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Foreword

Religion Meets Poverty: Intersectional Conversations, Complexities, and Challenges

This book brings together and creates intersectional conversation between religious thinking on poverty and on addressing poverty, nonreligious paradigms, and theories that explain poverty and practices and strategies for achieving the first Millennium Development Goal (MDG), set in 2000, to “Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger.” The interim goal of halving this by 2015 was, according to the United Nations, achieved five years early. Yet, the goal of totally eradicating extreme poverty, if achieved, would not end all poverty (see chapter 1 on types of poverty). Few would argue that poverty is no longer a major humanitarian concern. This book stands at the crossroads of a number of academic disciplines—theology, religious studies, development and postcolonial studies and economics—and perhaps suggests that “comparative religions analysis” still has a place in theological thinking (see chapter 2), although some regard comparative religion as passé, tending to force data to fit preconceived Christian-rooted notions. Several chapters refer to the MDGs and to ways of analyzing and measuring poverty as well as to scriptures and classical and contemporary writing on poverty within the world’s religions. Other UN documents, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and several international conventions, are also cited.

Since the middle of last century, many people engaged in interfaith relations have advocated moving beyond theological discourse into what has been called the dialogue of life and of common action. This involves working together to establish more just societies around shared values. When the World Council of Churches published Guidelines on Dialogue in 1979, it stated,



Common activities and experiences are the most fruitful setting for dialogue on issues of faith, ideology and action. It is in the search for a just community of humankind that Christians and their neighbours will be able to help each other break out of cultural, educational, political, and social isolation in order to realize a more participatory society. It may well be that in particular settings such common enterprises will generate interreligious committees or organizations to facilitate this kind of dialogue-in-action.1

This book aims to inform theoretical thinking within and between religions on poverty and to provide tools for practical engagement with this blight on humanity both by religions acting alone and by religions acting together. It breaks new ground because, so far, relatively little has been published on the specific issue of poverty reduction as a goal of the interreligious dialogue of life and common action. More has been written on the role of religions in peacemaking and in defense of human rights. The first of these raises the question of relevancy due to the role that religions have played in causing conflict, begging the question whether they can also play a role in resolving this. Nonetheless, a number of initiatives have been undertaken that have placed this issue firmly on the agenda; see the case studies presented in Interreligious Action for Peace: Studies in Muslim-Christian Cooperation published by Catholic Relief Services (2017).2

Human rights advocacy by religious organizations, too, can attract the criticism of self-interest if it chooses to focus on religious freedom while ignoring other rights issues. Given that poverty and economic inequality are among the root causes of war, which is itself a major cause of poverty, there is a link between peacemaking and poverty reduction. In his foreword to Frances Stewart’s Horizontal Inequalities and Conflict: Understanding Group Violence in Multiethnic Societies (2008), former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan writes that the book “shows, through careful and well supported research, that a major cause of violent conflict between groups lies in inequalities between them in political participation and economic well-being and resources, as well as in respect of their cultural differences.”3

The link between poverty reduction and peacemaking was also recognized in 2006 when the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded jointly to Grameen Bank and its founder, the microcredit pioneer Muhamamd Yunus. The award announcement stated, “Lasting peace cannot be achieved unless large population groups find ways in which to break out of poverty. Micro-credit is one such means. Development from below also serves to advance democracy and human rights.”4

It may not be coincidence that case studies in this book feature Nobel Peace Prize laureates Mother Teresa of Calcutta and the 14th Dalai Lama. Convergence between peacemaking—which, to date, has preoccupied interfaith activism—and efforts at poverty reduction within the broader field of human rights is extending interreligious thinking into new areas and conversations, especially those on the intersection of theology, politics, economics, and other secular discourses. Yet, the meeting of religion with poverty alleviation raises complexities and ambiguities, too, as does the encounter of religion with peacemaking.

The story of the Grameen (from the Bangla for “village”) initiative is an example of what may happen when religion and poverty-reduction efforts meet due to subsequent tensions and ambiguities. Grameen started in 1976 by organizing slum dwellers in Chittagong, Bangladesh, into self-help groups of five. Two members became eligible for small loans after business plans were accepted. Group pressure helped ensure that these were repaid, because other group members could not receive loans until then. The self-help group also enabled sharing of skills and provided support for members. As loans are repaid, larger sums become available.

The bank is owned and run by clients. Women have especially benefited from microcredit. Many have been lifted out of poverty and empowered. Some have used their income to assert their autonomy, access education, and to assist others in turn. Some men have seen this as sabotaging their religion and culture and have questioned and challenged the bank’s motives. Grameen also charges interest, which some Muslims reject as prohibited under Islam. Yunus’s response is to say that the ban on usury intends to prevent exploitation by the rich of the poor and that, as Grameen is run by its clients, it does not contravene the ban. Others argue that extending capitalism into poor rural communities is not the best antipoverty strategy because it fails to address causes of wealth inequality. Positively, group members draw on and strengthen existing skills, develop new ones without outsiders taking solutions to them, and receive loans that recognize the value of their skills without any need for collateral. Several Islamic organizations, though, have adapted microcredit to comply with the ban on usury.5

Identifying Complexities: Religions, the Wealthy, and Bottom-Up Movements for Change

The chapters in this publication offer case studies as well as historical and textual surveys of how religions think about and respond to poverty. While all the religions discussed have ideals about charitable giving, social responsibility toward the poor and needy (the Confucian virtue of benevolence), and long traditions of faith-motivated philanthropy, they have not always practiced what they preach. Buddhist monks opt for a life that is almost devoid of possessions. In theory, they and their monasteries own nothing, but as the chapter on Buddhism says, over time, monasteries “became sites of wealth and political power.”

Even if Christianity did initially spread among the underclass of the Roman world, since then, it has often aligned itself with the rich, powerful, and privileged. In fact, the notion that slaves and an underclass were first attracted to Christianity has been challenged; see the reference in this book to Rodney Stark’s work, which argues that early Christianity “mostly attracted relatively privileged persons and fewer dispossessed and down-trodden.” Christian monasteries became very wealthy. Bishops, in medieval times, governed territories as part of the secular political system over which the Pope ultimately had authority. The peasants of Germany, directly inspired by his reforming movement, expected that Martin Luther would support their revolt of 1524–1525, but he instead supported the princes, declaring that the prince in the castle was necessary for social order and as a constraint on sin.

The chapter on Christianity begins with a citation from Gustavo Gutiérrez Merino and cites his redefinition of theology. He developed liberation theology in response to the close alliance in Latin America between the Catholic Church and the elite, including nondemocratically elected leaders, who possessed a hugely disproportionate amount of wealth. Supporting their interests, the church was only very marginally concerned with the poor. Examining the Bible and Jesus’s life, he argued that Christians should adopt a preferential option for the poor. Liberation theology has faced opposition from the Vatican. While often associated with university-based theologians, liberation theology primarily operates as a grassroots movement. Study groups meet locally to relate the biblical message to their contexts, which also liberates exegesis for the people from those who have traditionally acted as gatekeepers of interpretation that often justified the political and economic status quo. In contrast, these study cells—about 150,000 across Latin America, each numbering 10 to 25 people—“meet to study the bible and apply it to the social problem of oppression and poverty.” The Exodus from Egyptian oppression has emerged as a major paradigm in liberation theological thinking.6

Liberation theology invites local Christians to become conscious of their lack of rights and political disempowerment so that they can challenge both and work for societal reform and change, including democratization and economic justice. This opens up opportunities for education and training and wider political participation, as has the Grameen model. This has also challenged older models of filling-up-empty-vessel-style education taught by an expert and replacing this with student-centered approaches. Paulo Freire did much to popularize emphasis on learner-facilitator partnership, equal participation, and learning by doing. This bottom-up approach resonates with how, in Chinese religion, every individual is expected to take responsibility by working hard “to fulfill one’s duties, make prudent decisions on financial matters, exercise self-control with desires and live a simple and thrift lifestyle under normal circumstances” rather than to expect top-down handouts. Top-down help and aid, however well intended and needed at times of crises, often perpetuates poverty. To continue qualifying for aid, including government benefits, individuals and families usually need to remain at a certain minimal income level and may lack incentive to risk losing assistance by earning more.

Complexities and Challenges When Religion Talks about Poverty

Even philanthropic organizations may perpetuate need by controlling the resources rather than by democratizing their programs and governance and increasing community participation. Certainly, across religious boundaries, there are many agencies that have engaged in the same type of poverty relief work for very long periods of time, meeting needs that do not diminish or even change. Preoccupation with feeding and housing the needy can be seen as treating the symptoms of food insecurity and homelessness rather than the disease, poverty, that causes these.

The chapters on Judaism and Christianity examine and cite scriptural passages that express concern for the marginalized—strangers, widows, orphans—and commend charity. This also overlaps with content in the chapter on Islam, the youngest of the three Abrahamic faiths, which shares with the earlier two notions of hospitality as a duty linked to the Abraham narrative. David Ellis expresses the biblical mandate in terms of being hospitable to strangers, as G-d created the world for all people, thus “no poor person can be dismissed or neglected.” Rabbi Ellis’s chapter also draws on later rabbinic texts, of which many Christians are unaware, but which can inform Christian thinking of reciprocating how Jews (and Muslims) have utilized Christian liberation theology.7 Within Christianity, liberation theology motivated other bottom-up contextual movements, including “Kairos theology in South Africa” that challenged apartheid as a system that relegated black Africans to poverty and powerlessness; “Dalit theology in India” that champions the Lukan mandate of setting captives free; and “Minjung theology in South Korea” that opposed dictatorship.8

Yet, in the Abrahamic faiths, and to a degree in others discussed in this book, wealth and health may also be understood as God’s blessing. Some see poverty and illness as divine chastisement, although not everyone explains poverty in this way. The Islam chapter lists a number of explanations for poverty, including predestination, loss of piety, loss of family, defying Allah, and absence of repentance. Evangelical Christians who preach the prosperity gospel similarly view wealth and health as of God. Therefore, by turning to God—accepting Jesus as savior—poverty will not end by implementing public policies or creating societal change, but due to individual inner spiritual renewal.

Billy Graham and other Evangelicals, including those who identify with the Church Growth movement, opposed or oppose a more social justice–focused view of Christian mission that seeks to promote peace, justice, and equality rather than to win converts as a perversion of the Gospel.9 Injustice, including that of inequitable wealth distribution, will end when Jesus returns (an example of what chapter 2 refers to as “an eschatological perspective”). Mission must prioritize the saving of souls. Social injustice will remain until the Kingdom of God comes. In contrast, the Social Gospel movement (see chapter 5) prioritizes the ethical imperative of ending injustice, poverty, and exploitation as part of the mandate to build the kingdom over adding converts to the church roster.

Walter Rauschenbusch called for a revised theology that could serve a new understanding of the missio dei, “a readjustment and expansion of theology, so that it will furnish an adequate intellectual basis for the social gospel, is necessary, feasible, desirable, and legitimate,” arguing that theological change has often responded to new contexts.10 At issue here is how willing or able religions are to adjust theology in light of changed circumstances, theories, scientific discovery, and innovative thought, specifically in this book on poverty, its causes, and how it can be eradicated. Are spiritual solutions to be privileged, as some religious people believe, or can political and economic solutions be sanctioned and supported? Those who opt for the former must shut down any conversation with economists, sociologists, and others who regard the causes of poverty to be multifaceted, complex, and more human than divine. Secular analysts identify unjust systems that privilege some and discriminate against others, often linked with race, religion, or other markers of identity, such as regionalism, lack of employment and educational opportunities, and the consequences of conflict, among other human causes of poverty. Natural disasters and climate change also cause poverty. Secular and religious thinkers may disagree about what causes these.

Islamic tradition may have alternative resources to the repent-and-turn-to-God approach to poverty reduction that somewhat resemble those of traditional or Indigenous religions. Islam says that wealth and property are held in trust from God and that continued stewardship depends on how they are used. Unethical use can be censored; for example, land left uncultivated should be “given free to a Muslim brother” who will farm it and make it productive.11 The poor have some right to share in the blessings that the wealthy have received. The Qur’an, though, is concerned with who qualifies to receive zakat, the form of charity that provides a social and economic safety net for the genuinely needy. These categories are discussed in this book. On the other hand, sakara is a “wider concept” with fewer restrictions on who may benefit.

Islamic tradition also encourages such responses to poverty as providing jobs or means to earn a living rather than gifts of money, which will more likely lead to a path out of dependency. In one h.adith, a man requested monetary help from Muh.ammad. Instead of giving this, the Prophet asked him whether he had anything he could sell in his home. He had a coarse cloth that was broken into two pieces to lie on and for cover at night. On request, he took these to Muh.ammad, who sold them for him for two coins. With these, the man was to buy food and an axe, which he then used to earn his living.12

Poverty and Religious Explanations

Behind some religious responses to poverty are questions about human nature and Victorian-sounding distinctions between the deserving and undeserving poor. Who decides who belongs to which category, and can it really be true that some lazy and irresponsible people choose homelessness and poverty as a lifestyle preference apart from those with a religious vocation for the ascetic life? Indic religious thought can also explain poverty as the result of karmic acts from previous lives, while some ancient texts prohibit the lowest class from accumulating wealth, which for others is one of the four aims in life. Interfering in this system could either be acts that also result from positive karma or acts that will have negative karmic consequences in the future. Yet, the Sikh concept of Seva as “selfless service” performed with no thought for reward also resonates with how the Bhagavad-Gita calls for action in the world without being attached to its fruits (meaning acts of kindness), because this reflects how Kris.na acts, although he does not have to do so, “for the preservation of the world.”13

Some traditional societies mitigate inequality by stressing mutual interdependence. The African religions chapter cites Elizabeth Amoah’s “twelve aspirational features of traditional African society designed to thwart ill-being’s spiritual and social malevolence, and to promote well-being.” This chapter argues that African tradition adopts an holistic view of life that integrates the material, psychological, and spiritual dimensions and does not relegate poverty to the economic or political spheres. Among Amoah’s principles are using land as a common resource, sharing and reciprocity, the concept of community-centered wealth, and an emphasis on resource management. Another, resonating with Chinese thought, is “hard work.”

By sharing and managing resources efficiently as well as by respecting Mother Earth and her ability to provide, sustainable communities can be developed that will not require top-down handouts. Our relationship with the planet is another key area where religious thinking becomes relevant. Do we treat the earth as expendable because it will one day end or do we treat the earth as a sacred trust to be conserved and honored? Some traditional religions see humans as owned by the land, not as owners of land, which they should revere. Land is not to be exploited until its resources are exhausted and its ability to support life compromised. No one needs to accumulate so many possessions and so much wealth that others are deprived and left with less than what is minimally necessary to sustain life. Gandhi’s aphorism that there is enough in the world for people’s need but not for their greed is more than a truism. It represents a call to live more simply so that others may simply live.

Yet, the life in harmony and balance socially, and between people and nature and the spirit world of ancestors depicted in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), may hark back to an imagined past when, before invasion, colonialism, and slavery, poverty in Africa allegedly did not exist (see chapter 9). Some in Africa also suggest that thinking about poverty as a sui generis phenomenon or as a free-standing singularity is too Euro–North American and needs to be located within wider discourse about “well-being and ill-being.” The Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation program launched by the World Council of Churches in 1983 was prophetic in recognizing links between peacemaking, care of the planet, justice, and the importance of subsidiarity (downward distribution of power), aiming “to analyze and reflect on justice, peace, and creation in their interrelatedness, to promote values and practices that make for a culture of peace, and to work toward a culture of solidarity with young people, women, Indigenous Peoples, and racially and ethnically oppressed people.”14

It would seem that ending poverty would be a vital component of any program attempting to make the world more just, sustainable, and equalitarian. Initially, a Christian initiative, JPIC, fed into the interreligious dialogue program and brought practitioners from various faith communities to the table, resulting in “reflection from other religious traditions” appearing for the first time in a WCC document from outside its interfaith Sub-Unit (then the program responsible for dialogue).15

Poverty and Spirituality

Throughout this text, readers are invited to interact critically with content and to create dialogue between chapters. Ambiguities in both scriptures and practices may complicate religions’ abilities to address or to talk convincingly about poverty. Matthew 26:11 “the poor will always be with you” can result in a degree of indifference toward poverty, and the saying about how hard it is for a rich person to enter heaven may seem to dignify poverty (Matthew 19:24, Mark 10:25, and Luke 18:25). Religious traditions teach that poverty, in some measure, can nurture our compassion for the needy. It can also be spiritually enriching.

The ascetic ideal exists across several religions. Many Muslims say that the annual fast helps them identify at a deeper level with the poor and hungry of the world. Ramadan is also a profoundly spiritual experience of inner cleansing and renewal. This has some parallel with the now more historic Christian Lenten fast and with fasting in the Jewish tradition. Yet, the ascetic life is rarely regarded as something that all should practice. Usually, asceticism is seen as the vocation of a few. Christians have criticized Buddhism and Hinduism as selfish religions lacking a social ethic and humanitarian traditions. Their concern, these critics said, is achieving individual enlightenment at the cost of improving social conditions, addressing poverty, and income inequality.16

Interaction in India between Hindu thinkers and Christians led to the response that moral conduct is part of the religious journey toward the goal of nirvana/nibhana and that morality can be summed up as living an unselfish life that considers others’ needs first. Organizations such as the Ramakrishna Mission, founded in 1897, aim to promote peace and harmony for all. Buddhists responded by developing Socially Engaged Buddhism (SEB; the term was coined in 1963 by Thich Naht Hahn), which some regard as a Buddhist form of liberation theology. These developments were stimulated by hostile criticism from outside, but they demonstrate that religions can evolve and adapt as a result of interaction with others.

