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Introduction

Christian faith like probably most religious traditions rests on the freedom of every human being and reckons with an “ecology” of the societal fellowship, where unjust rifts between human beings are to be bridged. Christian faith by necessity has consequences not only for the individual believer but for and in his/her society and in our common world. At a time when we are becoming increasingly aware of that we are part of the whole world, the conditions of life in other parts of the world and the abyss between rich and poor and the seemingly intractable permanence of it, we are looking for resources that might contribute to a rethinking and the releasing of new ideas towards addressing the problems we are facing. We find ourselves in a world of a crisis and we have to take a stand. A feeling is growing that all life faces a global disaster. The rich Western world, and its Christianity, finds itself increasingly facing a moral dilemma, over and over again being reminded of that the present situation simply cannot continue. There are many today looking to our religious resources to see whether we here have, if not a detailed solution to the problems we are facing but at least values that prod us in a direction, where we are able not only to talk about the situation but also to creatively design action plans towards redressing a situation, which has become intolerable.
Christian teachings on poverty and warrants in relation to legal empowerment

Poverty is an undesirable condition. It is no great honour to be poor. Seen in the Bible it is not an ascetic discipline that one should embrace for a higher goal. Having said this, one must however concede that there is at the same time the particular dimension latently at hand, where one could find material for an “appreciation” of poverty or spiritualization of poverty, which later in church history would become part of certain forms of Christian spirituality. This spiritualization of poverty has to some extent contributed to blurring the real face of poverty. It is in some ways related to seeing poverty as a condition enabling the poor Christian to see what is really important in life, focus his/her eyes on salvation, heaven, where God will provide the good life. Many in the West carry the almost genetic memory of the Church having “betrayed the workers” at the time of the growth of the trade unions. Workers were left alone to claim their rights and the Church was perceived only to preach pie in the sky. The Swedish-American activist Joe Hill composed the following song:

Long-haired preachers come out every night, 
Try to tell you what's wrong and what's right; 
But when asked how 'bout something to eat
they will answer with voices so sweet:

You will eat, bye and bye, 
in that glorious land above the sky; 
Work and pray, live on hay, 
you’ll get pie in the sky when you die.

The starvation army they play, 
they sing and they clap and they pray
'Till they get all your coin on the drum
Then they'll tell you when you're on the bum.

But the overall picture of poverty is one that does not spiritualise poverty. Poverty is a reality and the poor therefore need protection and special care. This was the responsibility of the kings and leaders of society. The royal responsibility is seen in the interchange between David and Nathan. And “the Lord sent Nathan to David. He came to him, and said to him, ‘There were two men in a certain city, one rich and the other poor. The rich man had very many flocks and herds; but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him and with his children; it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it was like a daughter to him. Now there came a traveller to the rich man, and he was loath to take one of his own flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him, but he took the poor man’s lamb, and prepared that for the guest who had come to him.’ Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man. He said to Nathan, ‘As the Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.’” (2 Samuel 12, 1-6). The so called royal instructions in Proverbs are quite specific: Speak out for those who cannot speak, for the rights of all the destitute. Speak out, judge righteously, defend the rights of the poor and needy” (Proverbs 31, 8-9).

