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BIBLICAL MEANING OF POVERTY

1 the Old and the New Testaments. It is
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Poverty: A Scandalous Condition

In the Bible poverty is a scandalous condition inimical to human dignity and

therefore contrary to the will of God.
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more religious connotation “humble before God.”® In the New Testament
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Wicked men move boundary-
and carry away flocks and
In the field they reap what is not thejrg
and filch the late grapes from the l‘iCil Map’
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They drive off the orphan’s asg
and lead away the wido
They snatch the father]ess
and take the poor man’s child ip pled
They jostle the poor out of

ge.
the way;
the destitute huddle together, hidip

The poor rise early like the wild ass,
when it scours the wilderness for food;
But though they work till nightfall,
their children go hungry.
Naked and bare they pass the night;
in the cold they have nothing to cover them,
They are drenched by rain-stormsg from the hils
and hug the rock, their only shelter,
Naked and bare they go about their work,
and hungry they carry the sheaves;

They press the oil in the shade where two walls meet,
they tread the winepress but themselves go thirsty,
Far from the city, they groan like dying men,
and like wounded men they cry out; . | .
The murderer rises before daylight

to kill some miserable wretch [Job 24:2-12, 14].

Stoneg
their shepherds_

W’S OX with g rope,

infant from the breast

& from thep,

Poverty is not caused b
prophet condemns:

These are the words of the Lord:

For crime after crime of Israel

Lwill grant them no reprieve
because they sell the innocent for silver

and the destitute for a pair of shoes,
They grind the heads of the poor into the earth
and thrust the humble oyt of their way
[Amos 2:6-7].
There are
in Isaiah,

Poor becauge Some are victimg of others. “Shame on you,”

You who make unjust laws
and publish burdensome decrees,

vy fate; it is caused by the actions of those whom the

it says
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Spiritual Chﬂdhood

pove poverty in the Bible. The poor

. poverty is “the ability to welcome God, an
be used by God, a humility E@f_ojg God.”*
here is the same @S that used to speak of

sed to designate the poor person receive an
gious meaning.” Thisis the case especially

al (anawin) is the privileged designation

ing concerning

js 5¢°0
Tl’lel'?s he uchent
on s 4 awi
persOP =15 God, 2 .
- g5 W0 = —0
open™® pcabulat which 15 used
~ The V 1. But the terms U

poverty ‘ZS 4 e‘::;ﬁiing and precise reli

evem"e‘te w, which in the plur
" or.

of the spir d 'n?ildi?ity to the Covenant of the people of Israel led the prophets

i t me of the “tiny remnant” (Isa- 4:3; 6:13). Made up of

mained faithful to yYahweh, the remnant would be the Israel of

those ™ From its midst there would emerge the Messiah and consequently

Z jrst fruits of the New Covenant (Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:26-28). From the

iah (seventh century B.C-), those who awaited the liberating

“poor”: «But I will leave inyoua people afflicted

in Israel shall find refuge in the name of the Lord”

aning. From then

he land who live

’12— 13). In this way the term acquired a spiritual me

(Zeph. 3: . !
on poverty Was presented as an ideal: “Seck the Lord, allint

k righteousness, seek a humble heart” (Zeph. 2:3).

:de. to an attitude of self-

humbly by his laws, s€€
Understood in this way poverty is oppose
sufficiency; o1 the other hand, it is synonymous with faith, with abandon-
ment and trust in the Lord.* This spiritual meaning will be accentuated
during the historical experiences of Israel after the time of Zephaniah.
Jeremiah calls himself poor (ébyon ings his thanksgiving to God
(20:13). Spiritual poverty is a precon :ne God. “All these
are of my own making and all these are mine. word of the
Lord. The man I look to is a man down-trodd who

reveres my words” (Isa. 66:2).