Socially Engaged Buddhism has still had to deal with criticism, though, that it is really Protestant Christianity in disguise rather than a legitimate expression of the Buddhist tradition. Buddhists reply that SEB revives practices that have deep roots in Buddhism that were disrupted by the colonial intruders. Westerners have often imposed their assumptions onto other societies, including notions of public-private dichotomies, the individual-community distinction (when these are not recognized), and a matter-spirit dualism.17 In contrast to claiming that Indic thought is too individual-centered, some argue that, in India, individual-community distinctions are more fluid. Individuals are so rooted within communities that they function more as part of a collective than as free agents. In other words, they prioritize the group’s interests and not their own. There is little doubt that greed and resource mismanagement has endangered the earth’s survival. More interconnected ideas of our relations with others and with our common habitat, the earth, could help address challenges that humanity faces caused by too much individual independence and selfishness. Thinking automatically about the good of the whole when we act, not merely about our good, by asking how our action impact others is another way to express the Golden Rule honored by many—perhaps all—religions.

Ensuring the Future of the Earth as Our Common Planetary Home

Reverence for the earth may be a spiritual weapon in the battle against the type of exploitation that contributes to inequality and poverty. Indic religious thought as well as that of traditional religions looks to the earth as sacred, an extension of the divine, creatio ex deo rather than an ex nihilo creation. Religious people who have regarded the earth as expendable may have contributed to the climate crises that confronts us today as well as to wealth inequality caused by how resources have been controlled by the few at the expense of the many. How we view and treat the earth is an area where some Christians have openly drawn on Eastern concepts to rethink the nature-human-divine relationship. For example, Teilhard de Chardin’s notion of evolving toward the development of a planetary consciousness was deeply indebted to his long interest in Chinese religion, in which he saw the seeds for a reform of Christian thought.18

The concept of world theology informs this book. Initially proposed by Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1981), this argues that, when we articulate our vision for life and for the human future in today’s pluralistic context, those of us who are religious should express this in ways that also do justice to our neighbor’s faith. Humanists, too, when they articulate their values and vision, should recognize that, up until now, the majority of people have understood their humanity in ways that are “religious.”19 In the end, we should all try to answer the question, “What does it mean to be human?” by speaking together about all of us rather than individually about only ourselves.

Paul Tillich argued that a characteristic of the present time was the “increasingly significant exchange between the historical religions, dependent partly on the need for a common front against the invading secular forces and partly on the conquest of spatial distance between different centers.” He continued, “I must say that a Christian theology which is not able to enter into a creative dialogue with the theological thought of other religions misses a world-historical moment and remains provincial.”20 This book aims to move thinking about what happens when religions meet poverty beyond the provincial while recognizing the importance of the local for any meaningful progress. Tillich frequently wrote about “Kairos moments.” These are rare and can easily be missed, but cumulatively they “determine the dynamics of history in its transcendence” and enable “extreme creativity” and actions that move us beyond captivity to tradition.21

Think Global, Act Local

Solutions to poverty and other major issues that confront humanity may be best implemented when initiated and managed at the local level. Yet, the ultimate aim is to impact the globe. Global thought, though, may be better implemented from the bottom up, as more people in every locality take direct responsibility for improving their communities and their lives. Thinking globally while acting locally transforms us into actors who no longer passively wait for top-down policies or programs to give us a helping hand.

Alongside the still relatively modest amount of literature available on religions and poverty, the editors of and contributors to this text offer its content to stimulate more cross-religious and interdisciplinary thinking. This is intended to help formulate and implement practical strategies to make the world a place in which all have food to eat, meaningful employment, equal rights, and opportunities to flourish as individuals and as members of interdependent communities. This may be rejected by some as an inappropriate aim for what many will see as an academic text. However, in an increasingly interconnected world, the cross-fertilization of ideas may be essential for securing a more just, peaceful, and equitable world for humans to occupy should they succeed in sustaining the planet itself. Disciplinary boundaries between so-called objective, religiously neutral religious studies, faith-based or confessional theology, and interfaith activism are blurred as people switch between all three by teaching at a university; serving a church, temple, synagogue, or mosque; and taking part in interfaith initiatives.

This writer wishes to thank his former departmental chair, William Brackney, and Rupen Das, whose doctoral thesis he had the honor of examining, for the invitation to write this foreword.

—Dr. Clinton Bennett

SUNY New Paltz
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Introduction

This book began as an outgrowth of doctoral research conducted by Rupen Das under the direction of William Brackney at Acadia University in Wolfville, Nova Scotia, Canada. The parts of the doctoral thesis were later published as Compassion and the Mission of God: Revealing the Invisible Kingdom (2016). Dr. Das has spent years in international development and disaster relief and has had countless opportunities to assess poverty up close. He has been an agent of relief efforts, crossing geographic and religious boundaries. Dr. Brackney has studied human rights and ethical issues related to poverty and published on the topic: Human Rights and the World’s Major Religions (5 vols., 2005; rev. 2013). In his travels, he too has observed poverty firsthand. Clinton Bennett, an international scholar of world religions, suggested the topic as filling a necessary niche in scholarship and reference tools, especially in the area of poverty and social justice.

All the major religious traditions examined in this work have perceptions of poverty and the poor as a phenomenon of human history and experience. Some account for poverty as a socioeconomic given, while others seek to alleviate or eliminate poverty. The plight of the poor elicits different identifications and responses in each of the religious traditions.

Inevitably, in their articulation and responses to poverty and the poor, religious traditions advance notions about deity, humanity, justice, equity, distribution of resources, and the exercise of political power. As a category of inquiry, religion offers an ancient and contemporary window on poverty. From texts, commentaries, and nonliterary sources, religious orientations have suggested a morality of poverty that has created obligations and relationships for their adherents.

Chapter 1 identifies the theories, paradigms, and strategies that community development professionals use when addressing poverty. The various human rights conventions and instruments provide a secular philosophical framework that helps them interpret the reality and dynamics of poverty.

Chapter 2 asserts that, as a discipline of inquiry, religion itself can provide a viable framework for understanding poverty and the poor. The religions identify and interact with the issues that the poor face and the social reality of poverty. There are different perspectives on how poverty is to be addressed. Some try to alleviate poverty; others condone it. Some even provide an eschatological perspective.

Chapter 3 focuses on the poor and poverty in the Chinese religions. The chapter states that the issues of poverty and the poor are interconnected with community relationships, self-governance, collective virtues, and the development of the individual. It examines the issues of the poor and social justice from the perspective of classical Confucianism and Daoism from the perspective of an Asian writer and scholar.

Chapter 4 explores the poor and poverty within the Buddhist tradition. Two specialists tackle the problem of variant forms of Buddhism in concluding that there is no single ethical framework that identifies how the poor are to be treated and poverty addressed. Rather, different texts and performative and practical contexts at different moments in history have grappled with these issues, resulting in varied interpretations of and responses to poverty.

Chapter 5 looks at the Jewish tradition and how it has grappled with the reality of the poor and poverty. It draws on 4,000 years of texts and historical experiences. Besides the Hebrew Bible, it also refers to the Mishnah, the Talmud, and other texts. Through exiles and migrations, a concern for the poor would remain. They addressed contemporary issues through new forms of study and collecting appropriate Jewish writings. The writer makes use of unusual illustrations of understanding poverty in the modern Jewish communities.

Chapter 6 studies the poor and poverty in the Christian tradition. It starts with the Christian Bible, which is composed of the Hebrew Scriptures plus the New Testament, and the apocrypha, and then moves beyond that to examine the writings of the Church Fathers to see how the Early Church and then the Church in the Middle Ages responded to the poor. It then explores the Roman Catholic orders and the Age of Reform, starting in the early 1600s, as intentional Christian efforts to address poverty. It concludes with the modern era, identifying Christian nationalism and the state’s response to poverty, the nonprofit relief organizations, the Social Gospel, liberation theology, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

Chapter 7 covers the Islamic perspectives on the poor and poverty. It draws extensively from its two main religious texts: the Qur’an and the hadith. The chapter starts with the Islamic worldview, which provides perspective on why poverty exists. It then identifies who the poor are, the causes of poverty, and how the Islamic tradition responds to the needs of the poor through such efforts as zakat and sadakah. It is a fresh examination of the tradition’s views on the relation of the poor to the Creator.

Chapter 8 insightfully examines the religions of India, specifically Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism. The challenge of Hinduism is that it is not a monolithic religion but a conglomeration of varied traditions over the centuries. The chapter draws extensively from the sacred Hindu texts in Sanskrit and the vernacular languages and introduces the traditional and reformist responses to poverty and social change. Jainism does not have a single sacred book. This chapter draws from the writings of Mahavira and his immediate and later followers. Sikhism emerged in reaction to Hindu and Muslim influences as a new monotheistic religion in the 15th century. It borrowed ideas and practices from both religions. The main religious text of the Sikhs is the Guru Granth Sahib, from which this chapter draws extensively.

Chapter 9 views the poor and poverty in the various African religions. Unlike the other chapters, the African religions do not have a single corpus of literature, thus providing a considerable challenge to the writers. The chapter instead encompasses a geographic region. It presents a pan-African tapestry because there is minimal sociocultural coherence between the cultures and people across the continent. It differentiates between formal and folk religion and identifies the influence of Christianity and Islam. It questions the language of poverty and the poor, stating that poverty as assessed by colonial and modern indicators, did not exist before the colonial conquests. Instead, the paradigm consisted of “well-being” versus “ill-being,” with the poor being a political, religious, and social concern. Finally, the writers look at poverty in contemporary Africa and the effort to decolonize poverty models.

Finally, chapter 10 examines the poor and poverty in North American indigenous traditions. The writer provides unique analyses from several aboriginal traditions. Similar to the African context, the North American indigenous context consists of a variety of tribes and cultures, with religions based on oral tradition rather than religious and cultural texts. It is noted that, until recent history, poverty was not assessed by an individual’s status but by the temporary status of a community whose resources, based on the land, were either abundant or scarce. Therefore, poverty was understood differently than that of a society that was individualistic and driven by capitalism. The prevalence of poverty in indigenous communities is a modern reality. The chapter explores the “life in the old days, and in the old ways, [that] had prescribed sets of remedies structured in society for maladies such as temporary poverty.”

We are very pleased that Praeger/ABC-CLIO has taken on this publication. We are especially grateful to Anthony Chiffolo, the former editorial director, who first caught the vision of this idea at ABC-CLIO, and Jessica Gribble, the senior acquisitions editor at Praeger Publishing, who has energetically guided the manuscript to fruition. Appreciation is also expressed to Theresa Pieper, at Oldenburg University, and Laura S. Levitt, at Temple University, for their advice in identifying contributors.

It is our fondest hope that a better understanding of the subject of this work will influence religious thinkers and leaders to redouble their efforts to address and alleviate poverty. It is also our desire that international development practitioners will develop a respect for the values of compassion and social justice intrinsic in the world religions and build local poverty alleviation programs based on these values and worldviews.

William H. Brackney

Rupen Das




CHAPTER ONE

The World of the Poor: How Development Professionals Understand and Assess Poverty

Rupen Das

Amartya Sen, the Nobel laureate, writes, “Central to the challenges we face in the contemporary world is our idea of an acceptable society. . . . What can we do to make society more tolerable? Underlying such ideas lie some theories of evaluation and—often implicitly—even some basic understandings of social justice.”1

The idea of how one envisages an “acceptable society” is foundational in understanding how one treats the poor and addresses poverty. This chapter will look at theories that explain poverty and paradigms that describe the reality of poverty.

The Paradigms and Theories That Explain Poverty

There are at least five commonly accepted understandings of what influences poverty.2 The classical models focus on the individual and on a culture that fosters poverty through the attitudes and beliefs of individuals and the community. The neoclassical theories focus on socioeconomic structural issues, policies, and factors that are beyond an individual’s control.

The first understanding focuses on the individual. It is based on the assumption that a person is poor because he or she lacks the right attitudes and motivations as well the resources to get out of poverty.3 The emphasis is on the North American belief of hard work and personal responsibility to ensure that basic needs are met.4 Hard work, rooted in the Protestant work ethic,5 is valued in Western culture; the basic principle being that hard work results in prosperity. This in turn provides security, honor, and social and economic privileges.6

However, not all agree that the individual is solely responsible for his or her poverty, and there are very strong opinions and evidence to support different perspectives. On one hand, studies have shown that the majority of the poor work hard, dislike being dependent on the welfare system, and take personal responsibility for their negative attitudes.7 On the other hand, there is a perception that the poor are lazy and would prefer a handout rather than work. Economists James Gwartney and Thomas McCaleb at the Cato Journal argue that years of welfare programs focusing on individuals and families as part of the “war on poverty” in the United States increased poverty, rather than decreasing it, among working-age adults. They write, “[Welfare programs] have introduced a perverse incentive structure, one that penalizes self-improvement and protects individuals against the consequences of their own bad choices.”8

The second understanding is that a culture of poverty and marginalization in specific neighborhoods encourages and perpetuates poverty. The concept of a culture of poverty was developed by American anthropologist Oscar Lewis through his studies of slums in Mexico and Puerto Rico.9 The assumption in this understanding of poverty is that individuals are not responsible for their conditions but are trapped by a dysfunctional set of cultural beliefs, values, and skills that are passed from one generation to the next.

The third understanding of poverty is based on various economic and labor market theories. Economic and social systems and policies, while enabling many to succeed, also limit opportunities and resources to others based on race, gender, religion, disability, social location, lack of skills, not being part of social networks, and so on. Sociologists Mark Rank, Thomas Hirschl, and Hong-Sik Yoon argue that key economic and social structure failings contribute to poverty.10

Geographical factors are the fourth understanding of what influences poverty. Oxford economist Paul Collier identifies whole countries (excluding their elite) as being poor based on internationally used “baskets” of indicators.11 Referring to the “bottom billion,” the poorest people in the poorest countries, Collier writes, “The countries at the bottom coexist with the 21st century, but their reality is the 14th century: civil war, plague, ignorance. They are concentrated in Africa and Central Asia, with a scattering elsewhere.”12 He describes them as having low life expectancy, high infant mortality, and long-term malnutrition among children.13 Geographical disparities may also be local, such as pockets of urban poverty in slums and ghettos or in sections of rural areas. Geographer Wendy Shaw writes, “Space is not a backdrop for capitalism, but rather is restructured by it and contributes to the system’s survival. The geography of poverty is a spatial expression of the capitalist system.”14

The final understanding of poverty as identified by Bradshaw is what Swedish economist Karl Gunnar Myrdal described as “interlocking, circular, interdependence within a process of cumulative causation.”15 He states that interdependent factors in the community and in the economy that cause poverty (such as the closure of a factory) accelerate once the cycle of decline has started. This cycle of poverty is both at the community level and the individual level. For example, loss of income results in not investing in the education and health of the children, which in turn limits their opportunities and abilities to succeed within the economic system.

The main focus of addressing poverty prior to 1970 was economic growth, with emphasis placed on the creation of infrastructure, industries, and economic policy, with very little attention given to the human aspects of development. Robert Chambers, formerly at the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex, identifies two very different approaches to addressing poverty, which he describes as paradigms. A paradigm of things with its economic focus, which he describes as “a strong network of commitments—conceptual, theoretical, instrumental and methodological”16—is found within the traditional physical sciences. The paradigm of things dominated development throughout the 1950s and 1960s, when engineers and economists focused on top-down, large-scale infrastructure development projects.17

A paradigm of people incorporates a bottom-up approach that emphasizes people instead of things.18 People are active participants in addressing poverty and are empowered throughout the process through capacity building. The community members’ ownership of the process of change plus their desire for change are integral to this approach. This process incorporates the knowledge and skills of both development practitioners and community members.

The present multidisciplinary study of poverty with its origins in development economics has its roots in 17th-century mercantilism and classical economics. It focuses on the process of economic and social development in low-income countries or parts of certain countries through methods that promote structural change for economic growth. It also addresses such issues as working conditions, education, health, and the role of the public and private sectors. The more recent focus of this multidisciplinary study of development focuses on the sociopolitical dimensions of poverty, specifically the issues of marginalization and powerlessness. This chapter will not use purely economic models to understand poverty but will draw on the emerging multidisciplinary field of international and community development for its understanding of poverty.

Defining Poverty

Poverty is now understood to be multidimensional. It cannot be measured solely by income, living and working conditions, or any other single indicator (monetary or otherwise). The United Nations provides a comprehensive definition of poverty:



It means lack of basic capacity to participate effectively in society. It means not having enough to feed and clothe a family, not having a school or clinic to go to, not having the land on which to grow one’s food or a job to earn one’s living, not having access to credit. It means insecurity, powerlessness and exclusion of individuals, households and communities. It means susceptibility to violence, and it often implies living in marginal or fragile environments, without access to clean water or sanitation.19

Emerging Understanding of Poverty

It was not until the 20th century that empirical studies using specific measurements and definitions were used to identify those living in poverty. In 1901, sociologist Seebohm Rowntree at York University (U.K.) did the first empirical studies of poverty to analyze the nature and the causes of poverty and develop a poverty standard for families.20 W. G. Runciman, at Cambridge, and Peter Townsend, at the London School of Economics, helped bring the idea of relative deprivation into the discussion about poverty. Runciman introduced the concept of relative poverty. His first major publication in 1966, Relative Deprivation and Social Justice: A Study of Attitudes to Social Inequality in Twentieth Century Britain, was republished in 1993. Townsend redefined poverty as not only an inability to meet acceptable subsistence and nutritional levels, but also as the inability to maintain reasonable living standards in a particular context. He explains, “Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities, and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least widely encouraged and approved, in the societies in which they belong.”21 This laid the foundation for later discussions that focused on poverty being relative and not based only on absolute standards, such as macroeconomic indicators, like the gross national product (GNP) per head, which by the 1960s were used to reflect income levels at a national level and as a measure of poverty prevalent in the country.

In the 1970s, the discussion of poverty came into prominence partly due to the 1973 speech by Robert McNamara, the president of the World Bank, in Nairobi, Kenya. He spoke of the urgent need to address the “poverty problem,” especially as it affected the rural areas.22 This was the first time that such discussions had taken place in an international forum.