The poor have a right to a fair hearing in judicial contexts and are entitled to food from the harvest and sabbatical fallowness. A poor person should not have to fear interest if he has to take a loan. “If you lend money to my people, to the poor among you, you shall not deal with them as a creditor; you shall not exact interest from them” (Ex. 22, 25). The prophets are over and over again reminding the people of the rights of the poor. “Ah, you who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive statutes, to turn aside the needy from justice and to rob the poor of my people of their right, that widows may be your spoil, and that you may make the orphans your prey! What will you do on the day of punishment, in the calamity that will come from far away? To whom will you flee for help, and where will you leave your wealth, so as not to crouch among the prisoners or fall among the slain?” (Isaiah 10, 1-4) Share “your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin…” (Isaiah 58, 7). The prophet Amos specifies the conditions for divine forgiveness and says: “For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; because they sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals, they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth… so that my holy name is profaned” (Amos 2, 6-7). The prophet Ezekiel has an entire chapter on the plight of the poor.
 Those who oppress the poor are wicked (Ps.37, 14). The “Lord maintains the cause of the needy, and executes justice for the poor” (Ps. 140, 12). There is a confidence that is certain: “For the needy shall not always be forgotten, nor the hope of the poor perish for ever” (Ps. 9, 18). 
There is ambivalence in the biblical texts as to the cause of poverty. Poverty is ambiguous: it could be owing to laziness, it could be a punishment but most of all it is an unexplained reality. The words of the apocrypha Sirach say it all: “Whether he be rich, noble, or poor, their glory is the fear of the Lord. It is not meet to despise the poor man that hath understanding; neither is it convenient to magnify a sinful man” (Sirach 10, 22). 
The view of the poor does not change with the context of the New Testament. Poverty is not an ideal. In Luke, Jesus enters his public ministry in Galilee reading and applying to himself the words of the prophet:”The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour’ (Luke 4,18-19). Social and spiritual dimensions are fused. It is not only a social prophetic message. There is a spiritual dimension to the condition of the poor. The first Christians saw in Christ the one who was rich but who made himself poor for the sake of the others. “For you know the generous act* of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Cor. 8, 9). But this does not mean that one for the sake of a higher goal remains indifferent to the poor. It is the same apostle Paul, who admonishes to collective action for the sake of the poor. Mindful of the injunction of the Jerusalem Council that the poor should be remembered, Paul saw to it that the Gentile churches took up a collection to the poor in Jerusalem. This was done in the churches of Galatia, Macedonia and Achaia. “I am going to Jerusalem in a ministry to the saints; for Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to share their resources with the poor among the saints at Jerusalem. They were pleased to do this, and indeed they owe it to them; for if the Gentiles have come to share in their spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material things” (Rom.15,25-27). 
Christ made himself poor for others. There was an imitation of Christ announced in this understanding. And this opened of course up for an understanding of poverty as a means of freeing oneself from material bindings. The term ‘evangelical poverty’ has here its origin. One thing is sure; the blessings of being rich can be deceptive: “Let the believer who is lowly boast in being raised up, and the rich in being brought low, because the rich will disappear like a flower in the field. For the sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the field; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes. It is the same with the rich; in the midst of a busy life, they will wither away” (James 1:9-10). Jesus is anticipating a reversal of fortune; when the kingdom of God appears, the undesirable conditions of the poor will be altered. “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6, 20), Luke 1, 51-53, Luke 4, 16-21)
During its long history, and from place to place over the surface of earth, the church has brought with it the challenge of being conscious of the plight of the poor. The church has been more or less successful. "For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me" (Matthew 26, 11). This remark by Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee proclaimed as God's Christ in the world is complex and complicated. A woman had poured a full bottle of expensive oil of nard over Jesus’ feet. The fragrance spread all over the house. Some of those who were present began to moralize and say it was a waste with money. The bottle should rather have been sold and the money used for the poor. But he said to leave her alone, for “you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me". This incident is one among many which Christianity has preserved as holy throughout the ages. 

What Jesus said can easily be taken as pessimistic or even cynical: There are always the poor and you cannot trouble your minds with them all the time. Many are tempted to see it that way. On further reflection, however, the words of Jesus have a sting. There are always the poor and if one takes them seriously one soon becomes aware of the fact that it is from their point of view that "the pattern of this world" is most clearly perceived. The poor have insights into the nature of wealth which go deeper than the insights of the rich into the nature of poverty. 

The poor become victims of exploitation and oppression. That gives them a prerogative of interpretation as to what happens. Their experience is the key to discerning the forces that might be at work when injustice comes about. Thus it is in the nature of things, as it were, that the Son of God was born poor and died poor. 

There is throughout church history in various streams of Christian spirituality the insight that there is as it were an intrinsic link between the poor and the Son of God born poor or God as having a preference for the poor, “the preferential option for the poor”. This option for the poor is evident in the calling of a slave people, in the denunciation by the prophets of the amassing of wealth, and in Jesus calling of a no-name band of disciples. Such expressions are particularly evident as of the second general conference of the episcopate of Latin America, Medellin, Colombia, in 1968. Here the church said that it was "listening to the cry of the poor and becoming the interpreter of their anguish". God was viewed as doing more than just expressing displeasure with the unequal distribution of material blessings. The poor are seen as an agent in the working out of the divine purpose in history. The reality of God is seen in the light of the poor. 

There has always been an in-built tension when it comes to the stand of the Christian faith on opulence on the one hand and deprivation on the other. Christianity has its deepest roots in the faith and history of the people of Israel. There a conviction is formed that a good and abundant life is a gift from God. The word grace, which is so important to Jewish and Christian faiths, goes with the idea of full measure. Life is given in abundance. 
This does not mean that all is well. Everywhere and in all things there is a temptation towards selfishness, excess and injustice. "The bread of one" can be "the death of the other", when it comes to a test. The risks that go with riches and abundance have made the church give preference in its tradition to moderation and simplicity as a way of life. 

