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INTRODUCTION 

people in the United states have become accustomed to living in an af~ 

fluent society; they have become accustomed to all of its material benefits 

~hich have made life easier. In fact many people today look upon certain 

things as necessities which \-Jere considered luxuries in the past. One won

ders if Christ's precept: "Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of 

God, It (Lko 6:20), is valid in such a society. Can Christians living in the 

midst of plenty be poor? With a correct understanding of what Christ means 

by ttpoor, It it becomes clear that people today can be "poor," and also know 

what they have to do if they are to be good Christians. In this thesis, it 

will be shown what it means to be "poor" and what kind of ethic Christians· 

must have in a land of plenty. 

Before beginning this thesis, it is important to define two terms -

~aterial poverty and wealth. Material poverty is not destitution, because a 

person living in destitution is forced to continually worry about keeping a

live. Thus material goods are his concern rather than Christ. "It would be 

an error to identify the 'poor' of the beatitude with the destitute. ,,1 

Material poverty means a VOluntary giving up of material goods and weal~ 

except for the minimum needed to live and develop one's life. An example of 

such poverty is a religious who gives up his possessions as his total com

mitment to Christ. 

The term wealth is be~g used in a wide sense. People with an income 

over $6,000 will be considered "wealthy" in this thesis. The reason for this 

is that this sum doubles the yearly imcome which the United States govern
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ment sets as the maximum to be eligible for its poverty aid. Also, an aver

age size family with at least a $6,000 income can buy luxuries which have be

come necessities in the United States. Fifty five per-cent of the U.S. popu

lation live in this category. Another 19% of the people have an income 

ranging between $4,000 and $6,000.2 

It will be shown in this thesis that today, the type of Christian voca-·· 

tion is not the problem. An individual has to choose tfnot between a hi81 er 

and a lower standard of living, but between taking care of himself, and de

pendence on God. u3 The reason for this is that a spirit of poverty is the 

basis of any Christian life. This conclusion is reached by studying the 

meaning of the ~pirit of poverty and its historical development. It will be 

shown that spiritual poverty is necessary in an affluent society so that 

people can dominate temporal goods. 

It must be stressed that this thesis concerns a Christian ethic for the 

people living in affluency today. It is readily admitted that one-fifth of 

the nation still lives in poverty; however, the concern of this thesis is the 

other four-fifths of the nation who live in relative affluency. What type of 

poverty should these people have? Should these people live on an ethic based 

on want? Should wealth be abandoned? Should these people be committed to 

help less fortunate people? These are some of the questions that will be 

~swered in this thesis. No claim is made that this work contains all of the 

answers for the simple reason that the problem is so difficult. Few authors 

agree on any given point and for that matter t little has been written on this 

topic. The preparation for this thesis was interesting since various a~pects 

of it have proven to be thought provoking. Again it must be stated that this I 
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does not solve all of the problems; however, it does present a Christian 

ethic based on a spirit of poverty. 

-3



MEANING OF THE SPIRIT OF POVERTY 

The meaning of spirit of poverty is total commitment to Christ, to God. 

It is a detachment from the world and complete attachment to Christ whom: we 

have to imitate and represent. People must 'realize that Christ is Lord over 

all things and that they are his stewards. Consequently, as long as posses

sions are viewed as a steward looks upon his possessions, which his lord has 

given him to use and develop, material things are good and should be used. 

" ••• evangelical poverty is free in everything except the will of God. It 

does not-consist in attachment to deprivation as such, but in readiness to 

accept deprivation, if God asks it. privation will be good, when it is willed 

with God; so will prosperity, when it is willed with God. ,,4 It allO'''\?sr·:a.n:'.ti.n

dividual to carry out his responsibilities "with liberty of spirit, in taking 

on occupations without preoccupation. From this point of view, evangelical 

poverty manifests itself primarily as a disposition not to keep goods for 

oneself, but to share them with others. This does not in the least imply 

that personal acquisition is to be repressed but that greed and the spirit of 

possessions are to be destroyed. u5 

LACK OF POSSESSIONS DOES NOT DETERMINE SPIRIT OF POVERTY 

A comparison of two vocations will show that a spirit of poverty is the 

essential meaning of evangelical poverty. A person can be materially poor 

and dedicate himself to Christ, yet not be totally detached from the world. 

The world includes all possessions, not just those that are external. Such 

a person has to give himself and lose his unrighteous self-love; he must look 

upon all of his talents as means to serve God. His material poverty must re

mind him that he is the ste~ardt and God is the master. St. Thomas says: 
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"Poverty is not good in itself but insofar as it liberates a man 's impedi...~:. 

ments to spiritual occupations .,,6 This of course is the ideal. Yet is this 

the case in reality? 

