MODELS OF POVERTY

I.
POVERTY AS COMMUNITARIAN SHARING
Poverty adds to the experience of community, which is the sharing of our lives and work together, a sharing of our material goods and possessions.
Advantages of this model:
· Eliminates differences between the rich and poor in the community

· Focuses on the equality of all

· Attacks greed

· Attacks power through possession

Disadvantages of this model:

· Common denominator is seldom an ideal

· Easily reduced to permission-getting

· Leads to comparing self to what others have

· Takes away personal responsibility

II.
POVERTY AS SIMPLICITY OF LIFE

This model focuses on poverty as a fact. It calls for living a frugal lifestyle, a certain singularity of purpose and union with the poor.

Advantages of this model:
· Gives more or less objective criteria for a style of life

· Reflects the vow with a definite authenticity

· Attacks power through possession

· Focuses on the union with the poor Christ

Disadvantages of this model:
· Can become penny-pinching and bookkeeping

· Too great an emphasis on material things

· Easy to become self-righteous

· Source of division and criticism within communities

· Good for guilt trips

III.
POVERTY AS APOSTOLIC DISPONABILITY
Poverty considered as functional in the service of others – one is poor to be at the disposal of others – poverty is seen as a total self-giving, not only of possessions but of knowledge, talents, etc.

Advantages of this model:
· It is other-centered

· It is incarnational, making use of material goods for apostolic purposes

· Offers a clear criterion, namely apostolate

· Flexibility, depends on needs of ministry

Disadvantages of this model:
· Efficiency rather than apostolic effectiveness/ efficaciousness
· Almost anything can be justified

· A person’s “poverty” may have little resemblance to material poverty

· Interpretation of criterion is very subjective

IV.
POVERTY AS VISIBLE WITNESS
This embodies the concept of freedom from materialistic values or dependency on those values in our society.

Advantages of this model:
· Responds to the need for the prophetic

· In touch with the radical message of the Gospel

· Easily linked with social justice

· Counter-cultural

Disadvantages of this model:
· Mixed message about modern society, technology, etc. 
· Not immediately effective in eradicating poverty

· Can become divisive in community as either judgmental or self-righteous or romanticist

V.
POVERTY AS UNION WITH THE POOR AND EXPLOITED
This understanding recognizes the relationship between economic and social freedom and spiritual freedom. It sees poverty an evil. Poverty is embraced as an act of love for the poor and exploited; but the act is a protest against poverty itself.

Advantages of this model:
· A radical witness to poverty

· Very apostolic

· Attentive to the whole person’s physical and spiritual needs

· Relevant to the times

· A criterion for ministry

Disadvantages of this model:
· Danger of being caught in the struggle with bitterness, anger, frustration

· Focus may be too taken up with material poverty

· Overwhelming adversaries

VI.
POVERTY AS RELIANCE ON GOD ALONE
This is poverty of spirit. It is an attempt to deal with a radical powerlessness of the human condition. It touches more than the material poverty as it deals with spiritual, social, psychological, etc., limitations in human existence, universal and individual.

Advantages of this model:
· Focus upon one’s ultimate dependence on God

· Highlights need for trust in Providence

· Basis for compassion with human weakness

Disadvantages of this model:
· Easily divorced from everyday life

· Used to justify passivity, non-involvement

· Easily rationalized and domesticated

VII.
POVERTY AS UNION WITH THE POOR CHRIST
This idea of poverty calls us to be one with Jesus as one who emptied himself.

Advantages of this model:
· Readily compatible with other ideas of poverty

· Stems from the heart of the Christian experience, namely, union with Christ

· A poverty of self-giving

Disadvantages of this model:
· Easily distorted to justify anything

· Not always easy to distinguish between authentic following of Jesus and material imitation. 
(Note: This is taken from an article in Review for Religious, Vol. 34, 1975/4, pages 550-558.)