Paulo Freire, the groundbreaking Brazilian educator, philosopher, and author of The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), connected the concept of oppression with poverty and identified a lack of conscientization (awareness) as one of the reasons why people remain in poverty. As poverty and oppression are so destructive, the process by which the poor are liberated from their bondages of poverty is critical. He writes, “Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the act of liberation is to treat them as objects that must be saved from a burning building.”23 If the process is not handled properly, “the oppressed, instead of striving for liberation, tend themselves to become oppressors.”24

In the United Kingdom, Robert Chambers broadened the understanding of poverty to include the issues of powerlessness, marginalization, and isolation as aspects of poverty, in addition to lacking economic resources.25 By the 1960s, the laws in Europe recognized social exclusion as an aspect of poverty. It was recognized that social exclusion was possible across various democratic and legal systems, markets, and welfare state provisions and would be manifested through poor-quality housing, low income, and a lack of access to education and health services.26 Chambers developed tools (participatory rural appraisal (PRA)) that enabled the poor to analyze their own contexts, and this empowered them to take responsibility for their own development.

These two methodologies of conscientization (and the analysis of poverty using PRA) and empowerment developed by both Freire and Chambers were to have a profound impact on how community development was to be done globally, as they contributed to changing the focus of development from macroeconomic issues to addressing the needs of communities and marginalized groups.27

John Friedmann, formerly at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), and the University of British Columbia (UBC), introduced the term alternative development to describe participatory and people-centered development, with an emphasis on human development and empowerment, as different from macroeconomic development. He identified eight bases of social power in order for a household to be productive—a critical factor if they were to move out of poverty. These were financial resources, social networks, appropriate information, surplus time over subsistence requirements, instruments of work and livelihoods, social organization, knowledge and skills, and defensible life space. The lack of these were the causes of poverty. In Friedmann’s model, the poor are empowered by gaining access to these assets.28 What this indicated is that income is only one factor influencing poverty and marginalization. Income is only valuable if it increases the “capabilities” of people living in poverty and thereby enables them to become productive members of society.29

By the 1980s there was a growing understanding of vulnerability, specifically of women,30 children,31 and people with disabilities,32 and its relationship to poverty. Other aspects of vulnerability included shocks to the community (natural and political shocks, conflict, etc.); trends (rural-to-urban migration, demographic changes, etc.); and changes related to seasonality.33 Similarly, in 1987, the issue of the sustainability of the environment came into the mainstream of development planning after the Brundtland Commission presented and defined the term sustainable development as meeting “the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”34

Types of Poverty

Poverty is not visible in just one form, nor do the poor experience it in any one particular way. Life circumstances and the context within which the poor live may push them into or out of poverty. People may also experience different types of poverty, and the severity may vary. Typologies of poverty are based on



•    Severity—extreme, moderate and relative.

•    Length of time living in poverty—chronic, transitional, and generational.

•    Traditional (chronic) poverty versus event-based poverty (due to specific events: conflict, violence, divorce, migration, etc.). Within this continuum, there is the “new urban” poverty perpetuated by migration from rural to urban areas.

•    Context—normative (global standards), relative and felt.

Poverty varies in its severity. Jeffery Sachs, at Harvard University, who was instrumental in the development of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), distinguishes between three degrees of poverty: extreme (absolute), moderate, and relative. Extreme poverty is a situation in which households are unable to meet their basic needs for food and water, health care and education, and shelter and clothing, which ultimately affect their ability to survive. Those living in extreme poverty are marginalized from mainstream society and are unable to access services and benefits that would enable them to improve their quality of their life and their socioeconomic status. Moderate poverty is when basic needs are met, but just barely. And relative poverty is “a household income level below a given proportion of the average national income.”35

Poverty can also be classified according to the length of time one lives in poverty. Some people may live the majority of their lives in poverty, while others move in and out of poverty at various times. According to this classification, poverty can be categorized as transitory poverty, chronic poverty, generational poverty, or event-based poverty. However, even these categories are not discreet and are not finite classifications.

For example, there is a high degree of overlap between chronic poverty (people who are always or usually poor) and generational poverty (families continue in poverty from one generation to the next). Generational poverty is also sometimes referred to as traditional poverty, and it often encompasses groups that are customarily viewed as being poor, for example, certain tribal or ethnic groups or residents of slums.36 Event-based poverty refers to people being pushed into poverty through an unfortunate event (e.g., conflicts, forced displacement (refugees), loss of family members, failed harvests, inflation rates, divorce).

Chronic poverty usually lasts throughout the lifetime of a person and may also be generational. The lives of people living in chronic poverty are often characterized by insecure and low-paid employment, health problems, and extremely poor living conditions. They are likely to suffer from social discrimination and to die preventable deaths.37 This type of poverty is found in all regions of the world and is particularly prevalent among the elderly and people with disabilities in underdeveloped contexts. People in such contexts are the least likely to have assets and capacities that they can use to mitigate or improve their situations, and they are often overlooked at the policy and service delivery levels. The Chronic Poverty Research Center notes that this type of poverty is particularly difficult to undo, and analysis of the underlying causes is necessary in any response.38
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The chronically poor are made up of two groups: the always poor and the usually poor. The always poor are people who always fall below accepted poverty lines, whereas the usually poor are not always considered poor in comparison with poverty lines.39

Poverty can also be transitory, whereby individuals, families, and communities slip in and out of poverty. This can be related to external circumstances, such as seasonality (e.g., available employment opportunities) or shocks (e.g., forced displacement due to violence or natural disasters), or because of life events (e.g., unemployment, loss of income).

The transitory poor are also made up of two groups. The fluctuating poor are usually found somewhere around the poverty line, and they constantly move in and out of poverty due to a variety of factors. The occasionally poor are found above the poverty line, but they have experienced poverty at least once.40

Poverty can also be assessed by comparing a given context with agreed-upon standards or in comparison to other geographical areas. When using poverty lines, such as a single economic indicator, the Human Development Index (HDI), or the MDGs, the assessment of poverty is against a normative standard. These standards are internationally or nationally accepted standards or targets that allow for the assessment of a situation in any given nation.41

However, to be useful, the assessment of poverty also needs to be relative. When assessed in relative terms, poverty is not determined against normative standards but is instead compared with communities in surrounding areas, regions, districts, provinces, or countries.

Poverty can also be assessed by how it is felt by a particular community. In this context, the community itself defines its reality and identifies what its needs are, rather than needs being identified on the basis of national or international standards or in comparison with surrounding areas or regions.

For there to be a comprehensive understanding of poverty in a particular community, each of these three contextual comparisons of poverty (normative, relative, and felt) should be used.

Analyzing Poverty

How is poverty analyzed? The prevalent idea is that poverty needs to be measured using quantifiable measures. As such, easily measurable indicators, such as low income and low consumption, have often been used to define poverty. Globally accepted poverty lines, such as the percentage or number of the population living on $1 a day42 or living below the national poverty standard, are collated at a national level and are widely used. In 2005, the World Bank changed the poverty line to $1.25 a day to reflect a more accurate calculation of costs and consumptions.

Using universally accepted quantifiable indicators of poverty has its advantages. As explained by American entrepreneur and philanthropist Bill Gates, even though poverty lines are conceptual, moving above them provides genuine results: “The poverty line is an abstraction, but the advantages of being above it are very concrete. People who escape poverty are no longer just keeping their bodies alive; they are building assets for the future. These assets will purchase a doctor’s care or a school uniform. In the end, you have a self-sufficient family that can invest in the next generation.”43

However, there are problems when only using poverty lines to determine the extent of poverty in a specific area. Although they provide information about the broad context, they are not always useful in understanding the dynamics of poverty. Additionally, they focus exclusively on economic measures of poverty while excluding all the other dimensions of poverty.

Pioneering work done by the International Labor Organization (ILO) in the 1970s broadened the concept of poverty measured only by income to include a wider set of basic needs, such as the lack of access to health care, education, and other services. This enabled the development of policies and strategies, such as integrated rural development.44 Amartya Sen also moved beyond the economic concept of “a dollar a day” to examine social factors as well. His concept of human capabilities as being fundamental to development influenced the formulation of the United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Index (HDI).45 The HDI completes an annual report that ranks countries in terms of their achievements in development. Low scores are indications of poverty. It includes three dimensions of human well-being, two of which address noneconomic dimensions of society:



•    long and healthy life: measured by life expectancy at birth

•    knowledge and education: measured by expected years of schooling for school-aged children and mean years of schooling for those above age 25

•    standards of living: measured using the gross national income (GNI) per capita46

Historically, one of the weaknesses of the HDI was that the measurements, such as poverty lines, provided information only at a national level and informed very little about specific local contexts. To tackle this limitation, the HDI has since included disaggregated information about specific groups (geographic, ethnic, etc.) within a country, thus ensuring that specific groups are no longer concealed by the country’s overall ranking.47

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), an international initiative focused on improving basic development indicators in all countries, built on the main principles of the HDI but moved further away from only economic indicators to a more multidimensional understanding of poverty.48 While not explicitly a way of measuring poverty, the MDGs identify specific aspects of poverty.

Some of the most significant developments in understanding poverty were through the work of Robert Chambers. Poverty was not only multidimensional, but he stressed that the realities of poverty need to be defined by the poor themselves and not by outsiders imposing their own frameworks and agendas. Chambers’s contention is that assessing and addressing poverty at the community level should not just be a top-down process implemented by the government; people in the communities need to be at the center of the process and involved throughout.49

Chambers’s model of poverty identifies five interrelated dimensions based on the poor defining their own reality. According to this model, the profile of poverty will vary between communities, as one dimension may be more prevalent than others. In all likelihood, the poor often experience all five dimensions to varying degrees. Each dimension influences the others, resulting in a web of entanglement, or a “cluster of disadvantage.”50

Based on his desire for a more people-centered approach, Chambers was instrumental in the development of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) techniques, which are now all referred to as participatory reflection and action (PRA) or participator learning and action (PLA).51 These techniques provide those living in poverty with the opportunity to define their own reality and to express their needs.
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The United Kingdom’s Department for International Development’s (DFID) Sustainable Livelihoods Framework52 built on Chambers’s model of household poverty. DFID’s framework is an attempt to define elements of the system that actually affect the well-being of individuals. Adapting the model to a community level enables development practitioners to understand the influence of contextual factors and external events that impact the assets and capacities of the community.

Each community has capacities and assets that have ensured their survival up to this point. A community’s assets and capacities fall into the following categories:



•    human capital—skills, knowledge, amount and quality of labor available, and educational achievement

•    social—social and political networks, relationships of trust, reciprocity and exchange, ability to have a voice, and informal social safety net

•    physical— tools, equipment, and infrastructure (roads, water, electricity, storage, etc.)

•    natural—natural resources, and biodiversity

•    financial—types and amount of savings, liquid assets, remittances, income, and other inflows of money

It is also important to recognize that the capacities and assets of a community are affected by a number of contextual factors:



•    Laws and policies—These affect access to basic services, such as education and training, the types of social safety nets available, and the physical assets the community may have.

•    Culture and values—These impact the assets and capacities of the community. For example, the desire to have a son may increase the number of children in a family, affecting the financial assets of the family (and what can be passed on from one generation to another), and water and food resources.

•    Political and social institutions—Political institutions may favor one community over another, affecting capacities and assets. Social institutions may or may not provide services, such as access to education and health care to the community, directly impacting its human capacity.

•    Role of the private sector—This affects the building of roads and infrastructure and the affordability of private services, for example.

•    Levels of government—These affect capacities and assets by responding positively or negatively to the community’s requests for assistance, such as providing services and benefits.

External events also have a direct bearing on capacities and assets as well as other elements of the community:



•    Natural and man-made disasters—Disasters can devastate a community, though they may be a long-term benefit for community by bringing in government and private resources.

•    Trends—Trends (e.g., economic, social, migratory) may influence available work forces, employment opportunities, and investment in industries.

•    Seasonal, economic, and political cycles—Various cycles may affect employment opportunities, harvest cycles, livelihoods, financial well-being, and stability in a community.

Some of the more recent insights into the dynamics of poverty come from the field of the complexity sciences.53 Poverty exists within complex socioeconomic and political systems that are dynamic and change over time. There are an infinite number of variables and factors that affect communities and how communities react to external pressures. Tools used by development professionals54 generally do not take into account that the context is constantly changing, thus making poverty assessments only snapshots in time.

Existing models for analyzing social problems and poverty do not differentiate between the simple, complicated, and complex types of problems and contexts. David Snowden, an expert and researcher within the field of knowledge management, developed the Cynefin Framework55 to help the understanding of problems, situations, and systems. He identifies five domains within which problems exist: simple, complicated, complex, chaotic, and disorder.56

In the simple domain, there is a single cause for the poverty regardless of context. Addressing the cause will solve the problem (i.e., eliminate poverty). In the complicated domain, there are multiple cause-and-effect relationships that influence poverty; a number of problems are related to each other, though not necessarily in a linear fashion. In complex domains, there are numerous variables causing poverty, and the context continues to change over time. In chaotic domains, the context and solutions are unpredictable. Due to the complexity of the situation, there is no single apparent or visible cause-and-effect relationship within the social, economic, and political systems that causes poverty. Unlike in complex contexts, it is not possible to exert any level of control in the situation. Snowden suggests that the only way to behave in such a context is to react to the changes and develop “novel” solutions, which are completely context specific. Finally, Snowden’s Cynefin Framework identifies a fifth domain, disorder, in which there is no understanding of causality. This exists in the mathematical sciences, and there is debate as to whether it exists in the physical world or in the realm of social sciences.

The five domains model is significant as it demonstrates that poverty cannot be understood using only single indicators, cause-and-effect models, or simple solutions. People who are poor live in complex and occasionally chaotic domains; their lives are often uncontrollable and unpredictable. Due to the challenges they face and their constantly changing environment, their practices tend to be adaptive, improvised, and emergent in a remarkable capacity, which has allowed them to survive.57

A Rights-Based Approach to Understanding Poverty

The disciplines related to the study of poverty are increasingly recognizing that poverty is not merely due to the lack of access to services but to the lack of human rights. As thinking in the field of development moved beyond poverty lines and began focusing on a more holistic approach to understanding poverty, the lack of social and political justice was considered one of the key underlying causes of poverty. Jacob Boesen and Tomas Martin at the Danish Institute for Human Rights write, “[A rights-based approach (RBA) to development] is able to recognize poverty as injustice and include marginalization, discrimination, and exploitation as central causes of poverty.”58 In a rights-based approach, instead of being viewed as victims dependent on handouts and charity, people are instead viewed as having the right to meet their basic needs.

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), among numerous other international legal conventions, provide the legal basis for the obligations of the international community, which includes national governments, international institutions, and civil society. The basic premise behind the UDHR is that all human beings have rights, regardless of their demographics, situation, or context.59

However, Harvard anthropologist and physician Paul Farmer, the author of Pathologies of Power, reflects, “Rights declarations are . . . exhortatory and largely unenforceable. And the bad news is that very few enjoy these rights.”60 He further states that the struggles for social and economic rights are the “neglected step children of the human rights movement.”61 Nigerian lawyer and human rights activist Chidi Anselm Odinkalu writes that the needs are so serious and overwhelming that existence and awareness of laws and human rights are not enough: “In Africa, the realization of human rights is a very serious business indeed. In many cases it is a life or death matter. . . . Knowledge of the contents of the Universal Declaration will hardly advance their condition.”62

While on the pragmatic level there is some truth to what Farmer and Odinkalu write, they underestimate the influence of rights language in society as a whole, and they do not take into account that most countries have ratified the various human rights conventions and incorporated them into their national laws. Almost all of them have adopted the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to alleviate poverty and use the Human Development Index (HDI) to continually assess progress against poverty.

So while human rights are of value in understanding dimensions of poverty and identify how people could live in dignity, in of themselves, there are questions about how much they foster change and transformation. It raises the age-old question of how moral principles undergird political, social, and legal realities.

Strategies Used by Development Professionals to Address Poverty

Development professionals use a variety of strategies to address poverty. Six of the most common strategies are (1) projects; (2) praxis (pause, reflect, and act); (3) individuals as agents of change (changemakers, social entrepreneurs, and positive deviants); (4) social marketing and campaigns; (5) service delivery; and (6) social movements.


Projects

The Save the Children organization defines a project as “a discrete series of activities in a particular location aiming to achieve common objectives.”63 Projects are the most commonly used strategy by agencies and organizations to identify desired changes and to plan and implement activities to achieve these changes. Projects can be small, such as digging a bore well; medium-sized, such as addressing issues of malnutrition or food insecurity; or very large, such building roads or establishing training institutions.

Historically, as development projects became larger and more complex, concepts and tools from engineering projects were adapted for the community development context. As a result, the basic principles of project management in community development are similar to the task-oriented project management in engineering; the main difference is that there is a higher level of participation by the local community in development projects.

Typically, projects follow certain steps, also known as the project life cycle. Projects start with a needs assessment to understand the context; this is followed by a problem analysis to determine the needs of the community. Based on the results of these two activities, the project activities will be designed to address the found need. Then, usually a proposal is written to donors to secure funding. Once funding has been received, the project is implemented, which includes monitoring the success of the project and reporting about it. Finally, the project life cycle ends with a decision to continue the activities as a second phase (potentially with some alternations), a transition to a new project, or a departure from the community altogether. The principles of project design and management are the same, regardless of size and scope of the project.

Projects have certain distinguishing characteristics and emphasize particular aspects of good development:



•    Projects are time bound: they have starting and ending points.

•    Projects should be based on a logic model, or theory of change principles. This logic is developed by identifying and analyzing a problem and then determining the problem’s causes and consequences, which is illustrated as a cause and effect model. Based on this analysis, it is possible to identify specific activities that will result in the desired changes.

•    Projects focus on developing and achieving goals and objectives, which indicate what should be accomplished by the end of the project life cycle. The success of a project is based on whether these stated goals and objectives were achieved.

•    As part of the design of the project, it is necessary to outline the problem, the activities that need to be done in response to the problem, the resources available, a time line of activities, the different stakeholders involved at various stages, and the end results.