Religious Poverty 

Religious, for example, even though they have given up material posses

sions~ might desire them. They could still love themselves and just want to 

getaway from society, away from weSJ.th because they are afraid of it and the 

responsibilities it gives a person. Then again, such a person can always 

secretly be proud of the fact that he renounced material goods and is better 

than others. Then there is always the community to live in and the many lit

tle traps which such places have. The closeness of community living can 

breed contempt of others; or perhaps one could get caug~t·.; in an inordinate 

power structure of a monastery. Of course a person living in such a commun

ity has many spiritual benefits, but here again, this could be his downfall. 

Perhaps because of all of his ttholiness, It he begins to look down on petty lay 

people who visit the monastery. Religious are also well educated and this 

could be their downfall too. They could look upon themselves as knowing so 

much; that lay people are mere plebeians who have to be administered to, but 

who never seem to become better Christians, who know so very little about 

their religion. 

The purpose of the last paragraph is not to demean voluntary material 

poverty. Most religious are very good Christians. The point here is that a 

person has to not only detach himself from external possessions, but also 

from himself. He has to be totally poor in spirit. 
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Poverty and the Layman 

All vocations have pitfalls. The goal reached from a religious way of 

life is ideal just as other vocations are. However, this does not mean to 

say that both ways cannot lead to and enhance one's dedication to Christ. 

A person using wealth as his means to serve Christ, has a dangerous life 

to lead because wealth could cause him to continue to seek more and thus rule 

him. However, a life in a materialistic society can also help one to be a 

good Christian and also serve as a check against failure to serve C~rist. 

A monastic or religious house provides security for its inhabitants. 

Religious do not have to worry about money as individuals. Their educational 

and spiritual development is readily available through the library, spiritual 

advice, and exercises. People in the material society do not have things so 

easy in this respect. In any type of secular vocation, a person has to fight 

to hold his own since he has to compete with everyone else to hold his posi

tion. If he does not produce, he loses his job. 

Persons in the world are also constantly faced with decisions because of 

their contact with society. The racial situation, poverty, labor and manage

ment, civic duties and numerous other things face an honest man. Repeatedly, 

he must decide what to do; as a result, he constantly realizes his limita

tions and his dependency on God. All of these experiences force a man to go 

out of himself to others and to realize that he cannot have things the way he 

alone wants them. A sensitive and sincere man will know that he must look 

upon his possessions and the world as if he were a steward and m1,Jst serve his· 

. Lord with the best of his ability. 
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Family life can provide much happiness, but it can and does provide many 

responsibilities and, at times, worries. Parents are concerned that their 

children are raised properly so that they become good Christian citizens. To 

do this, parents must know and understand their children, which takes time 

and sacrifice on the part of the parents. Then they must be patient with 

their children when they go throygb periods of adjustment. It is at times 

like these when parents realize that, despite all of their help~ their guid

ance might not be enough, and they wish they would have been able to do more 

-- their dependence on God is realized. Then there are times of sickness and 

maybe even death which cause parents worry, sorrow, and a realization again 

that despite all of their efforts, they cannot control life--only God can. 

From these examples it can be seen that people living in the world and 

those in voluntary material poverty have the same basis for their lives -- a 

spirit of poverty. For some, serving God, meanS voluntary material poverty; 

for others, material goods are necessary for them to reach this disposition. 

"A strict material poverty is not possible in every Christian vocation. On 

the other hand, spiritual poverty is central to the Christian life, regard

less of the different form it may take in individual vocations. 1t7 "If less 

prOPerty, or less use of it, makes for God's glory through the perfecting of 

our nature thereby, we are to have and to use less; if more use of material 

goods effects a perfecting of our nature and more glory to God, we are to use 

more ••• nS 

"Poverty will be the garment of Christ and of all who are his whenever 

they wish to imitate, represent and proclaim him.. n9 To be Christian means to 

give witness to Christ. This can be aone in a diversity of vocations -- in a 
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negative aspect of the spirit of poverty as religious or in a positive aspect 

as people living in the secular world. 
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HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCEPT OF POVERTY 

The meaning of spiritual poverty has developed through the centuries. 

Material poverty is stressed throughout most of the Old Testament, especially 

after the Babylonian Exile. However, there are places where wealth is looked 

upon as proof of one's witness to Yahweh. Christ emphasized the need for 

poverty, but it is a paradox as to what he meant by poverty. During the per~ 

iod between the Church Fathers to the present age, material poverty was 

stressed, but they gave a hesitant admission that wealthy Christians could 

fulfill Christ's precept of poverty with a spirit of poverty. 

