The Evangelical Counsels: POVERTY


The life of a Claretian wants to be a prolongation in history of the way of life of Jesus, the supreme consecrated person and missionary of the Father, according to the charism of St. Anthony Mary Claret, and like the apostles. We represent in the Church the virginity, poverty and obedience of Christ, dedicated to the preaching of the Gospel. Thus, living the evangelical counsels is an essential part of the Claretian charism and it shapes the life of the congregational community from the novitiate on. 
COMMON ASPECTS

1.
Understanding the Evangelical Counsels


In theology, the counsels are understood as the Gospel demands that configure the life of Christ. In this sense there are many counsels. Like for example the Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata, while it speaks in n. 1 of Jesus as virginal, poor and obedient, in n. 77makes reference to Christ as chaste, poor, obedient, prayerful and missionary. 

However, in the course of time, the Church has found in the counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience, which it distinguishes with the title evangelical, a uniquely profound synthesis of the lifestyle of the Lord and of His preachingHis preaching. Theology, then, has systematized them into three because the Church found them as expression of dedication to God of all the components of the person: liberty, affectivity and possessions.

The evangelical counsels shape the life of Christ. They are an integral part of His life and form the essential nucleus of the manner and style of His redemption. The Church has the task of living Christ. And this must be done completely and thus it must live the evangelical counsels. This is a treasure of the Church’s life that cannot be surrendered and with the help of His grace, preserves it forever. In some way, the evangelical counsels are called for in the lives of all faithful Christians. A demand they cannot renege on. 

Although, all Christians must live the evangelical counsels, everyone does not have to do this in the same way, but according to each person’s gift and vocation:

· faithful Christians live them through the virtues

· religious live them effectively through the vows, representing in the Church Christ’s way of life and dedicating themselves exclusively to God and God’s plan of salvation. The efficacious profession of the evangelical counsels is the hallmark of the religious state. 


In conclusion, evangelical counsel is understood today in a more precise and theological way like charism, i.e., as a call to certain options within the Christian life, effected by God and through God’s gifts. Nevertheless, they are free options for those called charismatically by God to effectively live them. 
PROFESSION EXPRESSES TOTAL SELF-GIVING


Profession has a complex meaning related to the profession of faith in baptism:

· It designates the inner act of freedom by which the baptized commit themselves and irrevocably commits themselves to effectively practice the counsels continually and faithfully;

· It also indicates the official public act of this commitment in front of witnesses and before the People of God, on the day of profession;

· It also involves the effective and visible practice of the counsels that derives from the two preceding realities;

· Finally, the consecrated makes his/her practice of the counsels, in some manner, his/her profession (job), b cause they allow the person to embody a new form of Christian life. Practicing them becomes his/her profession in the Church.


The three vows seal the total giving of self. Thus, they are the act through which the religious “gives himself or herself totally to God under a new and special title” (LG 44). They are three ways of committing oneself to live like Christ those areas that embrace one’s entire life: possession of goods, the emotions and one’s autonomy. They express the total giving of ourselves to God and to our brothers and sisters and they help one, in a definitive way, to concretely live out that self-giving. 

THEY ARE PROFESSED IN ACCORD WITH A SPECIFIC CHARISM


There is no one uniform way of living out the evangelical counsels. Ach institute has to establish its particular way, taking into account its specific nature and purpose…” (MR11). There is no generic form of Religious Life…rather each institute has its own way of understanding and living out the mystery of Christ and of striving for perfection in virtue of its specific charism. As Claretians, our way of living the evangelical counsels is specified by the charism with which St. Anthony Mary Claret experienced and lived the mystery of Christ the Evangelizer.

THE EVANGELICAL COUNSELS 

ARE AN ACCEPTANCE OF THE MYSTERY OF CHRIST


The evangelical counsels should not be considered a denial of the values inherent in sexuality, in the legitimate desire to make use of material goods and of making autonomous decisions for oneself. These inclinations, insofar as they are based on nature, are good in themselves. Certainly they require, like the whole Christian vocation, an asceticism and on-going conversion. But they do not mean, first and foremost, a giving up of something, but a call to make oneself free and available for God and for one’s brothers and sisters, like Christ. IN this context, “obedience is the source of true freedom, chastity manifests the tension in a heart unsatisfied by any finite love, poverty nourishes the hunger and thirst for justice that God promised to satisfy” (cf. Mt. 5, 6).
THEY ARE THE LIVING OUT AND 

