes if our concern is about how to balance the full range of labor—paid and 

unpaid—that goes into a household? What changes if we do not use gender as a shortcut to 

answer those questions?  

 

What would a world look like with true gender equality? We are dreaming against the grain 

of old, persistent patterns.  And yet, Ida B. Well, Alva Belmont, and so many others have 

used their work—paid and unpaid—as well as their wealth of talent and treasure to fight 

for change. History tells us two things:  change is possible; change takes work.  

https://inequality.org/facts/racial-inequality/
https://inequality.org/gender-inequality/
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Equality, true equity among persons, is a sacred value that reflects a deep conviction of 

valuing human dignity and worth. Again and again as a society we wrestle with what 

equality looks like.  

 

Let us dream together of a more equitable world and let us work to make it happen. 

 

So may it be. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

i Quoted in Amy Richter, Home on the Rails: Women, the Railroad, and the Rise of Public Domesticity, (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2005), p. 54-55. 

                                                 