Poverty in the Old Testament 

It seems that in the Old Testament, poverty meant to be poor literally, 

except in the early era when riches 'were considered as proof of one's favor 

with Yahweh. For instance, Job, during his afflictions, wondered what evil 

he had done since Yahweh was caus.ing him to suffer. In the other parts of 

the Old Testament, except for Sirach, in which the poor and the rich man 

could serve Yahweh. it was not exactly stated that a rich man could not get 

to heaven; however, the implication was that the poor man had better chances 

because he would realize his limitations and consequently would more readily 

receive C-od. Thomas Dubay, S.M. states that Coheleth "intended chiefly the 

pragmatic view that a man as a matter of fact cannot achieve genuine content

ment on earth by a mad rush after wealth. ,,10 In general the Old Testament 

writers thought that a person either had to be poor and love God, or rich and 

be apart from God.!! The reason for this is that the religious leaders no

ticed that the poor seemed to love Yahweh better than the rich. Because they 

did not know why this was, they believed people had to be materially poor to 
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seriVe Yahweh. 

Poverty in the New Testament 

The meaning of evangelical poverty is paradoxical. Christ's precept of 

poverty is not clear" Mathew's Gospel reads: nB1essed are the poor ~ in spir";;.1-.. 

it, ••• n (Mat. 5:3) On the other hand Luke relates the beatitude as: "Blessed 

are the poor, ... " Lk .. 6:20) Today, scripture scholars believe that both men 

had the same thing to say. Everyone has to be poor in this world. The d 1£

ficul!t'question is: "Does a person have to be materially poor?tt It will be 

seen that in the New Testament, poverty takes on a wider meaning -- one in

cluding people with money and living in a spirit of poverty. 

Christ was poor, and he evidently seemed to favor the poor. His minis

try was directed toward them. and he favored the poor with many mirac1e~ Yet 

he had rich friends and dined with them. Karl Rahner says that "Jesus· was 

not miserably poor nor did he suffer from hunger; he had money and rich 

friends. ,,12 

Christ himself never told anyone that they had to be materially poor. 

The beatitudes themselves are precepts and not commands. When the rich man 

came to Christ and asked him what he should do for salvation, Christ told him 

to keep the commandments. Only after the rich man told Christ that he had 

already kept them and that he wanted to do more, did Christ tell him to sell 

all of his possessions and give them to the poor. 

Everyone is not expected to be poor materially. This is evident from 

the Gospel account of the rich man. Christ did not intend to start a social, 

economic program for the whole world. In an article on poverty, Rahner says: 
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"lie presuppose that Jesus did not want to institute a social program, neces

sary or ideal, for the common social and economic formation of the world as 

a whole."13 ttFor Jesus, poverty has significance only in as far as it fur

thers the radical readiness for the kingdom of God."14 

Poverty and the Church Fathers 

The Church Fathers emphasized material poverty, but hesitantly admitted 

that wealthy people with a spirit of poverty could serve Christ. St. Augus

tine particularly did not like wealth because it hinders a person from reach

ing perfection. "One of those dangers (of wealth) is attachment, and so one 

of the advantages of being poor in fact is that a man can thus easily pxove 

his spirit of poverty. "15 St. Thomas believed that the spirit of poverty is 

a minimum requirement for salvation.16 The perfection of poverty is material 

poverty because one cannot love this world and God. St. Francis of Assissi's 

teaching agrees with this vein of thought also. The stress of Christian tra

dition is evident, but a spirit of poverty was not denied. 

Modern Concept of Poverty 

The meaning of evangelical poverty is better understood today. It is a 

spirit rather than simply material poverty. Pope Paul VI writes in his book, 

The Christian in the Material World, that the spirit of Christianity rests 

upon the spirit of poverty.17 By studying the various social teachings of 

the Churc~ it can be seen that the Church expects laymen to have a spirit of 

poverty since it demands that everyone has the right to a job and the right 

to a just wage This is true because everyone has the right of self presero 

vation, self development and the means to raise a family properly. The earth 

~~Dg~~~w-~~ew~~~~~~~an~~t~o~a~_~f~~~~~.~~~~~-u~ 
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suIt, all men have the right to own property, which preserves the rights men

tioned above. Now, today because everyone cannot 01~ a sufficient amount of 

property for his livelihood, man freely works for others in return for pay

ment of his skills, thus owning property in this sense. A just wage has to 

be paid to laborers which will allow them to live with the dignity that be

longs to a human being. The social encyclicals continually demand a just 

wage for the laborers so that they can fulfill themselves and their families o 

National wealth inasmuch as it is produced by the com
mon efforts of the citizenry, has no other purpose than 
to secure without interruption those material conditions 
in which individuals are enabled to lead a full and per
fect life.18 