EXPRESSION OF THE THEOLOGICAL VIRTUES


In each one of the evangelical counsels we live the three theological virtues of faith, hope and love; we can say that love is lived in celibacy, hope in poverty and faith in obedience. And, going to the deepest part of our Christian life, we can say that in this way we live out our sharing in the very nature of God (cf. 2 Pt. 1: 4), who is love (cf. 1 Jn. 4: 8, 16), poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit that has been given us (cf. Rom. 5:5). 
POVERTY


The virtue of poverty requires all disciples of Christ to treat God and God’s Kingdom as the only true wealth of the human heart. This involves the readiness to relinquish everything, even one’s own life, accepting even martyrdom, if necessary.


In our case, we embrace the evangelical poverty voluntarily. This vow involves not only living the virtue but also effectively renouncing the use and usufruct of goods, living an austere personal and community life, like the Apostles, for the sake of the apostolic mission. 

THEOLOGICAL MEANING OF POVERTY


Evangelical poverty is a clear and concrete way of manifesting that “God is the only true wealth for the human person. Lived according to the example of Christ who being rich became poor (2 Cor. 8:9), it is the expression of the total giving of self that happens reciprocally among the three divine persons.” The consecrated person, imitating Christ’s poverty, acknowledges Him as the Son who receives everything from the Father and divests Himself of everything out of love (cf. Jn. 17: 7, 10).

We are poor in order to be, like Christ, totally free, available and united. Our poverty emphasizes the theological virtue of hope. God is our inheritance, our brothers in the charism and the people are our property: a hundred times over in houses, brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, children and lands, and eternal life. 


Evangelical poverty has an apostolic meaning because, in a society marked by materialism and consumerism that blinds people to the needs and sufferings of the weakest, it appears as a charism of simplicity, austerity and solidarity. 

CLARET’S PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

Claret in his childhood worked and felt compassion for the poor and marginalized and for the workers that were corrected. 

In his adolescent years, he gave himself totally to work in order to pay rent in Barcelona. 

On his first trip to Rome he gave an excellent witness to poverty (cf. Aut. 130-35).

In Vich, he lived the life of a poor and apostolic community. 

When he was Archbishop, he lived like the poor, with no other means of transportation than a broken-down horse, which he sold at the end of his mission so that the poor would not be burdened with its upkeep. 

He promotes farming, set up savings banks in order to foster ways to earn a living; and he opposed slavery as much as he could. 

As royal confessor, he did not want to live in the palace but in a missionary community.

He died in exile from his country and far from the house of his beloved missionaries, in Fontfroide, France, a guest at a monastery. The description of his burial, given to us by Fr. Clotet is deeply moving and shows us the depth of impoverishment that he had come to at the end of his life:
Because bishops and archbishops are princes of the Church, their funerals are usually solemnized with a cortege of illustrious personages, military bands, and a sermon preached by an eloquent orator. The burial of Father Claret, once Archbishop of Cuba and confessor to the queen, had a cortege of three humble Spanish missionaries and three French priests; the music was that of a bird’s song; the silent funeral oration was that of the profound reverence of the bystanders. The following epitaph, the last words of Pope St. Gregory VII, was inscribed on his tombstone: “I have loved justice and hated iniquity; therefore I die in exile.”
Lastly, his body was buried in the monk’s cemetery because civil authorities would not grant a permit for interment in the Church.
CHARISMATIC LIVING OF POVERTY

The Scriptural and Theological Basis In the Christological dimension, our poverty is rather not seen as a result of despising the goods of this world, but of our desire to be configured to Christ and to imitate Him, and of the example of Mary, the poor one of Yahweh. The following points are emphasized: 

· His interior poverty, poverty of spirit, the origin of all external poverty: his kenosis (self-emptying), the incarnation; though He was rich He made Himself poor; the Word was made flesh and took the form of a slave (cf. Phil. 2:6-7).

· Exterior poverty, He had nowhere to lay His head (cf. Luke 9:58), one of Claret’s favorite texts.