There is a biblical tradition of interpretation regarding this duality or tension. The human heart has two inclinations, one to the good and one to the evil. The inclination is related to what life offers – food, drink, fellowship and possessions – and it is God-given. The good inclination is to use what life offers according to the will of God. The evil is to use it selfishly and to try to get more than we should at the cost of others. To be preserved from this evil temptation Christians pray with the words: "do not lead us into temptation but deliver us from evil". 

The use by human beings of what is temporal must be submitted to divine law. This particularly applies to possessions which have been gathered in excess by individuals or by closed fellowships. There has to be a sense of moderation and an awareness of the creator's conditions for the use of what has been created. If not, the disastrous structures of injustice and sin will develop in economics, politics and technical advancement. Against such trends, good structures for justice, restoration and participation must be established.
The question of a right and just distribution of what is good in life, as well as the burdens of life, goes back to the biblical Jubilee-year. The tradition of celebrating a Jubilee-year goes back through the history of the church to early biblical times. The impulse and the origin are to be found in the regulations for the new life of the people of Israel in the promised land of Canaan. 

The Jubilee-year gets its name from jobel, a ram horn which was blown to announce an extra free year once in fifty years. Most important during that year was the restoration of deranged balances in nature, in social structures and in the distribution of property within the societal fellowship. The regulations summed up the experiences of many generations. 

The idea of a Jubilee-year in the Bible seems to have its prototype in old Mesopotamia. In that high culture one knew that the economy in a society must be shaken up now and then. If too many become poor or without means and wealth is amassed only by very few, economic development comes to a standstill. All will loose. When a new king took office, one made use of the occasion. A decree was issued to say that all promissory notes, which at that time were written on clay tablets, were to be smashed up. The rich lost, in the short term, and certainly were displeased, but the poor could start anew. The economy was revitalised. 

The governor-general Nehemiah (Nehemiah 1-13) proclaimed a reduction of debts and thereby an economic reconstruction, at the time of the rebuilding of Jerusalem. It is told of Nehemiah that he left his high position at the court in Susa in order to take the lead in the rebuilding of the fallen walls of Jerusalem. He found that the uneven distribution of the economic assets among the people caused hindrances to unity in work. The task was almost superhuman and there were many hostile forces threatening the enterprise. What caused ill feelings, and therefore led to difficulties, was that the poor among the people had had to pawn their fields, vineyards and houses in order to get grain to assuage their hunger. Their sons and daughters had had to be given in slavery and their fields and vineyards had fallen into the hands of others. 

When Nehemiah had the analysis presented to him by those who were worst off, he was at first upset. Then he took time to reflect on the situation and the possibilities. This led to a confrontation with the usurers, a demand for the release of the slaves and a decision to hand back fields, vineyards, olive plantations and houses and to remit the interest on loans, seed, wine and oil. After this thorough social reconstruction it became possible to carry on the common work of rebuilding with new strength. 

The Holy Land was ecologically very frail and could easily be over-exploited. The land was rich but would not stand excessive wear. Nature, thus, should have an extra year of rest, over and above a Sabbath-year every seventh, in order to recover and get its balance back. Also, we should note the working of human ecology. If someone, due to poverty, had been forced to sell him--self into slavery and had no relatives to buy his freedom, he should be freed during the Jubilee-year. That year should further be a free-year for those who had become so indebted that they had lost their family property. That property should be returned to its original owner. The main ideas for the Jubilee-year were personal freedom, respect for the integrity of creation and economic rehabilitation. Criticism was directed particularly against those who traded on the credulity of the poor. 

We are not sure how the Jubilee-year was celebrated in the new country. It seems reasonable to think that many tried to avoid its true purpose. However that may be, the regulations for the Jubilee-year with a view to redress and renewal remained. They were a challenge to seek a better order of things than the one that otherwise enfolds itself in human interaction. In his remarkable sermon in the synagogue at Nazareth – the one for which people were prepared to push him down the mountain steep – Jesus alluded to the thoughts of the regulations for a Jubilee-year. He proclaimed the acceptable year of the Lord. The difference between this vision and the human ways of ordering things was what Paul tried to point at when he wrote to the church in Rome: "Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is". 