~lIJherefore, we judge it to be our duty to reaffirm once 
again that just as remuneration for work cannot be left 
entirely to unregulated competition, neither may it be 
decided arbitrarily at the will of the more powerful. 
Rather, in this matter, the norms of justice and equity 
should be strictly observed. This requires that work
ers receive a wage sufficient to lead a life worthy of 
man and to fulfill family responsibilities properly.19 

tThis is the heart of the matter: ~loJhoever has received 
from the divine bounty a larger share of blessings, 
whether these be corporal or external or gifts of the 
mind, has received them to use for his own perfection, 
and, at ~,the same time, as the minister of God's provi
dence, for the benefit of others. 20 

From these quotes it is evident that the national wealth belongs to the 

citizenry who consequently, must receive an equitable portion of it. ~~rkers 

must also receive a wage which is sufficient to live a life worthy of a· hu

man being and which will allow them to carry out their family responsibi1i

ties. Those with more talents must contribute to the aid of others, thus 

living a life of spiritual poverty -- detachment from possessions and shar

ing one's gifts with his fellow man. It is evident that the Church stresses 

the material advancement of laborers. Now, by the very fact that the Church 

-12

http:others.20
http:properly.19


is saying that everyone should share in wealth, it is saying that people 

should have a spirit of poverty rather than material poverty. 

Everyone must share in a nation's we~th since they help to produce it. 

Sharing of \'lealth does not in any way refer to socialism. Everyone can own 

property; the state cannot dictate to its citizens who can and who cannot own 

property. The reasons why this is true have been stated above. Sharing of 

the wealth basically means that everyone has the right to receive an equit

able amount of the nation's wealth. A president of a company, for instance, 

should receive a larger income thrul a factory worker because he has more re

sponsibility and he could also lose his job if he made the \'lrong decisions. 

Sharing of the wealth also means that all men should be able to get work 

since they need an imcome in order to preserve their lives, raise their fam

ilies and develop themselves. It also means that everyone has the right to 

own any type of property -- land, a business etc. (In a wider sense, it also 

means that people with more gifts, either monetary or mental, must help oth.;.; 

ers 'vho are less fortunate.) The right to work and the right to receive a 

decent wage lIest on man's inherent right to have property. Property is a 

term which has a much wider meaning today than it had in the past. Today, 

property can mean monetary \'lealth, capital invested in stocks, land, insur

ance programs, professional educations which almost guarantee':: the profes"!'" , 

sional with a job, etc. All of these various forms of property give a person 

security which formerly was attained only in land; and all men have the :dgJ;lt 

to have property because of the reasons stated above. 

From this summary of the Church's social teaching, the conclusion can 

be drawn that people should continue to grow in material goods; consequently, 
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it is saying that people should have a spirit of poverty rather than material 

poverty. Now in the united States, incomes in wages amounted to $297.1 bil

lion in 1962& Many of the principles laid down in the encyclicals are in 

practice. Admittedly, everyone does not have a job -- one-fifth of the,na

tion lives in poverty; minority groups such as the Negro and the Puerto Rican 

are discriminated against when they try to get Jobs; these groups have diffi

culty getting decent educations for their children; they must live in slums 

and pay exorbitant rents for the shacks in which they live; they are degraded 

and forced to live off of charity and so forth. Yet, this thesis is not di

rectly centered on the poor; its main theme deals with the other four-fifths 

of the nation who are living in affluency. Also it ,"Jill be seen in the lat

ter chapters that affluent people must use their talents to help everyone"get 

decent educations and jobs so that they can raise their families and develop 

into a full person, whiCh they cannot do when they are constantly worried 

about where the next meal will come from. The claim that more and more peo

ple are receiving a decent wage can be borne out however. 

TIle modern era is noted as the space age. Science, technology, capital, 

and wealth are its trademarks. During this age, affluency is governing more 

and more people's lives. Preceding this age, the Catholic Church's sociai 

encyclicals, beginning with Pope Leo XIII's, have asked that all men receive 

an equitable amount of the nations' wealth. This has been increasingly pos

sible due to technology and the capitalistic system. 

While poverty continues in many countries, there is legitimate hope that 

the tide can be reversed. Only recently has poverty ceased to be the common 

plight of man in certain growing areas of the world. "Several countries have 

joined the affluent society, and more are on the way. The united States of 
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America is the primary example. tt21 As technology advances, more and mare 

people will live comfortable lives materially. In 1900 one-tenth of the peo

p1e of the United States owned and controlled nine-tenths of the nation's 

wealth. 22 Today, because of governmental regulation, public demand, and un

ions, a greater percentage of people share in the \'Jea1th. This is due to an 

increase in wages and governmental control over large corporations. Today 

55% of the people have an income over $6,000. 