•    Projects also have a clear management structure, with a single entity that takes the responsibility for ensuring that the project life cycle occurs as planned. This entity is usually an organization, an agency, or an individual that is accountable for the overall success of the project and for providing necessary narrative and financial reports. Typically, a more undefined group, such as a community, does not implement projects unless a particular group or institution, usually smaller and more organized and structured, within the community takes responsibility.

Selecting projects as a strategy for implementing change is of value in certain cases: when specific tasks need to be done, when certain goals need to be achieved, when particular changes need to take place, or when specific problems need to be addressed. Also, because projects are time bound and have a start and a finish, they are easier to fund and manage.

It is for these reasons that donors prefer to fund projects. For donors, well-designed and properly implemented projects show results, have accountability for funding, and have an end date at which point their commitment ends.

However, projects also have certain limitations:



•    Many communities see projects as being the totality of development in the community, rather than only being one of the potential tools that facilitates the process of change. For them, the perception is that development in the community stops when projects end.

•    Similarly, projects are often seen as a process of change being implemented from outside the community. This is particularly true if relationships were not built properly initially or assessments were not done through a participatory process. If communities do not own the goals and process of change from the start, the project will always be considered as something being done by outsiders, which increases the chance of dependency or likelihood that the project will fail.

•    Once a project is designed, if the circumstances related to the project change, there is very little flexibility to change activities, goals, and objectives. The implementing organization does not have the freedom to unilaterally make changes without getting approval from the donor(s). Some donors are more open to having ongoing discussions about the progress and challenges that the project faces, while other donors have much less flexibility because of internal policies.

•    For organizations that are providing services in the community and have long-term goals of seeing change and basic needs met, project-based funding can be frustrating to access and administer because of its time-bound nature. These organizations find themselves scurrying after a series of donors to ensure that they have continued financial support when funding for one project ends. Additionally, these agencies may be forced to adjust their focus to fit the interests of donors, rather than remaining focused on the needs they have been addressing.

Projects are most effective when they are designed and implemented within the context of a larger development strategy (a program—many projects working together over the longer term to achieve a similar goal) that the community or organization has developed. Projects are least effective when they are one-off stand-alone projects, where the project is seen as the totality of the development being done, rather than being part of a larger development strategy.


Praxis: Pause, Reflect, and Act

Development does not always have to be a thoroughly structured, time-bound project done by organizations. Communities can come together to decide what needs to change and then plan on ways to make the changes happen. This process, sometimes referred to as praxis, is not just the practical application of theory (as praxis is often defined). It also refers to populations engaging with ideas about what they would like to see happen in their community and then determining how to achieve it. This process was one of the earliest strategies used in community development and involves the community going through a simple process:



•    Pause and take time to decide change is desired.

•    Reflect on what the problem may be, its possible causes and solutions, and the resources required to implement change.

•    Act on the decision to implement change.

This is an iterative process that is repeated over and over again to address the range of issues that the community faces.

These steps reflect three of the elements necessary for change to take place. The first is motivation (the community decides that they want change and what that change will be); the second is understanding the problem and various possible solutions; and the third is having a clear plan to address the problem and then acting on it. While creating the action plan, the community must assess whether they have all the resources and expertise that they need to bring about the change or whether they need help from external sources.

This strategy focuses on certain principles of good development, which increase the likelihood of achieving long-term, sustainable change. The focus on the desire and ownership for the process of change belonging to the community results in a high probability of success and sustainability. Additionally, as the change is incremental, it allows the community time to assimilate the developments. Finally, as the community starts the process with locally available resources and expertise, it is not dependent on resources external to the community. This decreases the dependency of the community on external support and increases the chances of the change becoming sustainable over the long term.

The main disadvantage to this approach is that it can only address smaller or simpler problems that the community faces, as resources limit them. Some communities in extreme poverty have very few assets and resources. Additionally, many of the problems in a community are not just based within the geographical limits of the community but are often external to it. For example, a community may be isolated because of a lack of roads connecting it to larger cities, limiting the community’s ability to take its produce to the market or to take patients to a clinic. The ability to build and maintain such a road is beyond the resources and expertise of the community. Even if the community requests assistance from the local government, it may not be provided or the government may not have the resources to undertake the project. With larger or external problems like this one, even if a community has the motivation for change, it may not be possible without extra resources or support.

Another disadvantage of this strategy is that the community is limited by what it knows and how it understands the problem. For example, communities may use traditional healing techniques but be unaware of newer medicinal practices. There is value to having an external perspective as part of the reflection regarding both the causes of the problem and possible solutions.

One slightly modified and more complex version of this strategy is the popular asset-based community development (ABCD) model. This philosophy of development originated at Northwestern University, in Illinois, at the Asset-Based Community Development Institute. The aim of ABCD is to focus development on the strengths and assets of the local community instead of their needs and deficiencies. It aims to recognize and build on the expertise, talents, skills, and knowledge of the individuals, associations, and institutions already found in the community to create sustainable change.

The first step of ABCD is to complete a capacity inventory to assess the resources, assets, and strengths of a community. This would include identifying the types of skills and experiences available in the community or to the community. The next step is to facilitate and support a process where the community discovers what they care about and to determine what change is desired (similar to the reflect step of praxis) The final step is to enable the community to act together to bring about the changes or achieve the goals they have set (similar to the act step of praxis).64

Using a praxis strategy, or a slightly more complex version, such as the ABCD approach, is one strategy for implementing good development practices. It emphasizes many of the key elements of good development, such as local ownership, starting with local resources and expertise, and having achievable goals. It is not time bound but an ongoing process, allowing for continual adaptation and change. However, this strategy does not take into account factors external to the community that have a direct bearing on the well-being of the community, such as disasters, economic and social trends, and government legislation, as well as local values, cultures, and customs.


Changemakers, Social Entrepreneurs, and Positive Deviants

There is a growing understanding that one of the drivers for addressing problems in a community is socially conscious individuals with innovative ideas and solutions. They are known as social entrepreneurs, positive deviants, and changemakers. These are usually individuals from local communities who have novel ideas and strategies for addressing problems found in the area. They are often leaders within the population and visionaries in terms of seeing and implementing positive changes to make their community a better place.

Rather than funding projects, some organizations, such as Ashoka,65 invest in individuals who have developed proven solutions for social problems. According to Bill Drayton, Ashoka’s founder, the type of individuals they have funded “are people with compelling visions who possessed the creativity, savvy, and determination to realize their ideas on a larger scale,” people who will leave their “scratch on history.”66

N. R. Narayana Murthy, a strong proponent of social entrepreneurship, explains that social change is not possible without social entrepreneurs, “Every social change needs a leading entrepreneur, and also thousands of grassroots entrepreneurs working together.”67 David Bornstein, an expert in social innovation, explains that social entrepreneurs are “people with new ideas to address major problems who are relentless in the pursuit of their visions, people who simply will not take ‘no’ for an answer, who will not give up until they have spread their ideas as far as they possibly can.”68 For example, these citizens will often found new civil society organizations to enable them to pursue and spread their visions.

The advantage of social entrepreneurship is that it captures the creativity and passion of the individual, who not only has an innovative idea to address a problem but also the ability to navigate the dynamics of a social context to ensure that his or her ideas are accepted. These are the individuals who take initiative and make things happen.

The main challenges that social entrepreneurs face are not the financial challenges of launching new ideas, but the challenges they face when they decide to significantly scale up their operations. Social entrepreneurs do not operate on the basis of a project, which has clear start and end dates. Their planning is based on a business plan for a viable and ongoing enterprise that is not time bound, making it harder to assess impact, which does not fit in with donors’ funding models.

Also, just as with any community development strategy (projects, praxis, service delivery, etc.), financial returns (i.e., profits) are not the measure of “success.” It is extremely difficult to measure the value of social creation. Those who fund such projects and expect a return on their investment are different than donors who give grants in order for change to take place. Funders have a difficult time with social entrepreneurs who, instead of operating like community development practitioners, operate more similarly to business entrepreneurs, yet do not offer any financial returns on investments. Even though funders realize that their return on investment is social change, as opposed to financial benefits, few funders are willing to take the risk of investing in such initiatives because of the more fluid and long-term aspects to these initiatives.69

In addition to accessing funding, assessing the success of changemakers’ projects is also challenging. It is easier to assess the impact of a project-based strategy, as the goals and objectives are clearly identified and quantitative and qualitative indicators enable assessment. As social enterprises do not have time-bound goals and objectives, there are ongoing conversations about the metrics of assessing the effectiveness of such initiatives. What quantifies social value? A deeply held belief is “that organizations [as actors of social change] can be compared reliably only if their performance can be measured and evaluated.”70 Whereas, in the business world, companies are compared using the most basic indicator of performance, financial profitability, within development, it is more difficult to compare organizations and social entrepreneurs, all of whom have very different objectives, mandates, and indicators of success.

Within this strategy, one specific example is the positive deviance (PD) approach, which focuses on amplifying the positive ideas and behaviors of individuals and, to a certain extent, groups. The PD approach uses three definitions to explain their concept:



The PD concept is based on the observation that in every community or organization, there are a few individuals or groups whose uncommon but successful behaviors and strategies have enabled them to find better solutions to problems than their neighbors who face the same challenges and barriers and have access to same resources.

A PD individual or group demonstrates special or uncommon behaviors and strategies that enable the person or group to overcome a problem without special resources.

The PD approach is a problem solving, asset-based approach grounded in the fact that communities have assets or resources they haven’t tapped. It enables a community or organization to amplify uncommon behaviors or strategies discovered by community members among the least likely to succeed (positive deviants), develop some activities or initiatives based on these findings and measure outcomes. The PD approach brings about sustainable behavioral and social change by identifying solutions already existing in the system.71

The PD approach is similar to the ABCD approach described above in that they both focus on the positive assets within a community. The difference is that with the PD approach, the solutions, the innovators with ideas, already exist and are functioning within the community, whereas with ABCD, assets exist but the community has not yet managed to leverage them to their advantage.

Social entrepreneurs, changemakers, and positive deviants are individuals with ideas. As Bornstein explains, “People who solve problems must somehow first arrive at the belief that they can solve [the] problem. This belief does not emerge suddenly. The capacity to cause change grows in an individual over time as small-scale efforts lead eventually to larger one[s].”72 Their impact and influence is limited if they are unable to recruit other people to believe in, and act on, their ideas and the process of change. For individuals to have an impact and ensure lasting change, their sphere of influence needs to continue to expand. Drayton summarizes this process:



Unless the entrepreneur can get someone in one community after another to step forward and seize his or her idea, the entrepreneur will never achieve the spread that is essential to his or her life success. Consequently, the entrepreneur presents his or her idea to the local community in the most enticing, safe, understandable, and user-friendly ways possible. Of course, the entrepreneur’s own life story is in itself a beacon encouraging hundreds of others to care and to take initiative. This also increases the number of local changemakers. Moreover, when these local champions then build the teams they need to launch the idea they have adopted, they are providing not only encouragement but also training to potential next-generation local changemakers.73

For this development strategy to be effective, it is not enough to identify a person with a viable solution to a social problem or issue. That individual needs to have the ability and the platform to influence others to adopt the proposed solution.


Social Marketing and Campaigns

Since its first use in the early 1970s, social marketing has been used extensively and with great effectiveness to address such issues as family planning, literacy, HIV/AIDS, and other social issues. Philip Kotler, one of the originators of this strategy, explains this in his book Marketing for Non-Profit Organizations, “[Social marketing] uses marketing principles and techniques to advance a social cause, idea or behavior. More specifically, it is the design, implementation and control of programs seeking to increase acceptability of a social idea or cause in target group(s).”74 Where social marketing differs from conventional marketing is in their objectives. Social marketing aims to benefit the target audience through selling ideas, attitudes, and behaviors, which are advantageous to the community at large, as opposed to traditional marketing, which only aims to benefit the marketer or company.

Social marketing, as well as communication and education campaigns, aims to address the worldviews, perceptions, and values of a population to positively alter their attitudes and behavior. As stated by Kotler and Nancy Lee, authors of a book about social marketing, “The purpose of social marketing is to develop constructive approaches to support desired behavior change.”75

Social marketing has specific goals “to influence a target audience to voluntarily accept, reject, modify or abandon a behavior for the benefit of individuals, groups or society as a whole.”76 It is either (a) to encourage and reinforce positive behavior (for example, hand washing and other hygiene-promoting behavior) or (b) to change negative behavior (for example, addressing risky sexual behavior). While some “products” promoted by social marketing may be more tangible (like birth control), others are service related (for example promoting breast cancer examinations), practices (proper hygiene), or intangible (recycling).77

However, it is not enough to only provide information to the community. Doug McKenzie-Mohr, a pioneer in community-based social marketing, explains that most information campaigns focusing on behavior change depend on education or social advertising strategies that provide information and create awareness. However, he refers to numerous studies that show that only providing information and awareness will not create a behavioral change.78 It is necessary to also understand the needs of the community and the context in which the campaign is being delivered. Although building awareness is one important step in changing behaviors, his methodology of community-based social marketing has four steps aimed at ensuring that the individual and community move beyond merely receiving the information and being made aware of the issues:



1.     Identifying the barriers and benefits to an activity in the community. Barriers may be internal to the individual and include such things as lack of knowledge, motivation, and the attitudes needed for change. Barriers may also be external in that there could be physical or social barriers in the community that do not support the proposed behavior or attitudinal change. There may be multiple barriers. At the same time, there may be benefits that could encourage behavior change.

2.     Using tools within social marketing campaigns. Certain tools have been shown to be effective in changing behavior:


        a.   Commitment—This involves emphasizing written commitments over verbal commitments, asking for public commitments, making commitments in groups, etc.

        b.   Prompts—Visual or auditory aids, or events, can be very helpful in reminding people of the intended behavior.

        c.   Norm—The community as a whole develops norms for behavior and uses different strategies to encourage adherence to it. For example, in rural areas, when encouraging hygienic sanitation, the community may decide that open defecation is unacceptable and that the only acceptable behavior is the use of latrines and toilets. Some communities have implemented public shaming to encourage adherence to these norms.

        d.   Continuing communication—This involves using communication that the audience understands, has a credible source, is captivating, and is easy to remember.

        e.   Incentives—Research shows that positive reinforcement and incentives are more likely to produce the desired change than negative reinforcement and threats.


3.     Piloting the strategy. Rather than implementing a large scale campaign, it needs to be piloted first to ensure the effectiveness of the message and the tools.

4.     Evaluating the strategy. Once it has been implemented across a community, the strategy needs to be evaluated.79

Social marketing is an important strategy for development when it comes to changing knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors. However, it is important to remember that the provision of information is often not enough to produce a desired behavioral change. Using principles of good development, such as having a thorough understanding of the situation and involving local actors, will increase the likelihood of producing the desired change.


Service Delivery

Not all development practitioners would include the provision of services in a community as a development strategy. It is often thought that it is the responsibility of governments to ensure that communities have access to such basic services as education, health care, water and sanitation, electricity, and so on, as these are the rights of all people as outlined by the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Yet, in many developing contexts, it cannot be assumed that the government is financially capable or willing to provide the required services, especially to communities that are socially or politically marginalized. Discussions prevail as to whether governments are service providers or policy creators. Subsequently, if governments are not providing and paying for services, who should?

When governments are not willing or able to provide services, the challenge is to ensure that those living in poverty also have access to affordable basic services of an acceptable quality. This is especially important in contexts were the private sector is a major provider of services, often meaning that there is a cost associated with accessing services, which people living in poverty cannot afford. As such, one of the strategies in community development is ensuring that everyone, including those living in poverty and who are marginalized, have access to affordable services.

There are critics who argue that service provision should not be an activity undertaken by development organizations, as it does not create community empowerment. Abraham Maslow introduced the concept of a pyramid of needs, which is made up of five levels of human need. Until the basic needs at the bottom are met, such as food, water, shelter, and warmth, more sophisticated needs cannot be achieved. By allowing people to meet their basic needs, service provision does in fact contribute to empowerment and growth of communities.


Social Movements

Historically, social movements such as workers’ unions, women’s suffrage (securing the right to vote for women), and civil rights in the United States have had a profound impact in improving the quality of life for communities as well as for society as a whole. Other social movements have focused on issues such as the environment, fair trade, race and ethnic consciousness, and fighting against human trafficking. More recently, elements of social movements have been evident in the protests against austerity measures in Europe, the Occupy movement, and the Arab Spring.

Despite social movements having been a major catalyst for social change, development practitioners have rarely viewed social movements as a strategy for development. Part of the reason why development practitioners have not embraced social movements is because they seemed to be spontaneous and little was understood about their dynamics—how they started, how they evolved, and the forces that gave them momentum. Because of this, it was felt that social movements could not be intentionally developed using structured planning methodologies, such as those used for project design and implementation, which have goals, objectives, and results indicators.

As the inclusion of social movements is relatively new within the discussion of strategies for development and they are not well understood, more space will be dedicated to examining this topic.


Defining Social Movements

The study of social movements is interdisciplinary. Attempting to define social movements often reflects a range of theoretical perspectives, making any consensus difficult; defining social movements is dependent on each particular discipline of study.

Given the multidisciplinary nature of community development, it is useful to use definitions of social movement that are also multidisciplinary:



Social movements can be viewed as collective enterprises seeking to establish a new order of life. They have their inception in a condition of unrest, and derive their motive power on one hand from dissatisfaction with the current form of life, and on the other hand, from wishes and hopes for a new system of living. The career of a social movement depicts the emergence of a new order of life.80

Social movements then can be thought of as organized yet informal social entities that are engaged in extra-institutional conflict that is oriented towards a goal. These goals can either be aimed at a specific and narrow policy or be more broadly aimed at cultural change.81

Some the key elements of social movements highlighted by these definitions are that (a) they are based on collective action, (b) they can be formal or informal, (c) they seek change, (d) they have clear goals and objectives, and (e) they work outside existing institutions. Additionally, social movements usually focus on ensuring that populations have access to human rights.

