THE CENTER OF RELIGIOUS POVERTY


Functional motivation sees the vow or commitment in terms of accomplishing an end that, under other circumstances, could really be accomplished without the vow. However, the vow renders the accomplishment of the end more practical.

Edificatory motivation for its part, understood the vow in terms of the building-up of a group or the individual, and it commonly takes the form of a thrust toward virtues.

Examples:

Functions of chastity: it facilitates the apostolate or makes the religious “available”.

Edification: by his abstention from certain sexual activities the religious offers a critique of a society that is pathologically absorbed in sexuality.

The Christocentric motive for chastity would be that of relating to Christ as friend or lover or bridegroom.

 NON- CHRISTOCENTRIC MOTIVES
1.
Solidarity with the poor. The motive is noble one because of the seriousness with which it takes the person of the poor, granting them not merely recognition but also the dignity that is theirs, and implying that the poor have gifts to offer and contributions to make to those who are not economically poor. Often a psychological urgency is operative here: as long as there are poor in the world certain sensitive personalities find it impossible to be anything but poor themselves, just as most people would find it difficult to be cheerful while a loved one was feeling pain.


This motive is closest to the Christocentric because Christ identifies himself with the poor (Matt. 25:31ff). And it is in fact primarily in the poor that we can understand

Christ own poverty, so that the very inspiration to be poor for Christ’s sake – which is a Christocentric reason – implies some realization of how people concretely experience poverty and hence how Christ must have experienced it as well.
2.
Witnessing to non-material reality and to the fact that spiritual goods really exist and are worth exchanging material goods for. This represents a kind of act of faith in Jesus’ word in Matthew 19:21 to the effect that if a person renders himself poor he will have recompense in heaven.

3.
 Witnessing to providence in the sense that it is spoken of in Matthew 6:24ff. The divine care for all creation, and in particular for human beings, is so encompassing that, as the religious simplicity says, we may trust ourselves upon it utterly. Indeed, not to do so would somehow impugn providence. Here the ideal form of poverty is seen as mendicancy, which was a part of the life of many of the greatest religious orders in their beginnings.
4.
A fourth motive seems related to the two that immediately precede this number. This understands poverty in terms of a critique of western materialistic society and as a witness to the fact that it is possible to have little and be happy.
5.
Facilitation of Religious Apostolate. Processing few things means that one is able to move about more freely and to be more available to others. In this latter regard, the often-noted hospitality and generosity of the poor may be cited: the fewer things one has the less protective he is of them and of himself consequently, the freer one can be with them and with oneself.
6.
Facilitation of Community Life. Here, poverty is perceived as good because a peaceful life together is more readily assured when no one can claim anything as his or her and, there are fewer material objects to interfere with communal relationship. Material goods offers the powerful temptation to be thing-oriented rather than person-oriented, whereas when people are obliged to do with relatively few things then they are more likely to depend upon on each another.
7.
Spiritual or Psychological Purification. Poverty is seen as the indispensable means to detachment, interior freedom and self-knowledge, for possessions are distractions that may turn a person away from contemplating his true self.
8.
Simplicity or “Living a Simple Lifestyle.” There are both ascetic and aesthetic considerations at play here. To reduce what one has to a minimum, and correspondingly to be sparing even in one’s words and actions, has always been seen as a form of asceticism whose ultimate aim, as in the seventh motive, is interior freedom and detachment. In addition, however, simplicity in and of itself is frequently perceived as beautiful. This is to a large extent a gift from Japan, where simplicity has been identified with beauty to a high degree.
CRITIQUE


Of these eight non-Christocentric motives for religious poverty, some of which are more plausible than others, “facilitating the apostolate” and “facilitating community” might be characterized as functional, while the six remaining one’s would be edificatory.


Not one of them is specifically Christocentric and hence, not one of them is specifically Christian.


Some of them are indeed religiously and spiritually oriented, as for example, numbers 2, 3, and 7. But Christians are not the only people who believe in spiritual reality, divine providence or the value inherent in self-discovery. Nor is solidarity with the poor something peculiarly Christian: atheists are capable of this quite as well as the baptized, although atheist presumably do not see Christ in the poor.


These eight motives have in common the danger of disintegration or degeneration. Thus:

1.
Solidarity with the poor could develop into a false mystique of poverty, which could view poverty as good in itself and the poor as invariably more virtuous than other persons. It could also tend to view the poor more in terms of class or group than as individuals, each with his/her own history.
2. 
Witnessing to the excellence of spiritual goods could turn into a disdain of material reality, which seems to have been a characteristic of the ancient Gnostic heresies and which is, in fact, a standing temptation to the Christians.
3.
Witnessing providence or casting oneself on God’s providential care could degenerate into irresponsibility or presumptuousness. One of the temptations of the mendicant is to think that he has somehow deserved the alms.

4.
The critique of a materialistic society could be turned into bitterness with regard to that society and rejection of all aspects of modern culture – hence into a sterile romanticism and glorification of other times and other places.

5.
The idea of facilitating the apostolate could fall into service of an end-justifies-the-means mentality. In some cases, after all, prudence appears to dictate the possession and disposal of large sums of money, the wielding of influence and numerous other accommodations all for the sake of accomplishing an undoubtedly good end. Why continue to be poor, then, when it seems that one can facilitate the apostolate better with money?
6.
The facilitation of community life is subject to the same danger. After all, these are times when it will appear that only certain large expenditures – made on behalf of the whole community, to be sure, in an area such as that of communal recreation or even communal liturgy – will maintain a desirable minimum standard of community life. If at such times money is available to the community, why not use it? What is the purpose of poverty if its observance is an occasion for the community to suffer? 

7.
Spiritual or psychological purification could become mere self-centered and self- development.
8. 
Finally, simplicity could turn into aestheticism, or it could be no more than a romantic escape from the complexity of modern life, which must be faced up to and acknowledged, even if it need not be accepted in all its aspects.


Only a love radiated in a person can make poverty bearable. For the vowed religious, Christ is the person. The overriding and central motive for religious poverty, then, and the one under which all other motives may be subsumed is attachment to and love for the poor Christ.
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