The opposite was true especially before the Industrial Revolution. The 

majority of the people were poor and the wealth was controlled by a few in

dividua1s who fought for power. Anyone who wanted to attain wealth had to 

get into this power struggle. It was because so many people were poor that 

the Church stressed material poverty as the main way for readhing salvation. 

The ethic was based on scarcity. Today, because of technology, and the cap

italistic system, scarcity is not the problem, but abundance is. 

Our society has changed from a land economy to a capitalistic system in 

which everyone can share in the wealth by owning land, because of a profes

siona1 edUcation, or because of the necessity of laborers. Laborers can be 

sure of a just wage because of strong labor unions. .Because of the many :; 

types of insurance programs people can be assured of security in case of r; 

sickness or death which was formerly only found in land. 

It is also quite clear that today the number of persons 
is increasing who, because of recent advances in insur
ance programs and various systems of social security, 
are able to look to the futUre with tranquillity. This 
sort of tranquillity once was rooted in the ownership 
of property, albeit modest. 23 

The Church has recognized this change:Jand has fostered it. Just as there is 

a new economic trend, there also is a new trend in the meaning of poverty. 
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This meaning does not exclude the old meaning of material poverty for indi

viduals, but includes a meaning for people with wealth. Both meanings are 

legitimate; both are idealistic. 
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THB ETHIC 

People are living in an affluent society and yet, they have not learned 

to cope with it. Ideally, affluency should help people to develop since it 

gives them the time and security needed to develop according to the ideal of 

human character, actions and ends. However, this is not necessarily the case 

since many people are constantly trying to "keep up ,,'lith the Joneses. tI Peo

ple have missed the purpose of material things because they dOJ1not vievl them 

in their proper perspective. Consequently, people need to take time to re

flect over their situation and their relationship to the things around them

selves. If they would, they would see that material things can be enjoyed 

only if they are detached from them and if they dominate them. 

An Understanding of Material Possessions 

Material goods and wealth are good in themselves; the t~ecome bad" only 

when man misuses them. To avoid this, man must learn to dominate themand to 

use them for his development. 

Our technological society is good, but people must reflect over its nu

merous aspects to understand it before they can get any enjoyment out of it. 

To do this, they "must love that which the Creator has made, be interested in 

it, be fascinated with the multifarious splendors and possibilities of nature 

and the material universe. "24 However, mere f ascination with nature is:llot 

enough since man might thus be controlled by nature. If nature is not to con

trol man, people ttmust remember that they do not have unlimited and unguide::1 

domain over material things, and tha:t they must always preserve their proper 

relation to property, always dependent on the Will of the Supreme Owner and 
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on His purpose for the use of it by them, His stewards. n25 The solution 

then, if people are to use material goods, is to use them with a realization 

that material possessions are not their end. Man must dominate goods and USE 

them to achieve a higher end. 

Domination of Material Goods 

A person can make use of material things and enjoy them only if they do 

not dominate him. "People enjoy other things only by extrinsic denomination, 

only inasmuch as they aid them to enjoy themselves. The reason why people de 

not enjoy what their possessions are, is that there is nothing to enjoy in 

what they themselves are. n26 Because people cannot enjoy themselves, they 

continue to seek happiness in a hoard of possessions which will never provide 

happiness. In the end, they nare denatured by their possession of non

selves •••. ..27 

Man himself controls nature; consequently, people have to realize±hat 

material possessions are not at fault if man is denatured by them. It is 

man's own immaturity which lets nature own him. St. Thomas says that "cre

ated things by themselves do not separate us from God, but on the contrary 

they lead us to him. But if instead they should separate us from God, the 

fault lies with those who use them in an unreasonable manner. u28 Material 

goods can help the development of manj they can also be detrimental to his 

development if not used in a mature way. 

An immature person \lIi11 look upon happiness as the voluminous possessl.oo 

of material goods. On the other hand, the mature person realizes that pos~ 

sion of money and status symbols are never an end. Such a person realizes 
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that he must dominate his possessions ~nlich is done by realizing that what

ever he has comes from God and that they must be used to develop himself and 

to serve others. Three quotes from Pope ~au1VI's book. ~ Christian in ~ 

Material World, illustrate a mature outlook on possessions. 

Temporal goods can certainly help the development of man, 
but they do not constitute the ideal of human perfection 
nor the essence of social progress. 29 

Man must rather see them (material goods) as only a gif.t 
of God, carrying responsibilities from which he can draw 
normal and real advantages for human life and for his e
ternal sa1vation. 30 

Riches obtain their value from the service they render. 31 

These quotes sum up the purpose and use of material goods: 1) they aid man 

in his development, provided he does not view their attainment as his end; 

2) they are to be used to reach salvation; and 3) man must use them ratller 

than they owning him. 

