TO PROFESS EVANGELICAL POVERTY FOR THE KINGDOM
(PC 13; ET 16-22; CIC c. 600; RD 12; PI 14)
THREE BASIC CRITERIA to understand and practice religious poverty:
1.
Jesus and His Gospel (This is the most decisive criterion)

    
The word “poverty” is affected by a radical ambiguity. In our cultural context, poverty is synonymous to a negative reality of unhappiness and suffering, a fruit of injustice similar to misery. However, this meaning doesn’t coincide with “poverty” as biblical and evangelical value.


The POVERTY of the religious is in total reference to CHRIST: it consists in participating in the poverty of Jesus, who made himself poor for our sake.
2.
The World of Today: massive poverty in the world.

    
The religious cannot overlook today the socio-economic situation of the world wherein they live. They have to listen to the “CRY OF THE POOR”, of their personal indigence and of their collective misery (ET 16-17).
3.
The Charism of the Founder and of the Institute

The religious poverty is to be lived out “charismatically”. The religious are supposed to practice poverty as lived and taught by their father-founder and in accordance with the spirit and mission of the Institute.


All these three criteria have to be taken into consideration.

A.
THE FIRST TWO CRITERIA: Jesus and the Gospel – The World of Today

1.
Jesus’ and Gospel attitudes in relation to “material goods”


Some important points:


a)
Three Main Attitudes of Jesus in front of “material goods”

· Appreciation: Goods necessary for life are Father’s gifts.
· Detachment is recommended to all. Riches are serious risk.
· Sharing: “giving alms”; sharing with those in need (cf. multiplication of bread)



b)
Decisive Fact

    


Jesus sides with the poor. His experiences of Bethlehem, Nazareth 


and Egypt demonstrate His love for the weak and underprivileged. Rich as 

he was (as God) he chose poverty for himself which was not indigence 


and misery, but:

· a socio-economic situation of those who have the “minimum-enough”

· working (carpenter at Nazareth) to make an earning




As a consequence, Jesus had the attitude of an “ANAWIM” (O.T.) 



which means:
· low social status and social consideration; “littleness” in society. 




Belittled and excluded by those who enjoy power, knowledge and riches.
· in his public and itinerant life he chose total detachment in order to be 


totally available for His mission. And he demands from his followers the 


same detachment.



c) Jesus Proclaims the Beatitudes.
· Jesus came to “enrich” us (2 Cor 8:9) not with material riches, but with the treasure of the Kingdom and salvation.

· He proclaims “happy and fortunate” the poor, crying, meek... and “unfortunate and cursed” the rich and the powerful...



d) The Mystery of Jesus’ Poverty is Revealed.
· There are two angles in Jesus’ poverty:

· Interior-Spiritual Poverty: conscientiousness and acceptance of his radical dependence on the Father.
· Exterior-Material: simple and detached way of living.
· The two points of reference are:

· Conscious and free as SON OF GOD: perfectly trusting and obedient.

· Conscious and free as SON OF MAN: in solidarity with the poor and the sinners; commitment to save them and give them the treasures of the Kingdom.



e) Fraternal Sharing of the Early Christian Community:
· In Jerusalem the “first community of believers”, after having accepted the values of the Kingdom, put into practice in a bold way the “fraternal sharing of goods” (Acts 4:32).


2.
 In the present world of luxurious riches and degrading misery (GS 63)
· We live in a scandalous and paradoxical world which is polarized by the economic problems, dominated by greed for money and possessions. Consumerism.
· But a great majority of the world population is subjected to monstrous underdevelopment and misery.

· This is a world of injustice, inequalities, jealousy, envy, hatred, violence and apathy.
· The Church has been accused of being rich and of siding with the rich and powerful.

· At the Vatican Council the Church has received a special call and challenge to become the “CHURCH OF THE POOR”. In this respect, consecrated persons are expected to be boldly at the frontier. 
B.
THEOLOGICO-MYSTICAL Dimension of the Poverty of the Religious: To be 

poor before God.

1.
Poverty as DETACHMENT: To liberate oneself from the non-necessary 


goods (SIMPLE LIVING) to be able to dedicate oneself only to the 


Kingdom.
· To live poorly “in reality and in spirit” (PC 13b)

· The first aspect of poverty is that of detachment (to be free from) from material goods.

· The material goods become preponderant for so many people, disregarding the spiritual (truth, justice, brotherhood, solidarity...) and the supernatural (knowledge of God, divine sonship, Christian love, eternal life and most of all God himself as supreme good).
· With the profession of poverty the religious renounce their own material goods and all personal property and possession.
· They accept to lead a “simple life”: frugality, austerity, dedication to work, detachment from many irrelevant things, vigilance – not to fall bit by bit into a “bourgeois lifestyle” of living and not to give in to the natural desire for a “comfortable living”
· No complaint, “Rejoice with the effects of poverty”, with all its demands
· Special danger in third world countries: It is possible that some candidates to religious life might rise to a higher social status just upon professing the vow of poverty. With their profession they become already members of a very secure institution. Profession gives them total human security. The congregation will always provide everything.
· How to strike the balance between professing poverty and, at the same time, become somehow “richer”?
· By living a SIMPLE LIFE the religious: 

· Proclaim with their life the superiority and absolute primacy of the spiritual and supernatural goods and of God himself. This is a prophetic dimension of poverty.
· “Liberate” their hearts and arms to be in total availability for and dedication to God and his Kingdom, especially in the service of the poor.


2.
Poverty as DEPENDENCE: To trust in the provident Father and in His 


mediations regarding the necessary material goods (PC 13c; c.600)
· This is a “trusting poverty”: i.e. CONFIDENT ABANDONMENT to the Providence of God (Mt 6:24-34)

· We say: “God is the author of material goods, He is the Creator; He is also MY FATHER. He will provide me with whatever I need”

· Hence the material goods in themselves will be considered as some thing “good” we absolutely need for our personal and communitarian life and for the fulfillment of our apostolic mission.
· We feel indigent and we trust in the provident Father. We depend totally on God.