The tradition of the church warns against the accumulation of property and advocates a policy of minimization as sufficient for a worthy life. It is said now and then that the church ought to stick to its spiritual task and not enter into the running of worldly affairs. That the church ought to stick to its spiritual task is a reasonable demand, but that this would mean an abstention from evaluating what is happening in the world of economics is unthinkable. 

The tradition of the church shows that questions of world economy have always been the object of Christian action and reaction. The simple reason is that the divine call is seen as a challenge to opt for the poor and distressed. This challenge is evident in the Old Testament writings and in the message given by Jesus of Nazareth. Also, the majority of Christians have been the poorer and humbler members of the community. 

The biblical concepts of amassed richness and the ownership of property are based on the idea that God is the true owner of all that has been created. Human claims, therefore, must always be conditioned by the concept of responsibility in stewardship. This basic idea stood in almost total conflict with the starting point of the strong, legal tradition, which the church met in the Mediterranean world. There was the Roman code of law according to which there is an absolute and exclusive individual right of owner-ship to practically all property that can be acquired. 

The encounter between these two traditions, the biblical tradition and the Roman code of law, made up the background for reflection in the earliest church on ownership, gain and debt. An early church father, Clement of Alexandria, said that one cannot criticize riches as such. General poverty is not a goal of society. On the other hand he attacked the unreasonable differences in wealth within society. He accepted the right of owner-ship, but held that property was meant for use, not for the in-crease of prestige and power. Two main principles are offered. First autarkeia, that which is enough for each and every one. One shall have what is enough for a worthy life, but not more. Secondly koinonia, fellowship and sharing. Property is to be used for taking away the disparity between rich and poor. "The one, who owns something, owns it for the sake of his brother, rather than for himself." 

Basileios the Great in the fourth century was sharper in his judgement and held the view that property is theft from the poor. As land, seed, rain and draught-animals are gifts from God to the whole of humankind, the riches which come from these gifts have to be available for all as a right of creation. 

Ambrose of Milan, who also lived in the fourth century, when the church was making a just stand concerning ownership and riches, was still more radical and maintained that wealth creates poverty. The poverty of the many is caused by the amassed and continuously increasing wealth of the few. The limitation of private ownership has to be the real need, not greed. His principle for economic reconstruction was: "If you claim ownership of some-thing that has been given in common for all mankind, you have to share at least part of it with the poor". 
Another spokesperson for the Christian viewpoint as it took shape during the important fourth century is John Chrysostomos. He started with the question as to how property had been acquired and how it is used. The burden of proof concerning legitimate ownership rests, if so, on the one who is in possession of it, rather than on the one who questions the right of ownership. Chrysostomos was the first who in a written form dealt with the problem of ownership that comes through inheritance. He made use of Paul's words that "if somebody does not work, he shall not eat" and maintained that those who want to give their children a rich inheritance should give virtue and skill, not material riches. 

Augustine is the key-person to the Western church tradition of the Middle Ages. He followed up the idea that legitimate ownership must be conditioned by a just use of what is owned. He pointed out that it is private ownership that leads to fighting, hatred, injustice, murder and the like. It is different from what we own collectively. "If someone wants to give room for the Lord he must have his joy, not in what is privately owned, but in what is collectively owned." 

In the biblical tradition there is a strong aversion against charging interest, so strong that it was forbidden to take interest from somebody within one's own people. On that issue the Christian church could not avoid a compromise. There was a development from a negative attitude to trade in money to a gradual acceptance during the Middle Ages. By and by the church itself was drawn into the system and used interest for its own economic ends. At the same time one was well aware that precisely interest, and, of course, particularly usury, was the contemporary scourge of the poorest. 

The Franciscans established their own small banks and pawn-shops in Italy in order to give the poor an alternative to the 20 to 50 percent interest that money-lenders demanded for small loans to people without credit-worthiness. The monks took 5 and up to 10 percent, which was not considered as interest but as payment for administrative costs.It went against the grain to take interest. Theologically it could not be defended. 

A change of attitude regarding the questions of capital, interest and profit came during the time of the Reformation. The conditions in the new cultural context to the north of the Latin area of dominance in Europe, were to some extent different. Work was now considered to be a holy call to be performed in the sight of God. It became a Christian duty to work hard. This, again, gave more income, but the religious ideal for life was simplicity. This led to saving-up, which led to investments. Capital accrued. 