People will not learn how to dominate and use temporal goods unless they 

reflect upon them and gain wisdom, which is needed to go beyond external re

a1ities. Gary MacEoin, an observer at the Second Vatican Council, says that 

domination of nature does not mean merely to know and use it. tlTo the know

ledge we already have (about nature) we must add wisdom enabling us to use 

without becommg attached or absorbed (to it). 1132 The Constitution on the 

Church .!E. the Modern World ~t.ates: "The intellectual nature of the human per

son is perfected by wisdom and needs to be, for wisdom gently attracts the 

mind,' of man to a quest and a love for what is true and good. Steeped in 

1t33wisdom, man passes through visible realities to those which are unseen. 

The solution of course is to be able to go beyond the material and not to be

come entangled by it. 10 avoid entanglement, a spirit of poverty is needed 
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as well as reflection and action. People "must be willing to be nourished 

Iby, to contemplate, and to act creatively upon this wounded paradise that is 

lour earth......34 

This point of the need, of the goodness of technology, wealth, and ma

~erial things is important. Without it, people in the affluent world could 

loot develop because they would think that they would have to deprive them

[selves of material wealth. This is nonsense. The need for wealth and pos

sessions has been shown. They are necessary for virtue and development. 35 

However, a person needs wiSdom to avoid being dominated by them. 

The reason why people have a problem attaining this wisdom is that they 

are forced to live in the world and still be out of it. 'rhis is why a spirit 

of poverty is necessary. Otherwise wealth or the desire for it could control 

~an and he could not get a true perspective of reality, if he were even in

iterested in it at all. "A perennial cross of the Christian and that which 

forces the balance of sanity upon him is the necessity to be, at the same 

time, both wholly attached to and completely deuached from the things and 

iPersons of this life.,,36 Material things, while needed if man is to develop 

~ince they give him security and free time, can easily mire a person search

ling for truth. 

Material possessions, as an end, have a superficial goodness and thus .. 

~eople can become entangled in them and thus cannot see them in their true 

perspective. BeCause of this, people cannot see the irrationality of their 

quest for wealth as an end. The foolishness of becoming buried in phySical 

hings is expressed by St. John Chrysostom. 

What can be more abject and base than those persons 

-20



who burrow into richest dominance and glory? They 
are base for two reasons: because they grovel on earth 
and because they esteem those things great, like child
ren who think that balls, jacks, and such ludicrous ob
jects are precious. Those riches are not great and the 
minds that admire them are petty and base.... When an 
adult person thin~s that dinners, luxuries and pleasures 
are the values of life, what Can be more abject and base?37 

If wealth and temporal goods are to be avoided from becoming an end, spiri

tual poverty is necessary because it furnishes one with a "superiority of 

~eing over having; it is riches in oneself as opposed to riches in other 

thingsj it is the riches of Christ as opposed to the penury of mere wealth~~ 

Thus a person is able to go beyond externals to the true value of temporal 

goods. When a person understands this, he is beginning to dominate his pos

sessions and to grow in maturity and wisdom. 

Qualities of Spiritual Poverty 

A person grows in wisdom as he develops several essential qualities per

taining to spiritual poverty -- faith, humility, honesty and integrity, and 

love. Faith is vitally important because it allows one to listen to Christ 

and gives an individual the ability to open himself to Christ's call,_ thus 

~nabling him to see into and beyond visible reality. Rahner says that a 

Christian must voluntarily imitate the poor 'at the Sermon on the Mount, ffwho 

transform their humble, insecure lot by faith fu.d thus externalize their un

divided freedom to hear Christ ts call. ,,39 Faith gives one the security to 

face his problems with the assurance that someone is helping him and that he 

is not alone. It replaces the security of wealth so that an individual can 

be concerned with developing instead of guarding and increasing his social, 

economic and political well-being. It also "throws a new light on everything, 

manifests Godts design for man's total vocation, and thus directs the mind to 
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solutions which are fully hUlllan. ft40 Faith will help a person to see Christ 

acting in this world such as in the ra,cia1 problem, technology, science, tJ:e 

rban problem and the many other facets of life in the modern age and thus 

to view them in the right perspective. 

Humility is so necessary because one has to realize that God controls 

the world, including one's life. Consequently, humility and faith are close

ly related since it is an expression of faith. The individual with wealth 

ust realize that his money, while it makes life easier and helps him to de

velop, does not furnish security and dominance over life. As has been stated 

above, man must understand that he is a steward and, as a result, he must use 

is talents and wealth to carry out his Lord's plans. Despite wealth, the 

rich person must realize his material insecurity, just as the poor person. 