As such, it can be said that social movements are collective actions that address specific social issues, with the objective of seeing social change in society. This may include ensuring the rights of women and children, civil rights, labor movements to ensure safe working conditions, or environmental awareness.


Other Types of Collective Action

To analyze social movements, it is important to clarify that there are other types of collective behavior. Other movements are political. Political parties, formal or informal, with the specific political objective of obtaining and retaining power, usually undertake these. Religious movements usually tend to be extra-institutional in the way they are organized, though they may exist within institutions (for example, renewal movements within Islam and Christianity) or be a grassroots movement centered on a charismatic figure, a new theology, or a new spiritual emphasis.
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There is much overlap between these three types of collective action; none has clearly defined boundaries nor is completely discrete or independent of the others. For example, religious movements may have a very high degree of overlap with social movements in that both want to see specific changes in society, or political movements may co-opt social and religious movements.

Any of these three movements may develop extremist fringe elements that use violence to achieve their goals. However, it is important to note that armed rebellion and violence are strategies and tactics to try and force social, political, or religious change, but they are not considered as collective actions themselves, even if they have the backing of the population.


Phases of Social Movements

Social movements have four phases in their evolution and development:



•    Emergence. This is the period of time when the beginnings of a movement are evident: ideas are forming, goals and objectives are being defined and clarified, members are being recruited, people are joining, and resources are being collected. The movement at this stage may be very informal and not yet have clear structures or organization. The ideas, issues, and objectives give the movement momentum.

•    Coalescence. This is the stage when all the elements mentioned above begin to provide the emerging movement with structure. There is clear leadership, an organizational structure, secure access to resources and funding, and more clarity of the goals and strategies.

•    Bureaucratization. At this stage, the movement has matured, and there are systems and procedures in place that enable the movement to be effective. Trade unions are an example of social movement at this stage.

•    Decline. The decline of a social movement is not inevitable, but it is a reality when the movement ceases to be relevant to its members. Social movements decline for a number of reasons. Five of the most common are success (the goals are achieved), organizational failure, co-optation (by other movements or powerful interests), repression (by the authorities), or establishment within mainstream society.82

Social movements are very powerful tools for social change. Contrary to perceptions, they can be intentionally programmed and used effectively to change policies and influence decisions. If used alongside some of the other strategies, the impact multiplies significantly as social movements draw on some of the most fundamental principles of good development, such as participation by those affected by the problems and their ownership of the process.

Conclusion

Poverty is complex and cannot be explained by only using financial indicators. Poverty is contextual, in that poverty in different places looks different. It is very difficult to compare poverty in one place with poverty in another country or on a different continent. Poverty is also dynamic in that people’s socioeconomic status changes over time and is dependent on circumstances. Finally, poverty is a human rights issue. People have a right to earn their living, and they have the right to the basic necessities for life, such as access to health services, water, food, and education.

Development professionals use a variety of strategies to address poverty. These include time-bound projects with specific goals, community mobilization, the use of the media, and recognition of the role of the individual in initiating change in the community.

The field of community development continues to evolve and grow. Some of the emerging issues being addressed are in understanding the relationship between grassroots, community-driven efforts to bring change and government-mandated (top down) initiatives to improve the quality of life for families and communities. Another emerging issue is the financing of development programs. What is the role of foreign aid in a country’s development program?

Finally, there is an emerging nexus of corporate interest, civil society, and national government in addressing issues of poverty and marginalization. It would seem that each of them have separate agendas as to why they want to be involved. How can these be harnessed for the well-being of communities?



Primary Documents

Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Some of the fundamental rights identified by the UDHR that are directly related to poverty are:

All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination. (Article 7)

Everyone has the right to a nationality. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change his nationality. (Article 15)

Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favorable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment. Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work. Everyone who works has the right to just and favorable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social protection. Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests. (Article 23)

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection (Article 25)

Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit. Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace. Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children. (Article 26)


Source: UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, December 10, 1948, G.A. Res. 217A (III), U.N. Doc. A/810 at 71.

Convention on the Rights of the Child

Some of the key aspects of the Convention addressing various aspects of poverty in children are:

States Parties shall respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of parents or, where applicable, the members of the extended family or community as provided for by local custom, legal guardians or other persons legally responsible for the child, to provide, in a manner consistent with the evolving capacities of the child, appropriate direction and guidance in the exercise by the child of the rights recognized in the present Convention. (Article 5)

States Parties recognize that every child has the inherent right to life. States Parties shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child. (Article 6)

The child shall be registered immediately after birth and shall have the right from birth to a name, the right to acquire a nationality and, as far as possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or her parents. (Article 7)

States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child. (Article 19)

States Parties recognize the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health and to facilities for the treatment of illness and rehabilitation of health. States Parties shall strive to ensure that no child is deprived of his or her right of access to such health care services. States Parties shall pursue full implementation of this right and, in particular, shall take appropriate measures:

(a) To diminish infant and child mortality;

(b) To ensure the provision of necessary medical assistance and health care to all children with emphasis on the development of primary health care;

(c) To combat disease and malnutrition, including within the framework of primary health care, through, inter alia, the application of readily available technology and through the provision of adequate nutritious foods and clean drinking-water, taking into consideration the dangers and risks of environmental pollution;

(d) To ensure appropriate pre-natal and post-natal health care for mothers;

(e) To ensure that all segments of society, in particular parents and children, are informed, have access to education and are supported in the use of basic knowledge of child health and nutrition, the advantages of breastfeeding, hygiene and environmental sanitation and the prevention of accidents;

(f) To develop preventive health care, guidance for parents and family planning education and services. (Article 24)

States Parties recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development. (Article 27)

States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular:

(a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all;

(b) Encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, including general and vocational education, make them available and accessible to every child, and take appropriate measures such as the introduction of free education and offering financial assistance in case of need;

(c) Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means;

(d) Make educational and vocational information and guidance available and accessible to all children; (Article 28)

States Parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development. States Parties shall take legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to ensure the implementation of the present article. To this end, and having regard to the relevant provisions of other international instruments, States Parties shall in particular:

(a) Provide for a minimum age or minimum ages for admission to employment;

(b) Provide for appropriate regulation of the hours and conditions of employment; (Article 32)

States Parties undertake to protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse. For these purposes, States Parties shall in particular take all appropriate national, bilateral and multilateral measures to prevent:

(a) The inducement or coercion of a child to engage in any unlawful sexual activity;

(b) The exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual practices;

(c) The exploitative use of children in pornographic performances and materials. (Article 34)


Source: UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child, November 20, 1989, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1577, 3.

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to Be Achieved by 2015

Though this initiative is now completed, the list is indicative of how poverty can be assessed.



To eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

To achieve universal primary education

To promote gender equality and empower women

To reduce child mortality

To improve maternal health

To combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases

To ensure environmental sustainability

To develop a global partnership for development


Source: United Nations, “Millennium Development Goals and beyond 2015,” http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals.

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

No Poverty—End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Zero Hunger—End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture

Good Health and Well-being—Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages

Quality Education—Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

Gender Equality—Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

Clean Water and Sanitation—Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all

Affordable and Clean Energy—Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all

Decent Work and Economic Growth—Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all

Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure—Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation

Reduced Inequalities—Reduce income inequality within and among countries

Sustainable Cities and Communities—Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable

Responsible Consumption and Production—Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns

Climate Action—Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts by regulating emissions and promoting developments in renewable energy

Life Below Water—Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development

Life on Land—Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss

Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions—Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all level.

Partnerships for the Goals—Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development


Source: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “Sustainable Development Goals,” 2015.

Multidimensionality Poverty Index (MPI)

Like development, poverty is multidimensional—but this is traditionally ignored by headline money metric measures of poverty. The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), published for the first time in the 2010 Report, complements monetary measures of poverty by considering overlapping deprivations suffered at the same time. The index identifies deprivations across the same three dimensions as the HDI and shows the number of people who are multi-dimensionally poor (suffering deprivations in 33% or more of weighted indicators) and the number of deprivations with which poor households typically contend with. It can be deconstructed by region, ethnicity and other groupings as well as by dimension, making it an apt tool for policymakers.

The MPI can help the effective allocation of resources by making possible the targeting of those with the greatest intensity of poverty; it can help address MDGs strategically and monitor impacts of policy intervention. The MPI can be adapted to the national level using indicators and weights that make sense for the region or the country, it can also be adopted for national poverty eradication programs, and it can be used to study changes over time.

Almost 1.5 billion people in the 101 developing countries covered by the MPI—about 29 percent of their population—live in multidimensional poverty—that is, with at least 33 percent of the indicators reflecting acute deprivation in health, education and standard of living. And close to 900 million people are vulnerable to fall into poverty if setbacks occur—financial, natural or otherwise.”


Source: United Nations Development Program, “Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI),” 2015, http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/multidimensional-poverty-index-mpi.

United Nations’ Definition of Poverty

In pure economic terms, income poverty is when a family’s income fails to meet a federally established threshold that differs across countries. Typically, it is measured with respect to families and not the individual, and is adjusted for the number of persons in a family. Economists often seek to identify the families whose economic position (defined as command over resources) falls below some minimally acceptance level. Similarly, the international standard of extreme poverty is set to the possession of less than $1 a day.

Frequently, poverty is defined in either relative or absolute terms. Absolute poverty measures poverty in relation to the amount of money necessary to meet basic needs such as food, clothing, and shelter. The concept of absolute poverty is not concerned with broader quality of life issues or with the overall level of inequality in society. The concept therefore fails to recognize that individuals have important social and cultural needs. This, and similar criticisms, led to the development of the concept of relative poverty. Relative poverty defines poverty in relation to the economic status of other members of the society: people are poor if they fall below prevailing standards of living in a given societal context. An important criticism of both concepts is that they are largely concerned with income and consumption.

The concept of social exclusion emerged largely in reaction to this type of narrow definition of poverty. It has contributed significantly towards including multi-faceted indicators of ill-being into the conceptual understanding of poverty. To further develop the definition of the concept of relative poverty or relative deprivation, three perspectives are relevant; the income perspective indicates that a person is poor only if his or her income is below the country’s poverty line (defined in terms of having income sufficient for a specified amount of food); the basic needs perspective goes beyond the income perspective to include the need for the provision by a community of the basic social services necessary to prevent individuals from falling into poverty; and finally, the capability (or empowerment) perspective suggests that poverty signify a lack of some basic capability to function.

Social scientists’ understanding of poverty, on the other hand, is critical of the economical idea of free choice models where individuals control their own destiny and are thus the cause of their own poverty. Rather than being interested in its measurement, sociologists generally study the reasons for poverty, such as the roles of culture, power, social structure and other factors largely out of the control of the individual. Accordingly, the multidimensional nature of poverty, in particular social aspects such as housing poor, health poor or time poor, needs to be understood in order to create more effective programs for poverty alleviation. Hypotheses that typically play a role in sociological theories of poverty are based on the idea that individuals are influenced by the physical and cultural context in which they live, and it gives importance to gender and household structure.


Source: UNESCO, “Poverty,” 2016, http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/international-migration/glossary/poverty.
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CHAPTER TWO

Religion as a Framework for Understanding Poverty and the Poor

William H. Brackney

Religion, in its broadest sense, provides a useful contemporary framework for understanding the issues of poverty and the poor. In the classic sense, religion means that which pertains to the supernatural (religio = obligation, rule, reverence) as known through sacred texts and interpretations, beliefs, myths, rituals, and experiences. Robert Bellah, influenced by Herbert Richardson, defines religion as a symbol system that brings into focus a totality that includes subject and object and provides the context in which life and action finally have meaning.1 Further, Eric J. Sharpe defines religion as “the general area of human commerce with the supernatural, its ways and means, its rules and regulations, its courtesies and its horrors.” Religion operates, Sharpe contends, in four modes: existential, intellectual, institutional, and ethical.2 Importantly, one is cautioned by Brent Nongbri’s thesis that religion is a relatively modern (i.e., not ancient) concept that has been superimposed on human cultures, with the various individual world religions providing scholars with culturally specific examples of the general phenomenon.3 That all being said, religion, whether the comparative or phenomenological approach, is a useful category of historical and scientific scholarly investigation, particularly for understanding human poverty and the poor.

As one utilizes religious phenomena as a framework for the topic, a first delineation must be made between the terms poverty and the poor. Poverty is the theoretical social construct that describes the circumstances and conditions of living with insufficient means and resources, “a lack of the necessary resources for the good life.” It is a relative construct.4 There is a wide variation of categories of poverty that are summarized as social (economic inequality and usually exploitation), pauperism (inability to maintain oneself at a minimal level), and moral poverty (moral acceptability) that can produce either shame or pride.5 Until recent interdisciplinary work that allows religious specialists to make use of social science terminology, the theoretical term poverty was not common among religious communities or in religious sacred texts.

On the other hand, the term poor is ancient in use and employed widely in religious texts. It refers to “those who barely survive,” “those who lack material goods and services, such as food, clothing, fuel and shelter which people require to live and function in society.”6 Some analysts make a distinction between the “obvious poor,” a relatively static group, and a much larger population that lives near the edge of poverty and can be tipped into destitution.7 The term poor has definite moral overtones: it has to do with human dignity, human flourishing, and human fellowship.8

A religious approach to poverty and the poor differs, for instance, from an economic or development approach that may seek to identify the extent of poverty and classification of those who live in conditions of poverty. Likewise, a religious frame of reference is in contrast to purely sociological descriptions that look at communities, social interactions and institutions that are indicators of the presence of poverty, the psychology of personal impoverishment, or anthropological studies on elementary forms of religion and the origins of a poor class, or the analysis of political structures that create and sustain poverty.9 Historical studies rely on both economic and social descriptions, again describing contextual circumstances through time. One might well inquire, for instance, about the meaning of poverty and the poor in medieval Christian Europe, the 14th-century Abbasid Caliphate in Egypt, Jews living in a Polish ghetto in the mid-20th century, or the Yazidis living in Nineveh province in contemporary Iraq.

There are four categories whereby religious analyses may shed light upon a deeper understanding of poverty and the poor: interpretation of cultures through comparative religious analyses, theological descriptions and deductions, religious ethics, and personal religious experiences.

Interpretation of Cultures through Comparative Religious Analyses

This category involves a methodology whereby sociological and organizational classification are used to analyze contemporary phenomena and project back into earlier historical eras to provide reasonable hypotheses about similar phenomena and characteristics. To cite a leading example, Rodney Stark, a contemporary sociologist, has achieved a significant result of social reconstruction by connecting observations of new religious movements with available religious historical data from the early Christian era. His book The Rise of Christianity (1996) was groundbreaking in its method and conclusions.

Basically, Stark built upon a trend toward a “new view” of the class basis of Christianity in the first five centuries that was evident among such historians as E. A. Judge, Jean Danielou, Robert M. Grant, Gerd Thiessen, Robin Lane Fox, and Abraham J. Malherbe. Each called into question the theory that early Christianity was a proletarian movement, a haven for Rome’s slaves and impoverished masses.10 Stark connected first- and second-century data with the theories that he and William Sims Bainbridge had developed about differences between contemporary sects and cults and the studies of new religious movements that Bryan Wilson and Eileen Barker had produced.11 Stark projected in retrospect that Jesus was the leader of a sect within Judaism, but Christianity, upon the reports of Jesus’s resurrection, became a cult movement that mostly attracted relatively privileged persons and fewer dispossessed and downtrodden. For Stark, religious factors enable useful comparisons.

In reaching his astonishing conclusion, Stark made use of New Testament texts (e.g., 1 Corinthians 1:26–28); gravestone inscriptions; lists of church members; and quotations from church fathers. His conclusions (including those of prior scholarship upon whom he depended) included the unusual opportunities Christianity afforded women, the civic leadership of individual Christians, the rapid advance of the movement among the literate classes, and the urban character of early Christianity.12

Wayne Meeks, another specialist in Early Christianity who utilizes social science methods, is not as quickly convinced as others of the facile use of this comparative method for the early Christian religious tradition. He has argued that it is misleading to assume that there is something in an ancient Greek city that corresponds to the middle class of modern industrial society, for instance, correlating ancient Corinth with Detroit, Michigan. He analyzed prosopographical (biography and relationships) and stratification evidence and environment models (households, synagogues) in the empire and found that there is no specific evidence of people who are destitute—the poorest of the poor, peasants, agricultural slaves, or hired day laborers—in the Pauline groups.13 Meeks’s work is both an illustration of using comparative religious data and a balance in reaching conclusions.

Yet another example of how religious phenomena provide useful cultural insights is Robert N. Bellah’s analysis of American life and culture. In his book Habits of the Heart (1985), Bellah discovers new roles that religion played in the private and public life of communities and the family in the United States. By collecting narratives in addition to the historical narrative, Bellah found an individual and a public culture where internal and external forms of religion have had a profound impact. To lift out his thesis, Bellah found social movement as a form of citizenship in which religion has played a major role.14 To extrapolate Bellah’s thesis, the American national response to poverty and the poor has had significant religious overtones.

The results of the use of sociological analysis of comparative Christian religious sources is an important framework for understanding the poor and poverty in the nascent period of a religious tradition. Religious practices, recorded piety, religious institutions, environmental factors, and religious literature can cohere significantly across time and cultures, if understood as legitimate categories of inquiry. Further application of sociological methodology in other religions may provide equally useful hypotheses.15

Theological Description and Deductions

Among the religions, theology is defined as the articulated doctrine or beliefs of a religious tradition. These usually include statements about deity (or ultimate concern), humanity, the origin of all things, and the future of all things. A valid theology brings information, certainty, and comfort in times of anomie or crisis. Theology, then, is a definite set of reference points to adherents of a religious tradition.