It was, first and foremost, the Calvinistic ideals that determined the stand of Protestantism on economics. Of Calvin a contemporary said that "he deals with interest as an apothecary with poison". In spite of his negative attitude towards interest and his awareness that it had Holy Scripture against it, even Calvin had to find a compromise. He listed several prohibitions and warnings. Interest was not to be demanded of the poor. Charity was not to be neglected in favour of lending. The loan should benefit the borrower to the same extent as the lender. The very fact that something was legal did not make an action morally justified. An arrangement of loans must be judged by the Word of God, not only by common law. What was legal could nevertheless be for-bidden to a Christian. The common good must be given preference over private gain. 

No real change of starting point has taken place within the Protestant world. The Enlightenment and the spread of Rationalism, however, estranged the scientific world from the world of theology and the church. Thereby economics was transferred into a different sphere. After some hundreds of years of secularization, absolute freedom has come to be perceived as the only point of departure for a sound economy. The earlier demands of the Christian tradition fell by the wayside. They, again, presupposed that freedom is a goal to be reached by deliberate choice and is not a natural point of departure. During the financial crises of the last decade, it has, consequently, not been seen as reasonable to take theological assessments into account. Management of the economy has been taken to be a technical business, free of value judgements. Even many churches, although not the large and well established ones, adjusted their thinking. 

The Roman Catholic Church has followed up the earlier Christian tradition and has in several encyclicals addressed itself to the gap between poor and rich. The best known are "Solicitudo rei socialis", the Church's concern for development and peace, and "Centesimus annus", a hundred years later. The recurring and leading concept is solidarity, which is a translation of the biblical koinonia and means sharing as well as fellowship. The common good must always be placed above self-seeking concerns. The rich countries, therefore, are always obliged to assist the poor nations. 
In several ecumenical documents the churches' evaluation has been made clear. The Christian critique of present economic structures is sharp: the extravagance of the consumer society, squandering and materialism leads to dissatisfaction. The more people own, the more they want. Thereby the deeper expectations are dissatisfied. There is an essential difference between having and being. The few who own too much are hindered from being, through their attachment to what is owned. And the many who have hardly nothing, cannot fulfil their call because they are denied what is necessary. 

Development has an economic dimension, but is not limited to that. It does not consist of unrestrained ownership of created things and industrial products. What is owned and used must be submitted to the call of human beings to immortality. Human nature is specific and shares in a transcendental reality. When human beings do not submit to Divine Law, nature rebels against humankind and refuses to recognize the lordship of men and women. Humankind consequently has to fight against the defects of underdevelopment as well as those of super development. The call to the church is to ask all to consider what true and real development is. 

Solidarity as well as freedom is needed for development, but not one at the cost of the other. There is a moral dimension to development, as there is, also, to obstacles to development. The warning flag that the church has brought with it from the very earliest time is raised anew against the monetary and financial systems of our time. It is the interest, and the exchange fluctuations that go with it, that threaten the countries that are poor and debt laden. 

In the tradition of the church there is an insight, running like a golden thread, that wealth is something good but also dangerous. Creation itself offers an abundance of life and the means of subsistence, but all that can be abused, and the blessing slips out of our hands. 

In the tradition of the Christian faith there are some leading principles to offer to an age that is shattered and con-fused, and which has to find a reasonable starting point for renewal. 

The first is that the relationship between the poor and the rich must be considered from the point of view of the poor. The poor have the first option of interpretation. The rich are not competent to witness because they do not have the same insight into the truth of the matter. Secondly, the gifts of life, which are at hand in abundance, have to be shared generously in order to be a blessing. If not, nature will sooner or later hit back. In a life style of simplicity there is a harmony with the given order of creation. 

The church is present among the peoples and the nations. Many of the Christians of the world belong to the poor. The analysis that Christianity can present shows that the absolute poverty in the world is shocking. The poorest are denied their fundamental right to life. If the divine revelation is allowed to shed its light on what takes place, patterns offer themselves for a realistic analysis as well as for hopeful action. Truth is always liberating. 

The imbalance between the life conditions of the poor and the rich is a persistent problem. The church has tried hard to fight against it. Sometimes there has been only treacherous silence. In the long tradition of the church and of the experience of the theologians, it appears that there is a limit to what is just. This limit cannot be overstepped without danger to all. 