When a person is materially comfortable, this is hard and calls for a deep 

sense of humility which has to be based on a strong faith in God and a com

to Christ. Also if a person is honest with himself, he will know His 

imitations and need for God which was pointed out in section two. Bishop 

ercier of the Sahara stated at the Council that the problem of poverty is 

be solved not so much by exterior activity as in the hidden recesses 

the heart of man. ,,41 Status symbols, exterior signs of power and wealth 

"will disappear of themselves, without any revolutionary break with the past, 

if men are meek and humble of heart. ,,2 

A person cannot really be PQor in spirit unless he is honest with him-

elf. This is important since a person can easily believe that he has a : 

pirit of poverty because he goes to Mass \l1hen he has to, keeps all of the 

"; aws of the Church, and donates regularly and generously to the Church and 
J 
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~arious charities. Yet, the person might be cheating customers in his busi

~ess, refusing to hire justly, or refusing to let a negro family live in his 

~eighborhood. Nor does a person possess spiritual poverty if he is passive 

to such practices. In any of these instances, such a person does not possess 

a spirit of poverty by any stretch of the imagination since he is protecting 

his position at the expense of others ~~d therefore is attached to rather 

than detached from the things of this world. 

It is difficult to be honest with oneself and this is why an individual 

Ineeds to be humble. Montaigne once said: ~"Bvery man carries within himself 

the whole condition of humanity. Within us, in our O\'JIl breast, where nothing 

is forbidden and everything is hid, to be honest there -- that's the rub. u43 

An individual has to be concerned with his being, with his whole self both in 

itself and in relation to the society in which he is rather than being con

cerned with having, possessing material wealth. 

An honest person has to be concerned with truth -- with reality as it is 

and not as he would like it. Honesty is not applied only to externals; it is 

~eeper since "such a rough conception of honesty takes little account of the 

inner person, of that province of man's being which is inaccessible to others. 

It is in that province -- commonly called the 'subjective' -- where the prob

lem of honesty takes on a different character."44 External honesty is not 

enough since the subjective element is so important because this is where a 

person's attitudes, dispositions, and beliefs are. These are the elements 

~hich really determine a person's actions -- these are the elements which de

~ermine if a person is really detached from the world and attached wholly to 

~hrist. 
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Honesty is not enough, though, for a person to be wholly detached from 

material comforts since it is one thing to knot'l the truth and another to com

ply with it. This is why honesty implies integrity which, in the context of 

spiritual poverty, means the correct way of "behaving in regard to earthly 

goods in working for the primacy of God and his kingdom...45 It is important 

therefore for a person, after exploring !lis totality, to live a life in com

pliance with what he has discovered himself to be and his relation to his 

fellow man and God.46 

A man cannot have integrity unless he can love. Pope Paul VI states 

that 10ve,is "the distinctive mark of our being Christians.,,47 In other 

wori:i.s,,~ without love, a person will cont inue to turn inward to himself; there

fore, he \~i11 not be detached from the world -- he will not possess a spirit 

pf poverty<,and give witness to his honesty and faith. 

The Christian has to love both God and man. God and other persons have 

to be one's primary concern rather than personal material possessions. St. 

Augustine s~ys: "The poison of charity is the hope of obtaining or retaining 

temporal things ...48 " ... perfect charity has neither a desire for the world 

por a fear of it; that is, no desire to acquire temporal things and no fear 

~hat it may lose them...49 Christian love is basically the same as humanistic 

~ove, except that it is raised to the higher plane of God for its motivation. 

~he humanist loves because all men are equal, thus deserving his love, and 

pecause he realizes he has to go out of himself to others to be completely 

~ human being. 

While externals differ, all men are the same insofar as they are Com

posed of a body and soul as well as the powers common to all humanity. Ad
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ding to this, the Christian believes that all men share in Christ's Mystical 

Body, which makes them his brothers; therefore, the need to love. 

Active Aspect of Poverty 

Love is the active aspect of a sp'irit of poverty. It is the proof of 

pne's disposition of detachment. As proof of their spirit of poverty, people 

risked their lives at Selma and 2t other places in defense of the equality of 

all men. Others have risked their reputation and easy l'Jay of life for this 

problemby speaking out or refusing to move from their homes when a negro fam

ily moves into the same block. Others serve their fellow man in other ways, 

many of which are much less spectacular. Some people volunteer time to as

~ist peop'ie in slums; others help the physical!y and mentally handicapped; 

~ome people volunteer time and money for various charities; men and women lem 

pr work in civic organizations so that a city's standards remain or become 

~ood; employers give just wages instead of keeping a large profit; employees 

~ive a just days work; a mother keeps her family 's interest,~at heart and is 

~onstantly giving herself to them; a husband saves his extra money IDld goes 

~ithout "necessary luxuries" so as to be able to buy his wife an automatic 

~asher in order to make life a little easier for her. There are as many ways 

~o express spiritual poverty as there are possible situations. Each person 

to reflect on his personal situation and see what his commitment must be. 

