C O N S E C R A T E D  
P O V E R T Y
Read: PC 13; ET 18, 20 
A.
POVERTY OF CHRIST

The essential value of consecrated poverty is real imitation of Christ, in other words, extension and the living of His mystery of poverty. Vatican II states: “By it, the poverty of Christ is shared who being rich, became poor for us, to enrich us with his poverty” (2 Cor. 8). Christian poverty, and in a special way consecrated poverty – on account of the radicality it supposes — is a real participation of the poverty of Christ and a sacramental expression of His mysterious privation-detachment, stripping himself from everything which is earthly.


Christ continues to live His state of humiliation through which He redeems us and saves us, that is, His mystery of poverty – which is essential part of His paschal mystery – through the church, and in a particularly intense way and even in a social way, in the consecrated life. 

To understand consecrated poverty we have to start from Christ. Christ saves us through a process of humiliation… a process of poverty. He saves us as long as He announces and brings the future goods. He announces the future goods by renouncing the present ones.


With His life, words and actions, He tells us that the goods of this world are temporary, transitory, relative, while the absolute, definitive goods He announces and brings are salvific. Jesus inaugurates the Kingdom disregarding the earthly goods in order to affirm more the heavenly goods.


Salvation has been presented as a mystery of poverty. Likewise, we could present poverty as mystery of salvation. Christ saves us by His radical stripping from everything which is worldly. With His poverty He enriched us with the salvific goods (2 Cor 8: 9).


The Incarnation and detachment until death on the cross are the ontological foundation of Christ’s poverty. Poverty is an essential aspect of the mystery of Christ and of redemption; it means not only renunciation of the material goods or of the exercise of the right of free disposition, but even more renunciation of that divine privileges themselves, of the dominion and of power. It is, then, to strip Himself and “become similar to people”, and not for the sake of poverty, but for the sake of all. Evangelical poverty is not an end in itself, but expression of love and indispensable condition for service. The poverty of Christ, in its different forms, seeks to redeem poverty. Poverty in itself is not an ideal, but it must be overcome through the acceptance of it. The solidarity with the poor is not a fanaticism of a class; He is at the disposal of all those who need Him, even the rich.

A typical trait of evangelical poverty is solidarity with the needy. Christ has participated in the utter poverty of sinful humanity. One takes upon himself in one way or  another the poverty of those in need. This is an integral part of evangelical poverty which is poverty of incarnation.

The Word, when He was incarnated to carry out our salvation, becomes similar to us in everything except sin – the most opposed to salvation. He chooses and accepts a state of poverty (cf. Rev. 2:5-11).

The church, the continuation and extension of the life and salvific mission of Christ, must prolong her mystery of poverty. She must announce, like Christ, the future goods; the temporality of earthly goods.

Today’s people are strongly attracted and seduced by what is immediate, visible, tangible and temporal. They need the clear and convincing testimony of the eternal goods. (Read LG 8)

The Church fulfills this primary duty of her mission by living detached, affectively and effectively, from the material goods, according to the different conditions and states of her members. She must express the poverty of’ Christ. Lay people must be ready to renounce the goods of this world, even life, if there is conflict between them and their faith in Christ (Luke 14:33; Matt 5:3; 1 Cor 7:29- 31). 

The Church manifests lives and prolongs the poverty of Christ especially through consecrated life.

B.
THEOLOGICAL VALUE

Christian poverty does not have nor is a social-economic value, but strictly religious value and has an aim of supernatural salvation. It is announcement and presence of the eschatological goods (ET 19).


By the vow of poverty the religious don’t give to God their material goods, but they give themselves by consecrating their very capacity, their desire and need of possessing (cf. ET 7).


Poverty has a theological value because it has a Christological value, since it is a real participation in the poverty of Christ (PC13), and the fulfillment of one of the most fundamental apostolic demand.


In the Bible, even in the Old Testament, we find two processes. First, it is passed from indigence of material goods to a total confidence and abandonment in God, then, from the total confidence in God to the affective and effective detachment from the material goods.


The life of Christ does not have any other support or any other reason for being than his Father, in whom He totally trusts. From this total confidence, He plans the detachment from the temporal things in His personal life and in the lives of His collaborators. Christ clearly and often teaches that poverty is the vital situation proper to the children of the Kingdom (Matt 5:3; Luke. 4: 18). The poverty asked by Christ is the same poverty He lived Himself, that is, detachment from the material goods and trust in God.