Examples of action
In these days, the US established Christian Churches Together (CCT), Evangelicals, Pentecostals, Catholics, Ethnic, Orthodox and Historic Protestants, agreed as one immediate priority to promote its commitment to overcoming domestic poverty by inviting all Christians and all people, especially our leaders in public life, to embrace and implement the following objectives:
a. to strengthen families and communities; because they are essential bulwarks against poverty;

b. to reduce child poverty; we seek to cut child poverty by 50 percent in the next ten years;

c. to make work work; by combating racism and guaranteeing that full time work offers a realistic escape from poverty and access to good health care; 

d. to strengthen the educational system in our country with particular attention to the public schools; because access to quality education offers perhaps the best way out of poverty.

This example is one of many, where Christians from different confessions and in various formations and organizations come together in a common witness to empower the poor to take the concrete first steps to break the cycle of poverty.
ECLOF, the Ecumenical Loan Fund operates from the premises that there are people of talent and ambition who aspire to take control of their own lives—to reap the benefits of their labour and initiative while furthering the development of their communities. Together, the efforts of these men and women could gradually transform their countries’ economies, putting an end to stagnation and rampant poverty and ushering in a new era of growth and self-sufficiency.

The Methodist Church empowers women through brick-making technology in Andhra Pradesh, India. The project is focused on the economically backward and drought prone area of chitvel mandal. The brick-making project, which takes the form of a self-help group, aims to give the women an income-generating activity which will help to raise them above the poverty line.  A "thrift and credit" scheme is also to be introduced, encouraging them to save a small amount every month so that they can meet emergency needs when required.  Night classes in literacy and project management run alongside the daily work of brick making.

Conclusion/recommendations for the consultation 

The ecumenical discussion focuses on poverty, which is generalised (widespread, affecting 40-50% of a nation’s population, persistent rather than cyclical and systemic rather than poverty which results from indolence, incapacitation, etc. The focus is on social justice, socio-economic development, a responsible society, a just, participatory and sustainable society.

The focus is on poverty as a historical (social, economic, political) issue rather than a natural one. Poverty is not perceived as resulting from the shortcomings of individuals, natural laws such as the survival of the fittest or a pre-ordained ordering by God. Poverty is a direct result of failure to satisfy the legitimate rights of all people for a dignified, equitable life. These are perceived as rights, which should be expected and demanded from any social system, rather than reliance upon charity or benevolent paternalism. It follows the Isaiah-vision: No more shall there be in it an infant that lives but a few days, or an old person who does not live out a lifetime; for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered accursed. They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. They shall not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and another eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. They shall not labour in vain, or bear children for calamity” (Isaiah 65, 20-23).

Poverty, says Julio de Santa Ana in his influential book Towards a Church of the Poor
, is “the unfulfilment of basic human needs required to adequately sustain life free of disease, misery, hunger, pain, suffering, hopelessness, and fear, on the one hand, and the condition of defenceless people suffering from structural injustices on the other. Such a life would not be limited to the satisfaction of basic human needs but would include an existence with dignity, based on the exercise of justice, participation and freedom.”

A change in terminology occurred in the ecumenical movement in the mid-70ies in a shift from ‘poverty’ to ‘the poor’. The reasons were manifold. The term ‘poverty’ seems impersonal. Poverty seems to indicate an abstraction, when the poor struggle tooth and claw to get out of poverty. Poverty is easily understood as an economic issue and seems to ignore the political aspects and it seems to treat the poor as a homogenous entity, which seemed to take away from the poor that the changes must come from the poor themselves.

There are different stages in how the church has and is working to overcome poverty and promote justice. One stage may follow the other but they may also exist together at the same time or as expressions of various places and different geographies and contexts.

1. Poverty is an expression of “the laws of nature”, of divine will  -  the response is charity

2. Poverty is the result of unfortunate forces in environment – the response if offering relief

3. Poverty is a result of moral or character failings of the poor – the response is urging regeneration of the sinful

4. Poverty is a consequence of a humanly devised social system – the response is to bring prophetic judgment and constructive presence towards reform

5. Poverty is a result of social structures, which boosts vested interests and egoism – the response is to identify and support the poor struggling for liberation and dignity

The ecumenical reflection on poverty and the poor has dimensions, which could easily become the material for an interreligious creative response, mindful of differing assumptions and aware of that we come to the table, not only with our spiritual and moral resources but also with different tools and keys to interpret the plight of the poor. There is in all the important ecumenical principle, which henceforth and particularly in this context could be made an interreligious motto: that which we can do together, we should not do separately.
Prepared by Rev. Dr. Hans Ucko
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