Reflective Aspect of Poverty 

Reflection plays an important role if a person is to kno\v what he must 

io in his situation in order to prove his spirit of poverty. He has to con

ront himself t honestly and with the light of faith, with the vital issues 

-25



of the day and see how they affect him and what response is demanded from 

him. 

There are many and fast changing issues which ultimately effect every

one. The problems that faced the preceding generations have either altered 

and must be viewed in a new light or there are wholly new problems. A Chris

tian must study the problems in the light of fai:f;h in an attempt to see where 

God is leading him and the world. The issues must be viewed honestly and 

then acted upon without any regard for personal likes or dislikes since a 

person has to be wholly detached from the world. 

A Christian must realize that he has a very definite duty to_keep a

breast of the current problems and decide what is right or wrong and to·have 

the courage to differ from society if its ethic is wrong. Today, he must 

confront himself with several basic issues. tVhat is society's ethic toward 

racial relations, sexual behavior, urban living, cybernetics, hiring process, 

politics, \liar and many other attitudes which exist? Is societyts ethic 

right? \ihy? \ihy not? \~at can he as an individual or as a part of a group, 

do to foster a correct ethic in society? 

These are all important questions which a 01ristian, possessing spiritu

al poverty, must ask himself. He must be able to put these issues into the 

light of the Gospel in order to know what his Christian commitment is today. 

Because of his faith, "the Christian believes that the New Testament brings 

him an understanding of God and man that is basic to all human relations and 

~ecisions. He must discover the meaning and implications of the biblical 

faith and understanding for modern situations that are not mentioned in the 

) lBible. ,,50 
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CONCLUSION 


Using faith 'as a motivation, using humility, honesty, and integrity to 

understand todayts problems and how they effect us, and using love to serve 

Christ and man, people of the world must be active in the owrld so that it 

can eventually come to the perfection and fulfillment th~t God has intended 

it to reach.. "Their activity in the \'Jorld is the medium of a creative provi

dence. The poor in spirit by the guidance of the Spirit create the loving 

expression of God's Will ...51 

People must recognize that there is no single way to give oneself to 

Christ, except that he must be followed. The ethic is not static. "People 

must recogni~e the truth that there is nothing arbitrary in the life of 

Christ: it is the right pattern for human existence. u52 It is an ethic 

based on the natural law, on the intrinsic truths found in man and nature. 

It is an ethic of reflection and action. One must read and think to uder~ 

stand what God wants him to do.; once the course is decided upon, it must be 

put into action, since the love of one motivated by positive poverty is ex

pressed through action. 

Harvey Cox in his book, The Secular City, constantly reiterates the 

theme that a person must seek Christ and follow him wherever he is -- be it 

in slums, racial equality, cybernetics and automation, prosperity or any of 

the many other problems which plague this affluent society. By one's action 

he gives proof of Christ's redeeming action of man. 

People must realize that there is a new ethic of affluency rather than 

the old one of scarcity and want. The ethic of scarcity was basically one of 

-27



~elf denial; the ethic of affluency is basically one of reflection ~ld actio~ 

~his is due to the fact that today the economy is totally different -- one 

Ln which scarcity need not be the problem. D.L. Mundby states in his book, 

~ and The Rich Society: "God is in process of transforming our economic or

Ider •••• \ve can, and should, participate in that activity.,,53 

A correct ethic of affluency is based on a spirit of poverty because in 

this way man views himself as a ste\~ard, constantly striving to sei've the 

,,-,ord. Such a person is concerned with his fulfillment ~ld that of his fellow 

pIan, rather than with his personal prosperity. In so doing, he is in the 

world, but not of the world. Such an ethic is checked by studying the soci

ety's affect on people, in humility and honesty. Roger L. Shinn, author of 

Tangled World, writes: 

() 
 How shall we tell the difference between valid 'fJorldli 

ness and heedless worldliness? HOw shall we distinguish 
between the workings of God in our economic order and the 
workings of sordid ambition and blind greed? One way is 
question our sincerity, to seek to discover how ~nd why 
decisions are made, and to learn what the social process 
is doing to people.54 

If the social process is harming people or harming the individual, each 

person has to try to correct this situation so that society and the world can 

be perfected. Man cannot do this though unless he understands himself and 

the society in which he lives. As each individual matures, society continues 

to be perfected. The combination of personal development and social develop-

is man's human and Christian apostolate. It is one that re~uires reflection 

and action. It is one that requires a spirit of poverty, a \'Jillingness to 

seek out Christ, to understand him and follow him. 
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