From the second century CE, literary theology has been largely Christian, propagated through emerging Western civilization. As the institutional Christian Church revised and focused its teaching agenda, theology became a rational endeavor, articulated through creeds and confessional statements, and eventually a science. Augustine, Gregory, and Aquinas were major figures in this development. Later, the Reformation theologians used the printing press to publicize Christian theologies. Enlightenment theologians scientifically systematized Christian theology. As Anglican theologian, P. T. Forsyth put it in 1915, “The study of theology . . . means either the science of the Bible, or the science of revelation, or the science of the Church’s mind—the study of Christian origins, of the Christian message, and of the Christian society made by that message and explicating it by work and thought in relation to natural society.”16

However, beginning with a lecture by the German scholar F. Max Müller to the British Royal Institute in 1870, theology began to slowly morph into the scientific study of religions. The religious person was separated from the scientific person. Among the factors leading to this “profanization” of religion were Darwinian theory, reportage from non-Christian parts of the world, greater access to ancient texts, and linguistic skills to translate and interpret those texts. The categories, or “doctrines,” of Christianity, long applied also to Judaism, were applied systematically to other religions, giving birth to a comparative religions approach. Thus, one could compare a Christian eschatology or soteriology with that of Buddhism or Islam. So, theology became the study of beliefs and practices of any religious tradition.17 As Wilfred Cantwell Smith has pointed out, religious piety and acts of devotion became institutionalized through identity politics and apologetics into the several major religious traditions. Smith talked of the reification process that elevated one group in contrast with others, such as Christianity and Judaism or Christianity and Buddhism. Properly one interacts with religious phenomena through individual expressions and codified assertions of the various religious theologies.18

Texts and material expressions are fundamental to the making of theology. Examples of theological texts are the Hebrew Scriptures, the New Testament, the Four Noble Truths, the Vedas, and the Qur’an. Material expressions include totems, sacred spaces, gurus and teachers, and ongoing oral and written interpretations, such as the Mishnah, the Christian creeds, and the hadith. Some sources of theology may be understood to be revealed from an external source (YHWH, Allah), while others may be derived from the teachings of a human authority figure (Buddha, Mahavira). Further yet, theological answers may be accumulated from the collection of shared religious experiences (indigenous peoples).

Theology has produced texts describing the condition of the poor and the moral implications. Through references to military conquests, environmental extremes, disabled persons, and slavery and exploitation, the relation of the poor to deity and to other classes or social strata is a by-product of theology. Similarly, through illustrations on totems, stele, and inscriptions, plus artwork and music, a vivid theological picture of the poor has survived.

Theological conclusions about the poor range widely. For some texts, the poor are an ever-present existing group, dispossessed of their land, their homes and capacities for self-improvement, and their freedom of movement. Some traditions require care for the poor, such as Islam through almsgiving. Others believe that God has a preference toward the poor, as in the Jewish prophets of Israel and Jesus of Nazareth.

Theology or doctrine, now understood in its broadest usage, provides a specific authority for understanding poverty and the poor. Divine revelation, the accumulated teachings of founders and schools, and the narratives of exemplary practitioners weave the fabric of theological content.

Religious Ethics

Since the ancient Greeks in the West, ethics has been a unique literary contribution to human self-understanding, often dealing with questions of a religious nature. Likewise, in the Eastern traditions, questions of morality involve the ultimate end of humanity and the outworking of justice and parity. Ethics easily became the logical result of theologizing. The Greeks were keen to understand the nature of man and the definition of virtue. The contributions of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus were noteworthy, as were the writings of various Stoics and Epicureans. Their thinking about poverty was informed by observation. As Rosemary Rader observed, “The notion that one could easily become possessed by possessions was, for such groups as the Stoics, Cynics and Pythagoreans, a reason for incorporating some degree of poverty in their codes of personal discipline.”19

Based on methods from the Greek thinkers, in the fourth century, the Christian St. Augustine spoke to ethical concerns, and during the medieval era, monastic writers and Christian philosophers influenced schools of inquiry. During the Renaissance and Reformation, a wide variety of Western Christian thinkers engaged in ethical discourse. A watershed in the evolution of religious ethics in the Christian tradition was Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who argued for universally binding imperatives as bases of rational religion.

Mention should be made of the parallel evolution of Jewish ethics. From a scriptural basis in the priestly and prophetic traditions of ancient Israel, through formal schools that emerged in the Second Temple era, the first-century-CE writings of Rabbi Akiva, followed by medieval thinkers, notably the Avot and Musar literature, and modern voices, Judaism has evolved as a significant religious ethical voice. The ancient national experiences of slavery, suffering, and displacement in the Egyptian and Babylonian periods, to which are added the medieval expulsions, mass brutalities, and official bans, and the 20th-century Holocaust have all informed Jewish ethics. Standout Jewish ethicists of the medieval era include Moses Maimonides (1138–1204) and Joseph Karo (1488–1575). More recently, Abraham J. Heschel, Norman Cohen, Martin Buber, and Michael Lerner have built ethical considerations from a Jewish perspective that is theologically informed.20

Islam does not separate between doctrine and ethics; it speaks directly to matters of charity and justice, rewards, the poor, the family, and trade. Over the centuries, Muslim ethics have been derived from the Qur’an, the sunna (practice of Muhammad), the ijmāʿ (community consensus), and qiyas (analogy). In contemporary Islam, distinct categories exist in Shi’a, Sunni, and Sufi schools, as well as forms of fundamentalist or deontological ethics.

Beyond the Abrahamic faiths, other religious traditions have provided ethical contributions. Hinduism stresses dharma, karma, and toleration. Jainism emphasizes ahimsa (nonviolence). Buddhism, in three major traditions, underscores increasing enlightenment, or nirvana. Confucianism stresses harmony and order. And Daoism emphasizes one’s relation to nature. By the mid-20th century, through higher education and the publication of texts, global interest in religious ethics greatly expanded.

Voluntary poverty as an ethical discipline is a unique application of the idea of poverty among many of the religions.21 In this instance, it amounts to a self-limitation of material possessions that has been incorporated into several traditions. Voluntary poverty is practiced in Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, Jainism, and Judaism. Hindu teaching, for instance, views poverty as an ascetic practice that promotes liberation from individual samsara, a release from worldly cares responsibilities and restrictions. Poverty is seen as a means to an end, not an end in itself. Similarly, among Buddhists, poverty became an ideal of monastic communities, where a candidate relinquishes all personal possessions. Buddhist mendicants wandered about in ancient times depending on others for food, shelter, and clothing. The Jewish Talmud contains exhortations to provide for the less fortunate, with some Jewish groups practicing simple living.22 In Islam, poverty is practiced as zuhd, or self-denial, and amounts to abstinence from material goods and sensual pleasures. The Sufis adopted poverty as one of the six stations of spirituality. For them, it leads to liberation to union with God. Very early, Christians were influenced in monastic ways by Middle Eastern traditions and adopted voluntary poverty as an ethical discipline. In particular, the Franciscans and Dominicans took oaths to observe poverty, as did later Protestant and Evangelical groups.

Since the watershed of the comparative approach to studying the religions, religious ethics has emerged as a discipline in its own right, in major ways in the Judeo-Christian traditions and then in other religions as well. Contemporary religious ethics across the traditions seeks to answer questions raised by life circumstances: By what general principles does one make decisions? How does one respond and advise others on matters of human concern? The alternatives need to lie within the accepted theological norms.

Religious ethics must now be informed by data, relying heavily on social science methodologies. The data may be a sacred text, interpreted deontologically or principally. Methods are borrowed from literary and historical criticism along with cultural analyses of the background of the texts (postcolonialism). Or quantifiable data may be gathered from surveys of phenomena or human experience, as in the work of engaged Buddhist Sulak Sivaraksa, who has carefully analyzed the world economy (capitalism in particular) and has targeted the World Bank as a source of creating poverty.

Within the text traditions, an important question arises about the application of the textual to life experience. If it is believed that a sacred text was delivered by deity (revealed truth), with a compelling reason to abide by its precepts, then verbatim pieces of the text define behavior. This is the deontological approach to ethical decision making. As the deontologist would say, “[God] said it, we believe it, that settles it!” One can therefore point out descriptions of the poor, contrasts with the rich, invitations to become wealthy, and so on, that become obligatory or authoritative. Deontologically, it is possible to turn the words of Jesus of Nazareth into a tacit acceptance of poverty: “You always have the poor with you” (Matthew 26:11, NRSV).

In contrast, a more principal approach to the meaning of texts might be to read the sacred texts as descriptions of reality that do not reflect a specifically divine will or intention. Compare, for instance, the Confucian principle of cultivating virtue in the face of adversity with letting justice “roll down like waters” in the Judeo-Christian tradition.

Religious ethics offers accepted norms, principles, and rules to an understanding of poverty and the poor. Each tradition has generated sacred teachings, and, overall, some noteworthy efforts have been made to achieve a common global ethic.23

Religious Experiences

It is common for people with deep religious convictions to claim to be transformed by their religious experiences. This may come from a personal mystical experience of the Other, from deep reading a sacred text, or from being taught or transformed in a religious event. A religious experience may connect deeply and directly with poverty and solutions for the poor. The data of narrative recorded from reporting religious experiences forms a reference point for topics relating to theology, ethics, and personality.

Religious experiences, narrated or shared with others, can be powerful and compelling vehicles to turn attention to poverty and the plight of the poor. In contemporary Buddhist tradition, Sister Chan Khong’s narrative of a devoted life to charitable giving, taking care of the less fortunate, and helping to spread compassion and other aspects of the Order of Interbeing’s message have provided inspiration for a global movement.

Likewise, important human relationships can be fundamentally understood in religious terms. Xiao, or filial piety (孝), serves as a central doctrine in Chinese/Confucian beliefs. This may often be misinterpreted as an unreasonable demand for absolute obedience to one’s parents. Rather than treating filial piety as a form of social control imposed on children, as a religious aspect, it should be seen as an experiential value and practice that results from one’s constant disposition of indebtedness to one’s parents.

About four decades ago, an impressionable group of Christian students gathered for a week of special lectures at a college in upstate New York. The lecturer was Ronald J. Sider, a young American Evangelical Christian scholar who had just published Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger (1977). Through adept use of economic details and a passionate presentation, Sider swept many students to his position. Upon graduation, some of them went to work in various relief agencies as volunteers. Several joined Sider himself in organizations such as Justlife and Evangelicals for Social Action. They had been dynamically transformed from their comfortable capitalism to a concern to reengage poverty and the poor. Their narrative of transformation has been compelling to aspiring social activists.

Mother Teresa is another example of how an individual Christian can be transformed by experience. As a young person, Gonxha Bojaxiu, an ethnic Albanian from Macedonia, experienced a call to missionary service after hearing the stories of Catholic missionaries who had served in Bengal. Having entered the religious life among the Sisters of Loretto, she went to Calcutta, India, and worked in a school. Following a famine and violent uprisings in the mid-1940s, she felt a further “call within the call” to identify with the poor. She recalled, “The poverty of the poor must be so hard for them. While looking for a home I walked and walked till my arms and legs ached. I thought how much they must ache in body and soul, looking for a home, food and health.”24

Her experience led to a new focus, namely, to commence the Sisters of Charity and commit to serving the poor, blind, sick, leprous, disabled, homeless, and victims of natural disaster. Her Kalighat Home for the Dying and Shanti Nagar Hospice for those suffering from Hansen’s Disease became sites of pilgrimage, where hundreds of others also experienced a call to serve the poor. The Vatican began a process of beatification for Mother Teresa that sought to validate healing experiences connected to prayers through her name. The process of canonization, based on documented case experiences, completed her sainthood on September 4, 2016. There is abundant evidence of the impact of Mother Teresa’s story on countless admirers, including the British media personality Malcolm Muggeridge.

In a Jewish context, the experience of Anne Frank (1929–1945), a young girl caught in the Jewish ghetto of Amsterdam in World War II, has provided a powerful narrative of the Jewish face of ghetto poverty in its continually republished versions and film presentations. Anne’s story has reached far beyond the Jewish community in its impact.

Conclusions

What questions about poverty and the poor does religion inform? As Robert Bellah has reminded the academy, scholars have an obligation to pursue research on topics of social importance as whole persons, which inevitably leads to the contributions of a religious orientation. Therefore, we have here identified several categories and general assertions within religious traditions that provide insights into the meanings of poverty and the poor.

First and foremost, as the sections of this volume demonstrate, the religions identify and interact with conditions of poverty and the poor. In the Islamic tradition, poverty is associated with not being faithful to Allah, but, at the same time, the poor are a continual object of concern for the community. Similarly, Confucianism allows for the existence of poverty as a result of not doing one’s duty, but it urges the care of the poor on the community. In Buddhism, one finds that poverty may be interpreted as pertaining to moral advantage and disadvantage and being poor as an indication of everything from moral immaturity and past karmic misdeeds to goodness and purity of heart to the fruits of injustice and societal degeneration. The African religions reveal a connection with a multidimensional, multilayered “ill-being” that is not predominantly economic and involves interaction with spiritual or cosmic forces. Finally, traditional North American aboriginal stories exhibit the mythic roles of the Creator, elder, and community in understanding and meeting the needs of the poor.

Does religious discourse produce a uniform understanding of poverty and the poor? To this, the answer must be that all religious traditions observe and indirectly or directly comment on poverty and the poor. As we shall see in the other chapters in this book, some acknowledge poverty and the poor, others give solace or preference to the poor, still others bring an eschatological perspective to bear, and finally there are those traditions that provide steps or advice to alleviate the condition of poverty.

Some religions condone poverty. This occurs through a tacit acceptance of the conditions of poverty or the results of a superior racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic structure. Poverty becomes an acceptable human condition that is more or less sanctioned by the Divine. Islamic theology connects poverty with faithfulness in piety. Class structures are justified, and, for many, poverty continues in one’s understanding of the afterlife. Such is the case with the Hindu caste system. Chinese Confucian teaching stalwartly urges resignation to poverty. Similarly, some Christian denominations, without condoning poverty, accept a class analysis of themselves identified with poorer classes, such as the Anabaptist groups of the 16th century, dissenters in 17th-century Britain, and new religious groups in the contemporary era. Wonsuk Ma, an Asian specialist, has observed of modern Pentecostal Christians, “Pentecostalism is a religion of the poor and not for the poor.”25

Finally, some religious traditions seek to alleviate poverty. This comes either through commandments, advice, teachings, or examples to share resources among economic groups. These may involve grandiose macrocosmic schemes to reorder the global economic system. Or, there may be an eschatological declaration or prediction of a future venue where social and economic classes will be eliminated or unlimited resources coupled with unobstructed opportunities for the redeemed to enjoy personal fulfillment or community parity. Jewish, Christian, and Islamic writers have illustrated this approach.
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CHAPTER THREE

Poverty and the Poor in the Chinese Religions

Chung-Yan Joyce Chan

The issue of poverty from the Chinese perspective is not treated in its own right, but rather interconnected with self governance, community relationships, and development of individual and collective virtues as Ruiping Fan framed the Confucian moral teachings in the context of communal relationships and social responsibilities:



Confucian thought invites one to step outside of the individualistic moral discourse of the West with its accent on individual rights, equality, autonomy, and social justice, and instead to approach moral challenges with a moral vision that gives accent to a life of virtue, the autonomy of the family, and the cardinal role of rituals, the social rites that define and sustain social interactions.1

Poverty is a complex social phenomenon that results from many forces at work. A Confucian mind-set approaches poverty first from a personal obligation perspective; one must first examine whether one has fulfilled his duties of one’s role before blaming the social system as a cause to one’s poverty. If one does not work hard and causes oneself to be poor, one should not expect anyone to help or show compassion. This is not to say that poverty is always caused by personal irresponsibility. A high degree of self-awareness and an impetus to change one’s lifestyle is required as the first logical step to change the condition of poverty from the Chinese perspective. Poverty is not a desirable condition, but a reality that every society must face, as Master Confucius said, “Poverty and meanness are what men dislike. If it cannot be avoided in the proper way, they should not be avoided.”2

At the same time, the collective understanding of personhood and the strong sense of community would almost exclude poverty as an option of human fate. In addition, if everyone lives a virtuous life and exercises their responsibilities toward loving one another, poverty should not exist. Because every person is (should be) connected to a relational network, if anyone in that network suffers from a shortage of resources, the rest of the members in that community should do something to help that person.

This essay will examine the issue of poverty and the poor from the classical Confucian and Daoist perspectives—the primary religious and philosophical frameworks that shape Chinese cultural values in premodern China.3 The treatment of poverty and the poor will be examined in light of key Chinese cultural values: dawo (大我) (“the large self”); xiaowo (小我) (“the small self”); ren (仁) (“benevolence”); xiao (孝) (“filial piety”); datong (大同) (“the grand union/unity”); jianai (兼愛) (“nondiscriminatory love”); gongyi (公益) (“shared benefits”); qi (齊) (“equality opportunity/fairness”); yi (義) (“rightness”); de (德) (“virtue”); mian (面) (“face”); and chi (恥) (“shame”), as well as in relation to social corporate responsibilities and justice. This essay will utilize sources from the primary texts, Chinese proverbs, and moral stories that are both ancient and contemporary.

As these key concepts are discussed, it is important for readers to refrain from applying the Western Enlightenment view of autonomy and individual self as well as the liberal democratic understanding of equality and human rights to the Chinese worldview. First and foremost, individual identity in the Chinese worldview can never be separated from the collective identity of the community or one’s relational network. Second, equality is only meaningful when one understands one’s role and responsibilities. Corporate social responsibilities always trump personal rights in a Confucian society.

The first half of this essay will look at the issue of poverty from an individual standpoint, and the second half of the essay will consider the treatment of the poor from the communal and corporate responsibility standpoint.

A Response to Poverty: Cultivating Virtues and Putting Life into Proper Perspective

Self-worth is often linked with a person’s socioeconomic status. The common attempt to resolve the problem of poverty is to provide the poor with the basic human necessities of food, clothing, and shelter. While the Chinese sages did not deny basic necessities of life, they did not necessarily see poverty as a negative human condition either. Ancient Chinese sages firmly believed that one’s self-identity was not defined by the accumulation of wealth but the cultivation of virtues. As a result, the treatment of poverty focuses not so much on how to satisfy one’s basic physical needs, but at affirming the value of a person from a holistic perspective. This is not to deny the corporate social responsibilities to deal with poverty. From a personal perspective of looking at the condition of oneself, the Chinese sages saw the hierarchy of human needs in reverse order of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs. Self-actualization and character development takes a much higher priority than feeding oneself.