In the Apostolic dimension, our poverty has a specific purpose: we leave everything in order to better follow Christ, who proclaimed the Good News and demanded, that His own leave everything in order to carry out their mission. The important thing is not the leaving but the following: or, in order to follow it is necessary to leave behind. Thus, if we detach ourselves from people (celibacy), places and things (poverty) and even our own independence, placing our own autonomy at the disposal of others (obedience), it is in order to be free and to be available for mission. Our poverty is essentially apostolic. 

In the eschatological dimension, we give a witness of our faith and hope in Christ to the rest of our brothers and sisters. We give witness to what God’s grace is capable of realizing in human beings. We remind others of their eternal destiny and that the things of this world are transitory and tentative in light of the final union with God. 

The Effect of Poverty on Community and Mission Firstly, we manifest our poverty by placing all our hope in God, and not in any kind of power or material wealth. Secondly, our lives are not centered on having possessions or wielding influence, but on an apostolic concern for the Kingdom and on the Church, like Paul, who wanted to dedicate himself to all people and to become all things to all people. In Mary, we have the best example of one who is poor in spirit, which breaks forth in the Magnificat, a song typical of the poor of Yahweh (cf. Luke 1:46-55). 

The announcement of the Kingdom is not credible if the values of fellowship and solidarity with the poor are not practiced. Christ came to respond to the cry of the poor, going so far as to identify Himself with them. Action in behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world are clearly part of preaching the Gospel. From that perspective our option for the poor must lead us to a personal and collective witness of poverty, to a credible sharing in the condition of the poor, to living with them and sharing their life, and to aiding them in their just aspirations. 


Poverty helps to build fraternal community to the extent that each of its members has a material and spiritual attitude of poverty, of overcoming all desire for power over others or for possessions. 


This fraternal community based on physical and spiritual poverty is expressed through communion of goods, both material and spiritual, with the rest of the brothers and with the poor for whom they have opted. In summary, poverty expresses a communication within and outside the community, i.e., toward other Claretians (fraternal life) and toward other people (mission). External communion becomes a sign, an icon (sacrament), of our charismatic, missionary communion.

PEDAGOGICAL ASPECTS

Communal External poverty is not a goal or value in itself, but a proof and defense of the authenticity or our interior poverty. The vow serves our apostolic life. Thus, it must shape our entire life and activity. No area is exempt from poverty. 


Personal poverty is not enough. The external manifestation of poverty is relative to a certain point, insofar as it depends on circumstances of time and place. What may be a sign of wealth in one place will not be such in another. Nevertheless, the Congregation and all its communities, wherever they may be, must give a collective witness to poverty. The Constitutions require: 
· That any type of luxury be avoided. This means both things that in themselves are luxuries and things that feel like luxuries even though they may not be such in themselves or in given circumstances (things that only appear to be luxuries or luxuries received as gifts or at bargain prices).

· That any immoderate profit be rejected. Missionary communities are not denied the right to have sources of income; but it must not strive for profits – a money-making, business spirit is excluded. We must settle for what is sufficient to live austerely as a community and a Congregation and to carry out our mission. 

· That there be no excessive accumulation of goods. 

· That the furnishings, food and clothing of the house be in keeping with the style of the Nevertheless, poverty does not mean slovenliness or dirtiness. 
· That the missionary community is always ready to share its good with others, when the needs of the Congregation and the people of God require it. It would be a contradiction for one community to have abundance in a Province in need or that one Province would be rich while others in tight situations or that a community would have an abundance of goods in a church or a society that is poor. Sharing is not doing something more than what is required; it is an obligation. 
Personal. Personal poverty is manifested by not letting oneself be caught up in a spirit or ownership, i.e., neither retaining nor acquiring anything that might be contrary to our style of poverty. One must avoid the desire for possessions, even of things that we legitimately make use of. 


It is also manifested by feeling obligated by the common law of work in order to earn one’s sustenance. Our work is carrying out the mission that has been entrusted to us. Idleness, laziness, not giving our all…, are failures of poverty. 

Nonetheless, awareness of our duty to work must not lead us to accept ministries for financial reasons. Although we have a right to live from sacred ministry, we must show ourselves to be generous, detached and not hungry for profits. To give up one ministry for another, simply because one is less profitable, would go against the spirit of Claretian poverty. 


From all this, we conclude that when we experience the effects of poverty we should even rejoice. In a society that judges people by what they have and not by what they are, the Gospel requires that we trust in the Lord’s Providence before anything else.  
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