The Psalms can help us to understan
To know Yahwehis to seek him (9:11; 34-
him (10:14; 34:9, 37:40), t0 hope in him (25:3-5, 21; 3%

(25:12, 14; 34:8, 10), to observe his commandments (25:10); the poor are the
just ones, the whole ones 34 he faithful ones (37:28; 149:1)-
The opposite of the poor are the proud, ahweb
the helpless (10:2; 18:28; 37:10; 86:14). )
Spiritual poverty finds its hi jon in the Beatngdes of t!le New
i Matthew——thanks to solid exegetical St“d‘es;;r':;
0

'll"estament. The version 111 ' cpeicl 27
arssk ifficulties in interpre ;
ger seems to present any great di on. Tl B

Matt. 3¢

This is the very
en and distressed, one

d more precisely this relig
d

which is called “blessed” in

spiritual poverty as understood since the time phan!

: o This is the precondition or being able to receive the
ing as the gospel theme'of

disposition of the Lord:. aning
Word of God.” It has, therefore, the tsiame s agift oF 10V to yecelve

spiritual childhood. God’s commt
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. oceived i pistory, and if we believe, as the eschatological
" hich 18 rﬁ arged with human and historical content—indicate to us, that
glromises,so Cf od ne cessarily implies the reestablishment of justice in this
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wthen W€ 4 has begun «The time has come; the Kingdom of God is
the Kingdo™ ° 1 '1:15). Inother words, the elimination of the exploitation and
upon you event the poor from being fully human has begun; a Kingdom

vert 0 - 1) goes even beyond what they could have hoped for has begun.
of justic® ;esse 4 because the coming of the Kingdom will put an end to their

They areby ereating @ world of fellowship. They are blessed because the

OVer-:h will open the eyes of the blind and will give bread to the hungry.
- ared in propheﬁc perspective, the text in Luke uses the term poor in the
Situat 1 of the first major line of thought we have studied: poverty is an evil
and therefore incompatible with the Kingdom of God, wh_ich has come in its

to history and embraces the totality of human existence.”

AN ATTEMPT AT SYNTHESIS:
SOLIDARITY AND PROTEST

s a scandalous condition. Spiritual poverty is an attitude

Material poverty i
of openness O God and spiritual childhood. Having clarified these two mean-

ings of the term poverty We have cleared the path and can now move forward

towards a better understanding of the Christian witness of poverty. We turn

now to a third meaning of the term: povertyasa commitment of solidarity and

protest.
We have laid aside the first two meanings. The first is subtly deceptive; the
second partial and insufficient. 1n the first place, if material poverty is some-
thing to be rejected, as the Bible vigorously insists, then a witness of poverty
cannot make of it a Christian ideal. This would be to aspire t0 2 condition
which is recognized as degrading to persons. 1t would be, moreoven to move
against the current of history. It would be to oppose any ideaof the domination
of nature by humans and the consequent and progressive creation of better
conditions of life. And finally, but not least seriously, it would be t0 justify,
even if involuntarily, the injustice and exploitation which is the cause of
poverty.
On the other hand, our analysis k
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How are we therefore 0

understand the evangelical meaning of the witness
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» person today is the oppressed one, the one marginated from

- t ember of the proletariat struggling for the most basic rights; the
societh d and jundered social class, the country struggling for its liberation.
In today lidarity and protest of which we are speaking have an
inevitable “political” character insofar as they imply liberation. To
d is to be against the oppressor. In our times and on our
darity with the “poor,” understood in this wa, means to
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Only by rejecting poverty and by making itself poor in order to protest
against it can the Church preach something that is uniquely its oWn: “gpiritual
poverty,” that is, the openness of humankind and history to the future prom-
ised by God.” Only in this way will the Church be ableto fulfill authentically—
and with any possibility of being listened to—its prophetic function ©
denouncing every human injustice. And only in this way will it be able to
preach the word which liberates, the word of genuine fellowship.”
Only authentic solidarity with the poor and a real protest against t

of our time can provide the concrete, vital context necessary for

discussion of poverty. The absence of a sufficient commitment to the pooh the
marginated, and the exploited is perhaps the fundamental reason why we have
10 solid contemporary ref lection on the witness of poverty:
For the Latin American Church especiall¥s this witness is a1 inescapable and
much-needed sign of the authenticity © f its mission-
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