The Master said, The junzi makes plans for the sake of the dao, not for the sake of eating. Ploughing: there is a starvation in it. Study: there is a reward in it. The junzi worries about the dao, not about poverty.4

Junzi (often translated as “a gentleman” or “a righteous one”) is a person who devotes himself to the cultivation of virtues and character through studies. The goal of education is not to earn a living but to understand the dao—“the Way” or “the will of Heaven.” The highest priority of life is to devote oneself to learning in order to become a junzi.

Taking Responsibilities for One’s Own Life: Diligence, Prudence, Thriftiness

First and foremost, a junzi is a responsible individual who exhibits diligence, prudence, self-discipline, and thriftiness in one’s lifestyle. Confucius’s father died when he was very young, and Confucius grew up in considerable poverty. That experience made him particularly sensitive to the issue of wealth and class.5 However, to Confucius, the goal of life was not to pursue material possessions, but to cultivate one’s life through education so that one can contribute to serve others in society. One’s life should not tend to one’s own self-interests but to those of others and of the larger society. Diligence, prudence, thriftiness, and self-discipline are hallmarks of work ethics in the Confucian tradition. Unlike the Protestant work ethic, which emphasizes these virtues as key to personal success, the Confucian work ethic finds its intrinsic value in the collectivistic understanding of society. A person is obligated to cultivate such virtues not just for the sake of personal well-being, but with the expectation to contribute back to the society and take care of those who are in need.6

Self-awareness and self-examination are extremely important attitudes in Confucian thought. A person should examine oneself in various areas of relationships, as the philosopher Master Zeng (曾子) said, “I daily examine myself on three points: whether, in transacting business for others, I may have been not faithful; whether, in intercourse with friends, I may have been not sincere; whether I may have not mastered and practiced the instructions of my teacher.”7 As a result, if a person suffers from poverty, rather than turning to outward reasoning (e.g., the society is unjust) and solution (e.g., the government needs to take care of my needs), one is expected to first reflect inwardly to examine whether one has been diligent enough to fulfill one’s duties, or whether one’s poverty was caused by one’s own laziness.

Diligence is the key factor of any success in life in the Confucian tradition. If a person is lazy, he or she cannot expect others to take care of him or her. There is a popular Chinese saying, “If someone happens to be late for dinner, the one who makes meritorious service could expect for plain rice to be saved for him or her, but the one who does not should expect nothing (有功者留飯不留餸，無功者飯餸不留).” Chinese sages believed that the degree of one’s hard work and one’s return is always in proportion. Luck was not part of the vocabulary of Confucian thought. A person who does not work hard and expects to win a lottery to gain a comfortable life is operating outside of the Confucian ethics framework, and it would only result in destruction if that happened.

Besides working hard, one needs to make good choices in life to guarantee a good living condition. The concept of jin shen (謹慎), or being prudent, in one’s lifestyle and decision making is crucial in determining how the person will live for the rest of one’s life. This idea is clear in Confucius’s teaching that “being prudent means one would not be extravagant, spending beyond one’s means.”8 Many people in the modern society end up declaring bankruptcy because they spend money that they do not have, using credit cards, credit lines, or other forms of financial arrangement over and above their ability to pay back.

Being prudent with one’s money is an effective way to avoid poverty. Saving up for the future is a prominent philosophy of life among the Chinese people. Familiar proverbs, such as “raising a son to provide for one’s senior years and storing up grains to prepare for famine (養子防老，積穀防饑)” and “repair the windows before the rain comes (未雨綢謬),”9 guide the Chinese way of life. If a person only “digs a well when he/she is thirsty (臨渴掘井),” that person is destined to suffer. By making the right decision in managing one’s possession and wealth, the Chinese sages believed that poverty could be avoided.

Thriftiness is taught as another important virtue to cultivate. Li Ka-Shing (李嘉誠), the owner of Cheung Kong Industries and Hutchison Whampoa, is one of the most celebrated billionaires in Asia. He is known for his diligence and thrifty lifestyle, as these qualities were regarded as the key to his business and financial success. Having lost his father at an early age, and after fleeing his country after World War II, Li was forced to drop out of school and work in a factory to provide for his family. At age 22, he opened his first factory and taught himself everything he needed, from business to accounting. In 1979, Li purchased Hutchison Whampoa and began to invest in and develop real estate. Li’s companies rapidly expanded to control 70 percent of port traffic and most electric utilities and telecommunications in Hong Kong. He also owns a majority stake in Husky Energy, a Canadian company.10

Accounts of Li’s thrifty lifestyle were widely told to encourage the next generation to cultivate the same virtue. Stories about him wearing the same modest Seiko watch, living in his old apartment, and using public transit well after he had gained his wealth are well-known to the public.11



Though he has many holdings, the thriftiness that was necessary during Li’s childhood has carried over into his current career. His no-debt policy means that his companies operate using as little debt as possible, and Li himself purchases all of his real estate using capital, in order to maintain zero personal debt.12

These stories of Li’s simplistic lifestyle and careful management of resources illustrate once again that thriftiness, hard work, and innovation are the secret recipes for business success.13

However, being thrifty is not equivalent to being stingy or holding back wealth from the needy. One time, Li came out of a hotel and accidentally dropped a dollar coin into a water puddle. He reached out into the puddle and searched for the coin, and a security guard nearby came to help retrieve it. After Li received the coin back, he gave a $100 bill to the security guard to thank him. Many were puzzled by his action. Li explained, “Money is meant to be spent not wasted. If I didn’t pick up the coin after I dropped it, I am wasting money. When I gave one hundred dollars to the guard, I am using it to thank him for his service. One dollar is also a part of your wealth. If you ignore it and throw it into the garbage, the ‘money god’ will leave you.”14

Being a careful steward of one’s possessions not only helps oneself to avoid getting into poverty but also blesses the lives of others. “When generally there is thriftiness and dislike of wastefulness, business people would create products that are economic in production of quality and reliable in use. . . . A high level of savings and reduced borrowing leads to more financially stable organizations (nations).”15

Moral Integrity Is More Important Than Fulfilling Physical Needs

Another important part of Chinese business ethics is making money with moral integrity. Ethics has to do with how one chooses among the different options in life and makes decisions. While no one desires to live in poverty, the treatment of poverty and the poor from the Chinese religious perspective is much more than tending to the physical needs of the poor. The means is just as important, if not more, than the end. “Do not bow because of five measures of rice (不為五斗米折腰)” is a widely held noble philosophy of life. This saying came from the story of a poor sage in Chinese history, Tao Qian (陶潛, also known as Tao Yuanming 陶淵明) of the Jin Dynasty. He was raised in a poor family. Because of his diligent studies, he became a Confucian Literati (文人, the “learned class”) and was able to work as a county magistrate.

Unfortunately, Tao worked within an extremely corrupted imperial system. One day, his proud and corrupted superior arrived and demanded that Tao put on the proper official clothes and report to him immediately or his job would be at risk. Tao knew that the intent of his superior’s visit was to collect a bribe. He hated the fact that only people who flattered those in higher power were guaranteed a living or to be promoted. Unwilling to yield to a corrupt system and supervisor, Tao declared that he would not “bow for five measures of rice.” Five measures of rice was the annual salary of a county magistrate during his time. He quit his job, went back to the countryside, and worked as a farmer to support his family. Rather than continuing to work as a Confucian Literati and serving as a government official, which would have provided him with high respect and a good living, Tao gave up his status, prestige, and good salary to preserve his personal and moral integrity (骨氣/節氣). Because of that, he was a highly regarded role model.

Chen Qiao Sheng, a biographer of Tao, described the choice between engaging in civil service as an official and maintaining a life of simplicity as a “hermit” as the primary decision one would have to make as a Confucian Literati.16 According to Chen, “This choice reviews how one (the Confucian Literati) attempts to actualize one’s value of life, settles with life’s mission, and manage[s] the complex relationships among oneself and other human beings, oneself and the society, and oneself and creation.”17 He refused to work for the corrupted government just to make a living, despite needing to support a family of five. Tao was highly praised and remembered for his willingness to endure poverty and pursue a life of simplicity, a sage who maintained his “true worth” lay in his ability to thrive in the midst of extreme hunger and lack of material possessions:



Yet, repeatedly called to office, you never responded—this may be called true worth!18

Daoism adds another dimension to understanding the noble desire for one to be true to oneself and pursue a simple life. Zhuangzi, a key philosopher of Daoism, condemned the desire for fame and wealth. Daoism presents “a critique of modern capitalist, consumerist society, where individuals are in effect always encouraged to aspire to images that they are not” and want more than what one needs.19 The ideal society that the Daoist masters envisioned was one where people would have no greed or lusts. Rather than striving for the right to have equal access to material means, living in contentment was considered a noble virtue for both the rich and the poor.

In the midst of pain and suffering, it is important to put life in proper perspective. Rather than lamenting and complaining about injustice and misfortunes, both the Daoist philosophers and the Confucian Literati believed that wisdom and peace could be found in the viewing of mountains and rivers.20 Shifting one’s eyes away from focusing on the human misfortunes to seeing the larger creation frees one from self-pity and bitterness. Amid uncertainty, pain, and suffering, Laozi, the great master of Daoism, realized that heaven and earth are everlasting and that the principles of nature never change. Sunrise and sunset; the cycle of spring, summer, autumn, and winter; mountains and water—nature is where dao, the eternal and unchanging principle, could be found.21

Dao functions as the guiding principle for the poor Confucian Literati par excellence to emulate. When confronted between the choice of giving into unethical means and sacrificing one’s integrity for food or living in poverty, a good Confucian would undoubtedly choose to remain poor to the point of death. From the Confucian perspective, physiological needs, though fundamental to human survival, are not considered a priority of human life; the development of virtues is of utmost importance. To live in poverty did not put one to shame or decreases one’s dignity. If that was the cost to uphold a virtuous life and pursue a noble mission, then they exemplified what human dignity truly means.

Poverty as a Training Ground for Virtues (德) and Adversity Quotient (AQ)

Poverty in itself does not put one’s self-worth or dignity at risk. On the contrary, being free from the bondage of material possessions to the point of being deprived of basic physical needs is sometimes seen as a necessary training ground to develop a person’s character in preparation for taking up a significant mission from heaven. One high school teacher wrote for his graduating class the famous saying of teacher Mencius:



Shun rose from among the channelled fields. Fu Yue was called to office from the midst of his building frames; Jiao Ge from his fish and salt; Guan Yi Wu from the hands of his gaoler; Sun Shu Ao from his hiding by the sea-shore; and Bai Li Xi from the market-place. Thus, when Heaven is about to confer a great office on any man, it first exercises his mind with suffering, and his sinews and bones with toil. It exposes his body to hunger, and subjects him to extreme poverty. It confounds his undertakings. By all these methods it stimulates his mind, hardens his nature, and supplies his incompetencies. . . . From these things we see how life springs from sorrow and calamity, and death from ease and pleasure.22

At first, the group of relatively well-to-do graduating students could not grasp what the teacher was trying to say. Many years later, these students came to understand that the development of character through adversities was a necessary preparation before success. To a group of middle-class teenagers, hunger and poverty were not easily relatable. Yet, such conditions are deemed particularly valuable, if not essential, in cultivating proper life perspectives and endurance. How many testimonies have we heard from young people who made short visits to developing countries in extreme poverty that completely changed their view of life?

Daoist master Zhuangzi once created an imaginary figure, Wang T’ai, a crippled teacher who gained as many students as Confucius, in his writing. One of Confucius’s students was amazed that a crippled man could attract so many disciples:



“This Wang Ta’i who’s lost a foot—how does he get to divide up Lu with you, Master, and make half of its disciples? He doesn’t stand up and teach, he doesn’t sit down and discuss, yet they go to him empty and come home full. Does he really have some wordless teaching, some formless way of bringing the mind to completion? What sort of man is this?”23

Confucius replied that Wang T’ai was a sage because he was able to see “clearly into what has no falsehood and does not shift with things. He takes it as fate that things should change, and he holds fast to the source.”24

This was the kind of virtue that the Daoist masters encouraged people to cultivate. When one is able to look beyond the surface problem and temporary hardships of life to recognize the tao, then they would be able to live their life to the fullest. Confucius commented on Wang, “A man like this doesn’t know what his ears or eyes should approve—he lets his mind play in the harmony of virtue. As for things, he sees them as one and does not see their loss. He regards the loss of a foot as a lump of earth thrown away.”25 These kinds of people are resilient and will not blame others for their tragedy. This story, which illustrates the ability to achieve success despite the limitations and hardships of life, is the “Sign of Complete Virtue.” In the same way, poverty does not need to be considered a tragedy but rather a circumstance to develop a virtuous life.



The Master said, “Riches and honors are what men desire. If it cannot be obtained in the proper way, they should not be held. Poverty and meanness are what men dislike. If it cannot be avoided in the proper way, they should not be avoided.26

Living in contentment and desiring nothing (material or nonmaterial) are true signs of noble character (事能知足心常泰，人到無求品自高). “Confucian transformation is the process of becoming a better person by controlling one’s lower desires.”27 A life of simplicity is in fact a desirable condition of life. If a person happens to fall into the condition of poverty, one should thank heaven for the opportunity to train one’s determination and will and be transformed with sagehood characters. In fact, to be able to maintain a joyful heart in poverty was highly regarded by Master Confucius.



Zi Gong said, “What do you pronounce concerning the poor man who yet does not flatter, and the rich man who is not proud?” The Master replied, “They will do; but they are not equal to him, who, though poor, is yet cheerful, and to him, who, though rich, loves the rules of propriety.”28

If one is not able to maintain a positive attitude while suffering from poverty, one is expected to at least keep one’s Li (禮, normally translated as “rites, manners, or propriety”). Ancient sages held in high regard the value that a person would not commit moral crimes even in an extreme adverse condition. Li distinguishes human beings from animals and is the foundation for humanistic thinking and behaviors (civilization).29 The Book of Rites states, “If a rich person can keep good propriety, he would not be arrogant or obscene. A poor person who can keep good propriety, his will not be confused/diverted from the goal of his life (富貴而知好禮，則不驕不淫；貧賤而知好禮，則志不懾。).”30

Virtue as the Key to Personal Flourishing and Business Success

One ancient Chinese tale relays a time in the country of Chen when the supplies of food were exhausted, and the people fell so ill that none could rise from bed. Zilu appeared before the Master with a bitter expression. “May even a junzi fall to the depths of poverty.” The Master said, “The junzi holds steadfast through poverty. When the ‘small man’ (wicked one) falls into poverty, he will do anything.”31 Poverty is not the greatest threat to a person’s life nor to the society, but corruption is. It would be better to die in hunger than to steal or cheat for food. It would be better to remain poor than to make profit through inappropriate means. A person does not need to feel ashamed because one is poor, but one ought to be shameful if one does not live as an upright person. Every member in a community is expected to behave in a responsible way. A person’s need does not justify the means used to fulfill it, however miserable it might be. As a member in a community, a person is expected to conduct business in honesty and righteousness.

Confucianism does not condemn all desires; it condemns improper desires. Confucianism is a pragmatic religious philosophy. Unlike the Buddhist idea that advocates escape or denial of human desires as the highest state of transformation (化境), Confucian sages acknowledged the basic human desire for food and clothing, so far as the desires did not drive a person toward immoral behaviors. Confucian teaching did not condemn commercial activities or even making profits if done in the right means and manner.32

Integrity and trustworthiness are prime qualities of successful business-people in the Confucian perspective. It is interesting that in the book The Principles of Life, Work, and Doing Business according to Li Ka-Shing, in its attempts to explain the secret to billionaire Li Ka-Shing’s success, the author did not focus on his investment strategies, financial aptitude, or pragmatic way of doing business.33 Rather, the bulk of the content of the book is about Li’s philosophy of life—how he treated people with respect and humility, maintained a simple life, and displayed trustworthiness, honesty, and loyalty in handling business deals. In an interview with Business Insider, Li claimed, “Anytime I said ‘yes’ to someone, it’s a contract.”34 At one point, he was even willing to suffer a loss of a 30 percent profit from a business deal to honor an oral commitment he had made to a buyer. Even to this day, he is committed to the principle of loyalty, even if it meant his loss.35 It is evident that the virtues of human lives and relationships grounded in Confucian ethics are behind Li’s success. Many young people aspire to become as wealthy and as successful as Li, but he is more concerned that the next generation learns the importance of being a person of integrity rather than being wealthy.

Another story that is commonly adopted in children’s literature illustrates the same point. During spring and autumn, Jili, a nobleman from the country of Wu, went traveling. As he walked through a place, he saw a string of coins lying in the middle of the road. Jili wanted to pick up the money, but he felt that it would be inappropriate for a nobleman to do such a thing. He looked around him and spotted a man carrying firewood passing by. Jili judged from the man’s appearance that he must be very poor, so he shouted to the man to come quickly and take the money from the ground. The man became angry and threw his sickle on the ground, retorting to Jili, “Who do you think I am? Do you think that I am someone who is so eager for money because of my appearance?” Jili immediately apologized and showed respect to the man and asked for his name, but the man ignored him and left. Jili felt very ashamed as he saw the shadow of the man gradually disappear from his sight.36 From this story came the famous saying, “a person can be poor but he is not shortsighted nor is his willpower necessarily weak (人窮志不短).”

In sum, for those who are experiencing poverty, putting life into proper perspective is the key to dealing with adverse situations. One should not feel like less of a human being because of poverty. The potential for a person, rich or poor, to become morally excellent is the foundation of Confucian understanding of human dignity.37 Cultivating virtues is more important than  one’s stomach. Taking one’s responsibilities seriously and working hard, making prudent decisions in how one spends money, and maintaining a thrifty lifestyle are preventive approaches to the problem of poverty. At the same time, we understand that poverty could still happen, even if one fulfills all the conditions prescribed by the ancient sages. There are uncontrollable factors in the environment and the larger society that make poverty a reality. This is where the second part of this chapter will turn, to the treatment of the poor from the communal and corporate responsibility standpoint in the Confucian tradition.