Poverty, in the biblical sense, is not only an ascetic means or a human exercise of purification. It is, above all, a Christian virtue, that is, an interior disposition. It starts being a deep conviction of our own indigence and of radical dependence from God. It is not mere detachment from things; it is a living and calm conscience of needing everything, of not being able to save oneself by self, and at the same time a total security and an unchangeable faith in the personal love of God. The poor have the sense of gratuity. For them everything is grace, mere gift of God. 


Poverty is openness to God, a radical availability. It does not express an economic situation, but a spiritual state, an interior disposition that binds the whole life. It is an attitude. Poverty means a state of the soul that trusts and is abandoned to God. Poverty comes to be the best definition of spiritual infancy.


When Christ proclaims, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” and affirms that theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven, He does not canonize the mere lack of material goods, but that attitude of total openness to God, of infinite trust in His mercy, of absolute availability. The Beatitudes are essentially Christological and messianic. They are fulfilled first in Christ. He lives that situation and that spirit; and He who has His spiritual state is blessed.

The poor renounces any human support in order to lean only on God. Although he possesses material goods, he does not place his trust in them.


Poverty in relation to God is a filial attitude. While the rich works eagerly for things, object of his passion and, places his trust and security in them, the poor in spirit   renounces any human security to lean only on God. To be poor is to hope in God and wait for God. It is to count on Him, and believe in His fidelity.


Consecrated poverty lived as “profession” is effective renunciation and detachment from temporal goods. It is a means and training to achieve the interior freedom and affective detachment from all things; it is, at the same time, expression of total trust and confidence in God and a definitive affirmation of the absolute value of the goods of the kingdom.


Poverty for Christ could not have been the first aim. His interior freedom was absolute and no created thing could be an obstacle nor distract Him from His communion with the Father. In Him poverty is an expression of love, of self-giving to the Father and to people and the origin of spiritual freedom for us. Christ freed us from the seducing deceit of things with His poverty. His poverty is for us a sacrament that materializes our interior freedom in front of the relative goods. But that liberation, which Christ achieved for us, must be made ours through that necessary training which is the affective renunciation of the material goods. With our personal renunciation we are allowing Christ’s poverty and its process of liberation realize in us. 

Effective poverty is an efficient means to achieve the interior poverty. When one lives freely and joyfully, it is an unmistakable sign that he possesses poverty in spirit. At the same time, he becomes a testimony for others.


Things in themselves are good, but they do not have an absolute value, only relative. The best way of affirming their relativity is to live detached from them, arriving even at the effective renunciation, not because of contempt but by faith in the absolute values of the Kingdom. This is precisely consecrated poverty.

C.
VALUE OF TESTIMONY


Consecrated poverty is highly esteemed today. Since today’s man/woman goes after temporal goods, s/he needs that somebody to remind him/her that these goods are relative and precarious, and that the absolute and definitive goods are the future ones.

Poverty has a singular force of eschatological testimony since it is the announcement and sign of other goods that are the true ones.

Religious poverty must seek new forms of expression for modern society. Perhaps the new name today is not “to beg”, but to work, hence (P.C. 13), “religious should be bound by the common law of labor” (ET 20), “returning to that work its human and Christian meaning, and putting in common the whole fruit of their activities, avoiding the consciousness of ownership of that same fruit of ones personal work. The functionality of what is achieved by work is: sharing.


The testimony of poverty must be personal and communitarian. Both are essential to the religious poverty. “. . . , religious communities should readily offer a quasi-collective witness to poverty” (PC 13).

In the past, emphasis was given to “personal” poverty. Not much to the communitarian. Today is the opposite. To be logical and conciliar, we must affirm in word and life the need of both as two complementary forms. No distinction, much less opposition, between the communitarian and the personal. The communitarian is the personal put in common and what each one has is equally for all. Hence, without personal poverty there is no true collective poverty. 

“Religious must stand out . . . refrain from any affection to realize business” (Pope Paul VI, Magno Gaudio).

“Practice of personal poverty is not suffering. It is necessary that the whole community gives testimony, and that it be clearly perceptible by today’s people” (Pope Paul VI to Gen. Superiors of Women).