· On the other hand, we don’t expect our material needs to come down from heaven. We are “subject to the common law of WORK” (PC13). We have to work, as the poor do, to procure the necessary goods for us, for the community and for the ministry. We have to perceive WORK as a way of living our consecrated poverty.

· The individual religious doesn’t keep for himself nor administer whatever he might earn through his apostolic work and industry: he is supposed to submit everything to the community through the superior or administrator. Therefore he accepts to “depend” on the “Father” superior, sign and mediator of his dependence on God. He accepts to ask for permissions and to give accounts to the community regarding material goods. We depend on God by depending on the community.

C.
FRATERNAL AND COMMUNITARIAN Dimension of Consecrated Poverty: 
To be poor for and with the brothers in the community. The religious is 

supposed to commit himself to build his own community.


1.
Poverty as COMMUNION: That the material goods may serve the 


fraternal communion.

· “They had everything in common” (Act 2:44-45; 4:32)

· The goods are seen not in themselves but as occasion for sharing and as precious instruments of fraternal unity.
· In virtue of his vow of poverty the religious, on the one hand, RENOUNCES to have strictly personal goods at his disposal. Everything belongs to the community.

· On the other hand, he SUBMITS whatever he receives and earns, and also contributes with all his personal resources, talents and capabilities to the building of the community.

· Each member works for all, and correlatively each one receives everything from all. Solidarity works in double way.

· Therefore, the religious, because of their professed poverty are characterized in this way. They are ready to:
· put in common, share, receive, exchange,
· to depend not only on God but also on their brothers and
· to trust mutually among themselves.

2.
Poverty as COLLECTIVE COMMITMENT: The community as such is 


called to live out and give witness of poverty.

· The Vatican Council invited the religious institutes to “try to give collective witness of poverty” (PC 13e and f).

· It would be abnormal, paradoxical and contrary to the Gospel that a group of persons (whose members are “officially” poor) would result in a “rich community”.

· Every community (house, province and congregation) should be concerned about that anomaly and be evangelically very demanding at the moment of discernment of the pastoral meaning of “big” pastoral enterprises and institutions (e.g. schools, publishing houses, use of modern and costly apostolic means, means of transportation, etc.)

· Those who are involved and administer “big and rich” institutions should live visibly a personally poor, detached and austere life, be hardworking persons and always be at the service of people, with a bias for the “poorest”.

D.
APOSTOLIC Dimension of the Consecrated Poverty: To be poor for and with the 
poor and to use the goods and resources to build up a more just and humane 
world.

· Through the profession of poverty the religious join not only Christ the Poor, but also all the poor and afflicted with whom Christ identified Himself and to whom He became a brother (Mt 25:35ff)

· The PREFERENTIAL OPTION (not exclusive nor excluding) in favor of the POOR should be innate and inherent especially to all those who profess and live the evangelical counsel of poverty and who are called to love, welcome and serve the poor “with the heart of Jesus Christ” (CV 19).
· This impels the religious to honestly live out “poverty in reality and in spirit” (PC 13b). Really “simple lifestyle”.
· Our mission is also to remind the rich that they have to put their possessions and resources at the service of the common good and especially of the poor . . . without forgetting, on the other hand, that those rich people frequently are “very poor” in spiritual and Christian values and in innermost self-fulfillment and happiness, and therefore are also in dire need of “liberation and salvation”.

· Boldly giving witness to the values of the Beatitudes – most of all with the example of our “poor style of living”, we exert our apostolic and prophetic mission: that way we fight against the IDOLS of today’s society.

· Different ways of concern and commitment of the religious with regard to the POOR:

· being very sensitive and emotionally close to them: Poverty – PRAYERFUL AFFECTION AND SIMPLE LIVING. (Contemplatives)
· to extend an effective help: Poverty – SERVICE.
· to share in their painful situation: Poverty – SOLIDARITY and INSERTION.
· to struggle with them in the defense of their rights and human dignity and to participate in the direct action over structures and institutions and culture, seeking for justice and transformation of society in accordance with God’s Plan (Poverty – LIBERATION)
· We have to stress the EVANGELICAL character of our motivation in our options and actions.

· “All for the poor, many with the poor, some as the poor” (P. Miranda, regarding “insertion”).
· The missionary options and priorities of the religious have to be determined after painful and prayerful discernment. They have to let themselves be challenged by the pressing situations and find courage and opportune ways of response. Our Claretian watchword could be applied here: “the most urgent, effective and opportune”.

· Pope Paul VI vigorously called on the religious, in his exhortation, Evangelica Testificatio, to “hear the cry of the poor”. 
· He proposed several concrete ways for us to respond to that cry:



i.
No compromises with whatever form of social injustice.



ii.
Awakening our conscience in front of the drama of misery 




and of the demands of social justice of the Gospel and of 




the Church.



iii.
He enjoins some of the religious to join the poor in their 




social condition (insertion?, and to share in their struggles 




and aspirations.




iv.
He invites the religious institutes to re-convert in favor of 




the poor some of their apostolic enterprises and institutions.



v.
The use of the material goods and resources should be 




limited to what is required for the fulfillment of the 




apostolic purposes. In spite of the extent of our apostolic 




means and institutions, we still have to show in our daily 




life signs (external) the authentic way of living POVERTY.

E.
CHARISMATIC Dimension of Consecrated Poverty: Suffice it to refer here to:

· The Claretian Constitutions,
· Saint Anthony Mary Claret’s Autobiography, and 
· History of the Claretian Congregation
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