CHRISTOCENTRIC GROUNDING OF POVERTY
          The traditional scriptural locus of religious poverty, from the time of Anthony of Egypt, in the second half of the third century until the present, has been Matthew 19:21: “If you would be perfect….”
· “If you would be perfect….” This is a call to make a free offering of self and to go to the limits of that offering. “Perfect,” indeed, means to go beyond the limit of human capabilities, as Matthew 5:48 makes clear: “You, therefore, must be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect”. This perfection is what distinguishes Christians from tax collectors and gentiles, for they do only what is reasonable from a human standpoint.

· “And give it to the poor.” Renunciation is hence not to be without social ramifications: one does not simply throw away one’s wealth as if it were useless or evil nor does one give it away to family or friends, but to give it to those who are in need.

· “Go, sell what you possess.” This means the real renunciation of material goods that is, of things that are saleable.

· “And you will have treasure in heaven.” There is here a kind of act of faith in the existence of eternal life and in the fact that there is a mysterious proportionality between what we do in this world and what we shall receive in the world to come.

· “And come follow me”. This is the climax of the verse as well as the motive for what precedes. It is by following Christ that one became perfect, and one can only follow Christ in material poverty.

This verse means very little without the final call to “follow me”. St. Augustine said: “Do you love and do you wish to follow the one whom you love?” This is the heart and center of religious poverty. Poverty is an essential part of, or at least an essential preliminary to union with Christ who is himself understood to be poor.


Poverty is in fact at the very center of the mystery of Christ as it is attested by both 2 Cor. 8:9 and Phil. 2: 6ff. on the passage about Christ’s self-emptying. The incarnation of the Word is nothing less than impoverishment – the impoverishment of the Kenosis itself and the impoverishment of a somewhat poor, although not desolate life situation. While it has been lightly pointed out that Christ was not born into a poor family and that he was in some sense a member of the middle class, his life is nonetheless marked by continual options in favor of poverty and the poor, and he willingly chooses for himself situations in which he may experience the things that the poor experienced: dependence on others, vulnerability, aloneness, being subject to scorn and non acceptance, and violence. Then at the end there is desolation, when in His suffering on the cross Christ seems to be abandoned not only by His friends but by the Father himself which must always remain part of the mystery. It is love that “drove” the Word not only to become a man but to become a poor man and thus, to experience the depth of what it means to be in the flesh, to be human. For at the center of our mystery as human beings is poverty, and the poor, are more at the disposal of this mystery than others, we may dare say. If Christ emptied himself, it was to enter into our emptiness – an emptiness that is defined by the fact that we have been created out of nothing, are poised on the razor-edge of existence and continually orient ourselves to the non existence of sin and mere illusions.


For the Christian and for the religions, poverty is a kind of psychological truth, a psychological necessity. That is to say, first of all, that a person in love desires with intensity to he like the one whom he love and resist being unlike the beloved. In the case of the Christian this burden of Christ’s is something that must he embraced whether one wishes to or not: this is part of the definition of “Christian”. But others who wish to penetrate the mystery more deeply, whether laypersons or religious seek to embrace the burden with desire, as lovers do. This desire for the beloved precisely as human being, with all that implies is more specific and belongs to poverty. If Christ in his human nature is a poor man then, His lovers wish nothing less for themselves than to taste His poverty.


In the second place, a person who is in love is primarily interested in the beloved and subordinates everything else to that lord. Certainly, the lover is moved not to love what the beloved does not love, and even if he had loved something of this sort once he loses interest in it for the sake of the beloved. If Christ, then, does not love those things that are associated with wealth, neither does His Lovers, His disciples.

What loving the poor Christ may mean for us 
and what effects it may have for us?

1.
It means to experience the emptiness of one’s human condition, which for Christ was climaxed in the abandonment on the cross. It means to know where we stand in the universe and in God’s plan – frail objects that we are of God’s tremendous love; and this means to chew all pretense and self importance and indeed, to embrace that emptiness as the only possible receptacle for the divine love. The opposing temptation is superficiality, the unwillingness to come to terms with one’s emptiness, which is in turn the result of fear.

2.
It means to experience Christ alienation from the rulers of society and from those who set the standards of society. It means to refuse to be reduced by advertisements and propaganda, and to submit to having one’s own judgments formed by the Father’s will. Opposed to this is an unquestioning comfortableness in society, with its injustice, its prejudice and its pretense, and the willingness to be seduced and to be “accepted”. This society exists in religious communities, too.
.

3.
It means to experience Christ’s solidarity with the poor, the oppressed and the alienated. Always to the scandal of those around Him, he singles out Samaritans and sinners for his loving attention. Opposed to this example of Christ is the indifference to the poor or the attitude to assume that they deserve their poverty or their oppression.
4.
It means to experience Christ’s lack of power and, in fact, His rejection of the use of a legitimate power. This is the significance of his refusal to give in to the temptation in desert (Matt. 4:1ff), as well as of his refusal to call upon his Father to send him twelve legions of angels (Mt. 26:53). Opposed to this is a love of power. Love is the most effective and most transforming of all powers.

5.
Loving the poor means experiencing Christ’s dependence on others. He was Himself dependent on Mary and Joseph, on the disciples to whom He entrusted His Church, on those who succeeded them, on His country people, on the Romans who occupied his country. He continues to be dependent on us, for in no other way than through us is He explicitly present in the world. This dependence, often humiliating, is the common lot of the poor people. Opposed to it is the ability to act on one’s own, which is the foundation of the independence that the poor do not have.

6.
It means to experience on another level His dependence on other human beings – his real independence and freedom with respect to human affairs, His detachment and His love without possessiveness.
7.
It means to experience His sense of dependence to the Father. Jesus is the greatest of the anawim and His poverty casts Him completely on the Father as his sole provider. Consequently, the Father is everything to Him.

8.
Love for Christ precedes and vivifies these other elements that flow from this one source and center. This love, moreover, in its very nature, prevents this element from degenerating into bitterness or self-centeredness or the other perversions to which they are susceptible.
      Jesus chooses to identify love for him primarily in terms of the cross. Our ultimate goal is not poverty pure and simple, not even Christ’s poverty, but rather His resurrection and His life. Our aim is union with the beloved, not suffering, not poverty. But, “Do you love and do you wish to follow whom you love”?

       Even here, however, this poverty gives us a glimpse of resurrection and life, for it is in the midst of the experience of one’s own poverty and nothingness that one discovers Christ within oneself. And this Christ is no longer the poor Christ but a Christ who is powerful indeed – powerful to transform sorrow to joy, suffering into glory and poverty into wealth. But to know this Christ and His transformation it is necessary to have been poor for His sake.
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