Poverty is a sign, that is, makes reference to something; hence, it is not an ideal in itself, but at the service of another higher ideal. Poverty is, indeed, a great value and a very cherished testimony to today’s people. It is not an absolute value, but relative. It is not, of course, the supreme testimony religious life must give. “In the line of poverty, the Institute will not be more perfect on account of the greater lack of goods, but by possessing and administering them without losing the meaning of religious poverty and the meaning of the more adequate way to its own mission” ( CMF Capitular Document).

Poverty is not an end in itself, but a means to achieve a supernatural purpose of apostolate and evangelical testimony. In order that poverty be a true testimony, it must be intelligible at least to people of good will.


PC 13: After saying, “to express poverty in new forms” referring to personal poverty says: “it is by no means enough to be subject to superiors in the use of poverty. Religious should be poor in fact and in spirit…Religious should consider themselves bound by the common law of labor…”


Regarding communitarian poverty PC 13 says that religious life must give collective testimony of poverty, of detachment of the present goods. Actually it is the church itself that, through the religious state, gives this social testimony of evangelical poverty. One way of living this communitarian poverty is for the different Institutes to contribute their goods to the needs of the Church and of the poor, and to have true interchange of temporal goods among the houses and provinces of the same Congregation.
“Religious institutes have the right.., to possess whatever they need for their temporal life and work, but they should avoid any semblance of luxury, excessive wealth and accumulation of property” (PC 13).

“Insecurity” is an important element in the following of Christ. Real and affective poverty makes us live in this radical insecurity. Religious should not consider themselves “owners” of anything. Superiors and administrators are not owners either. They only administer the goods of the community. They must do it with detachment, with fraternal concern, without giving way to luxury or comfort, but also without stinginess.


In buildings must be avoided vain ostentation, luxury, excessive comfort. They must be functional, within the line of evangelical simplicity.


There is a pitiful confusion between poverty and economy, which has led to practical errors, true anti-testimony of poverty. For example: 
· just salaries to those who work with us, 

· social security of our workers, and

· to approach one’s family for clothes, travels, books and other needs.

 To have everything in common, like the first Christian community (Acts 2:24) means that everything one has and uses is openly at the disposal of the others, at any moment and without restrictions or conditions. And we should not limit that availability to our things and time but to extend it to everything we have and are: qualities and life itself.

To express the poverty of Christ St. Paul says that He “emptied Himself”. That is the meaning of religious poverty: the emptying of ourselves, pure openness and interior availability. It is an attitude of spirit which is translated into the way of living.


Effective poverty is the exterior objectivities of the interior detachment of the goods of this world. It is the clear and firm affirmation that the future goods are an authentic reality. On account of them it pays not only to be ready to sacrifice everything else, but to sacrifice it in fact. While the availability to renounce everything is an indispensable condition to be disciple of Christ (Luke 14:33), to renounce everything in fact and in a permanent way is proper and specific of the religious vocation. Thus, religious is the Christian who has been called to sensibly incarnate in his person and in his life in a stable way the whole mystery of Christ’s poverty through an effective renunciation of material goods.


Fraternity, family life and communion in the love of Christ demand to put in common the material goods and the goods of the spirit. Only when love has been put in common – consecrated chastity – that it is possible to put in common the will – obedience – and the goods of all – poverty. And to put in common the goods, it is to put them at the service of all: of the community and of our brothers and sisters, that is, of the entire Church.


Poverty is love before renunciation. To love it is necessary to give. To give it is necessary to be free from selfishness. “Poverty really lived by pooling goods, including pay, will testify to the spiritual communion uniting you, it will be a living call to all the rich and will also bring relief to your needy brothers and sisters” (ET 21). 

Christ is the Servant of Yahweh, the type par excellence of the poor (Is.42:

1-4; 19:1-6; 50: 4-7; 52: 13-15; 53). Without having where to recline his head (Luke 9:58); persecuted and humiliated for us, He is the incarnation of poverty in its double aspect of renunciation and filial attitude in front of God.

Mary is also the Poor and Servant of Yahweh. Vatican II in LG 55 reminds us that “she stands out among the poor and humble of the Lord, who confidently hopes for and receive salvation from him.”
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