Responding to the Poor: Collective Expression of Selfless Love for the Common Good

Human relationships form the core basis for Confucian ethics. The Chinese do not think of an individual as an independent self, but as a member in the network of relationships.38 Every relationship demands responsibilities and commitment to other human beings. The family functions as a basic unit in the society, and the benevolence expressed in family relationships between husband and wife, parent and children, or brothers and sisters would eventually be extended to other social relationships. Relationships in the larger society and the nation also mimic family dynamics. For example, the emperor was referred to as the “son of Heaven” (天子) and the “parent of the people” (君父). The country was literally referred to as “state-family” (國家), and all citizens were called “children” (子民) of the emperor.39 In a sense, all relationships in a Confucian society were extensions of familial relationships.

Living with Gratitude: Expression of Selfless Love Begins with One’s Family

Xiao, or filial piety (孝), serves as the central doctrine in Chinese/Confucian philosophy and its system of ethics. Kenneth Traylor has commented that “filial piety is an expression of benevolence and righteousness, which Confucianism came to see as necessary for all levels of human interaction, from families to the rule of a nation if society were not to end up in chaos.”40 Filial piety is often misinterpreted as an unreasonable demand for absolute obedience to one’s parents. Rather than treating filial piety as a form of social control imposed on children, it should be seen as a value and practice that results from “a constant disposition of indebtedness to one’s parents.”41 Living in gratitude forms the basis of building strong human relationships and care for one another. When a person recognizes how much grace one has received, that person is compelled to give back to others in gratitude.

The family is the natural environment to cultivate benevolence. The family is a network for mutual caring, giving, and receiving.42 Parents love their children out of natural bonding, and children learn to love their parents as they receive sacrificial love from them. The parent-child relationship is where “unconditional or uncalculating commitment to the good of each other” can be best observed.43 Children are trained to move away from their self-centeredness to give back to the ones who cared for them: parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunties. The extended family system becomes the practicing ground for benevolent behavior.

Children and the elderly are two groups that are at the highest risk of poverty.44 Canada is a case in point. According to the Canada without Poverty statistics, nearly 2 million seniors in Canada receive the Guaranteed Income Supplement and live on an amount below the basic income line, and 546,000 children across the country live in conditions of poverty.45 In a society operated by Confucian principles, children and the elderly would be expected to be taken care of by their family members. Poverty among these groups would not exist unless there were extreme circumstances, such as war or natural disaster. The social welfare system would only be meant to take care of those without family connections.

To continue using health care as an example, Confucianism would see welfare financing in the form of health care payment as a family rather than a state responsibility. Ruiping Fan has cited the Singaporean family-saving-based Central Provident Fund system and the Medisave plan as a prime expression of the Confucian application of benevolent love. Every family member carries the basic obligation to save up funds to provide for the health care of the family. The government creates a system where families can purchase a health insurance plan and contribute for their own family. For the underprivileged groups, such as orphans, government welfare steps in. However, government welfare could never replace a person’s responsibilities to one’s own family.46

The cultivation of filial piety will teach a person to exercise ren (仁) in human relationships. While no English word fully captures the meaning of it, ren is often translated as “benevolence,” and means goodness or kindness. Ren can also be understood as a “comprehensive ethical virtue,” and even Confucius tried to avoid pinning down the exact meaning of the word.47 As discussed in the previous section, a Confucian understanding of self cannot be separated from the collective identity of oneself in a community. Thus, the cultivation of personal character and ethics is meant to bring the common good to the larger whole.



The ancients who wished to illustrate illustrious virtue throughout the kingdom, first ordered well their own states. Wishing to order well their states, they first regulated their families. Wishing to regulate their families, they first cultivated their persons. Wishing to cultivate their persons, they first rectified their hearts. Wishing to rectify their hearts, they first sought to be sincere in their thoughts. Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first extended to the utmost their knowledge.48

The ability to identify with the suffering of other human beings compels a person to extend the love of the family to loving others. This is a similar to the concept of transference, where a person is able to redirect one’s feelings from one subject to another. For instance, those who have children of their own would be more easily moved to give to children in poverty because it would be difficult for them to imagine their own children suffering from hunger. In other words, the network of ren involves a generosity that one feels is owed to those members in dire need.49 The action of benevolence stems from a compassionate mind and heart.



The feeling of commiseration (惻隱之心) implies the principle of benevolence; that of shame and dislike, the principle of righteousness; that of reverence and respect, the principle of propriety; and that of approving and disapproving, the principle of knowledge. Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and knowledge are not infused into us from without.50

The family is the primary place for one to cultivate empathy and love for others, from particular familial relationships to general social relationships. P. C. Lo comments that “the pervasiveness of the family metaphor helps Chinese to appreciate the importance of common good, viz., human life is ‘not for life in isolation but for the formation of social unity,’ the good of each person is bound up with the good of the community.”51


Working toward a World of Datong (大同), the “Grand Union/Unity”

Another key concept in Confucian thought that demands people to look beyond their own well-being and respond to others who are in need is the vision of the society as a world, datong (大同).



When the Grand course was pursued, a public and common spirit ruled all under the sky; they chose men of talents, virtue, and ability; their words were sincere, and what they cultivated was harmony. Thus men did not love their parents only, nor treat as children only their own sons. A competent provision was secured for the aged till their death, employment for the able-bodied, and the means of growing up to the young. They showed kindness and compassion to widows, orphans, childless men, and those who were disabled by disease, so that they were all sufficiently maintained. Males had their proper work, and females had their homes. (They accumulated) articles (of value), disliking that they should be thrown away upon the ground, but not wishing to keep them for their own gratification. (They laboured) with their strength, disliking that it should not be exerted, but not exerting it (only) with a view to their own advantage. In this way (selfish) schemings were repressed and found no development. Robbers, filchers, and rebellious traitors did not show themselves, and hence the outer doors remained open, and were not shut. This was (the period of) what we call the Grand Union.52

The world of datong is created by a common vision of benevolence for one another that is led by virtuous leaders. As a continued idea of the role-based ethics, people maintain their proper roles and fulfill their responsibilities, which include working hard and keeping their desires in check. At the same time, the benevolent love that stems from filial piety and family relationships extends to the larger community and society. People would lay down their selfishness and give to those who are lacking. In the datong world, even people with no family ties—orphans, elderly people without children, and the like—would be taken care of as part of the larger family. Where the world of datong is realized, the four seas will become one family (大同世界，四海一家). Albert Chen interprets datong as “a society where the common good prevails or a society embodying the idea of the common good itself. . . . Datong is a society in which the Confucian virtue of ren is most fully practiced by its members.”53

The principle of Min San Chu I (民生主義, translated as “livelihood for the people”) is part of the famous “Three Principles”54 of Sun Yat-Sen (1865–1925), the Father of the Chinese Republic, that was developed based on the datong vision. In fact, the connection between Sun’s principle of “Livelihood for People” and the vision of datong is so strong that “very few people would deny that there exists a succession from the latter to the former.”55 The principle of people’s livelihood was a “scientific attempt to solve the problem of enabling the people of China to elevate their standards of living so that they may be better fed and better clothed.”56

Sun recognized that industrialization and modern capitalism were unavoidable trends for the future of China. He was concerned about an economy that upholds strong morals and fair treatment to the lower-class workers. As a result, he introduced a policy that would limit the power of capitalism and monopolies by nationalizing “natural monopolies like railroads, public utilities, canals and forests and had all income from these public enterprises to meet administrative costs and finance social welfare programs.”57 He envisioned that only small businesses would remain in the private sector. Under such economic democracy, the living conditions of all people would be improved, and poverty could be avoided.

While he firmly believed in the vision of datong, Confucius realized that most of the time, people function in the state of xiaokang (small tranquility), where “everyone loves (above all others) their own parents and cherishes (as) children (only) his own sons. People accumulate articles and exert their strength for their own advantage,” rather than caring about all members of the society.58 This is the very reason why Mozi (墨子, ca. 470–ca. 391 BCE) criticized the Confucian role-based ethics. (His idea of inclusive love will be discussed in the following section.) Even though he was a Confucian scholar himself, Kang Youwei, a philosopher in the late Qing period, also critiqued the family as a social institution and considered filial piety as an “empty ideal.” He argued that “those who can resist the call of their own desires and care for their parents instead are but few.”59 Like Mozi, Kang “associate[d] care and concern for one’s family members with selfishness and consider[ed] the social institution of the family an impediment to the realization of a society in which everyone is devoted to the common good.”60 The ability to put aside self-interest and live for the common good of the larger world is considered as living out the dawo (大我, “the large self”); someone who is self-centered and only concerned about one’s own benefit is considered a xiaowo (小我, “the small self”).

Pursuit of the Common Good and Understanding of Equality

Besides natural and human-made disasters, unequal distribution of material resources is generally regarded as the main cause of poverty. The notion of equality in the Confucian tradition involves both numerical and proportional equality in Aristotelian terms. Mencius believed that all human beings have the capacity to become sages or morally good, which forms the foundational understanding of human dignity. In addition, Confucius believed that everyone should be provided with equal opportunity for education regardless of one’s class. As a result, this kind of equality is not a value to be pursued, but rather an “ontological commitment” that serves as the ground for Confucian thinking.61 Equality is also based on roles. People are expected to behave and fulfill their duties and responsibilities as prescribed by the roles they play.

Proportional equality is based on distribution. Confucius lived in a time of turmoil and constant warfare between states. Underpopulation was a serious issue with the loss of lives. It was evident that Confucius was concerned with people’s livelihood and did not want to see people live in poverty:



I have heard it said that those who preside over states or family domains do not worry that they will have too few people, they worry that distribution of goods may be uneven; they do not worry about poverty, they worry they will not bring peace. Is it not so that when distribution is even there is no poverty; when there is harmony there is no underpopulation; when there is peace there is no danger the ruler will topple?62

It is acceptable for anyone to accumulate wealth through legitimate means, but a large gap in economic inequality should be avoided. If a country has people who are extremely rich and others who are extremely poor, a Confucian government would place heavier tax on the rich and provide financial assistance to the poor to maintain social harmony.63 Zhu Xi (朱熹, 1130–1200 CE), a Neo-Confucian thinker during the Song Dynasty when commercial activities were on the rise, advocated that the government should take the role of managing the economy to ensure public good. Zhu Xi ended up applying this teaching by exercising poverty relief programs during his public service. It was noted that, “in his poverty relief program, he encouraged the participation of wealthy merchants of his time. The idea of those who ha[ve] given back to the society for the sake of those who do not drove his thought and action.”64

Mozi was another influential religious and philosophical thinker during the Warring States Era (ca. 475–221 BCE). There are substantial differences between Moist and Confucian ethics. As discussed above, Confucian ethics arose from family ethics. The intuitive and affectionate response of human love toward one’s family members forms the basis for mutual care and benevolence toward the larger society. In contrast, Mozi advocated that moral standards should be objective, and love must be nondiscriminatory or inclusive, jianai (兼愛). Mozi saw the Confucian scheme of benevolence as uneven and insufficient because a person would naturally be inclined to love those who are close to them above strangers. Mozi also took a more utilitarian approach on justice and emphasized the collective identity and institutional contract as the basis of human interactions. All members of the society were expected to care about the gongyi (公益, “shared benefits”) of the whole.

Jianai involves impartial, nondiscriminatory, and inclusive love and care toward other people. Ellen Zhang noted that “what distinguishes the Moist movement is its doctrine of universal love: other people’s parents, families, and countries are to be treated like one’s own.”65 Moist ethics is principle-based rather than role-based. Moism disagrees with the priority of care based on blood relationships because it might create preferential treatments based on emotions or personal favors. In Christian terms, the Confucian benevolence can be understood as the “brotherly love,” and Moist love can be understood as the “agape/universal love.”

Moists also believed that there is harmony between benefit/profit and rightness. By recognizing self-interest as part of human nature, “Mozi attempts to convince people that the practice of inclusive care, with its emphasis on reciprocity and mutuality, does not hurt self-interest; instead, it benefits self-interest.”66 Like Confucian thinking, Moists considered every human being to be a part of the larger whole. In other words, a person’s identity is always collectivistic. The common good is understood in terms of gongyi (shared benefits/interest). What causes harm to a society would be those who are strong attacking the weak, ill treatment of others, and cunning schemes and arrogance. Therefore, it is emphasized that “the business of a benevolent person must be to try to promote the world’s well-being and to eliminate the world’s harms.”67 There needs to be equal opportunity for the advancement of all people guaranteed by a social contract that ensures the common good.

Kit-Chun Joanna Lam, a professor of economics at Hong Kong Baptist University, has applied the Confucian and Moist visions of the common good and understanding of equality to reconsider the treatment of intellectual property in the contemporary society. In the dominant Western view of intellectual property, it is considered natural for individual creators to treat those assets as their exclusive right for use to make money. Take a look at the following definitions of intellectual property from the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the Canadian Intellectual Property Office (CIPO):



Intellectual property rights are like any other property right. They allow creators, or owners, of patents, trademarks or copyrighted works to benefit from their own work or investment in a creation.68

In today’s knowledge-based economy, it is crucial that you use your intellectual assets strategically as you run your business. If you protect them, they can give your business a competitive advantage over other players in the market. You[r] intellectual assets have the potential to make you a great deal of money.69

The prevalent spirit commonly held that a definition of intellectual property “is the exclusion of the benefit from those who presumably have not contributed to the development of that private property.”70 From the Confucian and Moist standpoints, these definitions are deficient because, although it acknowledges and honors the success of one’s hard work, it has not carried the fruit of one’s hard work to a higher level for the benefit of the common good for all people, including those who cannot afford to pay to share the benefits. For example, with the advancement of technology, modern lives are significantly impacted with the emergence of tablets and cell phones, and the younger generation sees these as necessities—almost as important as food and clothing. However, the average price of these devices could be a one-year salary for those living in a developing country. How would they ever be able to afford one in their lifetime, and even if they were able to, are these people placed in a disadvantage?

In 2011, the Indian government released the world’s cheapest tablet computer, at the price of £22, in partnership with a U.K.-based technology company. Kapil Sibal, India’s minister for human resource development at that time, said, “It is not just for us but all those who are disempowered, all of you who have no access, who are marginalised, who live on the fringes of society.”71 This is a classic illustration of Confucius’s idea of common good applied to the issue of intellectual property—not that a person cannot benefit from the fruit of one’s creation, but that the benefit needs to extend beyond what one can profit from it. The Western idea that “without the rewards provided by the patent system, researchers and inventors would have little incentive to continue producing better and more efficient products for consumers”72 would be in conflict with the Confucian and Moist idea of the common good. Confucians emphasize “the responsibilities of the people with the know-how to help those without, rather than ascribing unlimited rights to intellectual property by individuals.”73

Along the same principle of classic Confucian thinking, the result of any personal pursuit should be for the benefit of the larger community. In conducting business or commercial activities, morality takes priority over personal profit. Again, Confucianism is not against making profits, but it stresses that the means must be executed with clear human conscience and that the end result must benefit the larger whole. “It was implicit in their political economies that the goodness of business rested in its contribution to the good of the nation.”74 Lam used a few examples of Confucian social political leaders to illustrate the philosophy of a Confucian economy. For instance, Kang Youwei (康有為, 1848–1927), a Neo-Confucian thinker during the late Qing period, believed that the interest of the state and of the people were inseparable. While not opposing people’s right to own private property and operate private enterprise, he proposed that the government needed to play the role in regulating the allocation and distribution of resources to ensure fairness and equality.75 In the practice of benevolence toward others, both in the context of family and the larger society, as expressed in the vision of a datong world, if realized fully, the poor would be treated as one’s family members, putting an end to poverty.

Conclusion

Chinese religious ethics offers both a preventive and redemptive approach to the problem of poverty and the poor that begins with responsibilities at the individual level and extends the fruit of that to the community and society levels. One could say that Chinese religious ethics approach the issue of poverty and the poor with two key questions: how does one govern oneself and how does one treat others or, for the leaders, how does one govern the society? On the one hand, Chinese religious ethics sees poverty as a preventable problem if an individual works hard to fulfill one’s duties, makes prudent decisions on financial matters, exercises self-control with desires, and lives a simple and thrifty lifestyle under normal circumstances. However, the question of how does one treat oneself is not the end of the question, because in the Chinese worldview, individuals are always seen as part of the larger whole. Every individual is a member of the particular community he or she is connected with and thus has responsibilities for taking care of others in the larger community. The persistence of poverty is a social reality that requires redemptive actions.

Leading Chinese religious and philosophic thinkers have challenged people to move from thinking about their own good to the good of the common whole and to consider the question, how does one treat others? The virtue of benevolence extends from one’s family to a world of datong, where everyone, especially the vulnerable and the marginalized, is taken care of and the practice of fair distribution of resources and shared benefits builds essential foundations to redemptive actions for the treatment of the poor in Chinese religious ethics. Political leaders are endowed with extra responsibilities to craft policies that ensure the common good of every member in the community. The issue of poverty and the poor will find its solution by shifting the focus from human rights to human responsibilities toward oneself and others in the framework of Chinese religious ethics.



Primary Documents


“Poverty” in the Chinese Religious Tradition: Selections from the Confucian and Daoist Classics

Scripture in the Chinese religious tradition is defined as “books written by sages,” and the division of Scriptures in the Chinese classics include the Four Books and Five Canonical Works in the Confucian tradition.76 In the Chinese mind-set, Scripture does not contain some abstract, mysterious, or secret knowledge, but concrete and down-to-earth truth that is highly practical and applicable to real-life situations. Because of the concrete and practical mind-set of the Chinese people, “History” took second position in the corpus of classical literature. The value of studying history was not so much based on its accuracy, but its historicity, as the famous Chinese proverb says, “Use copper as a mirror and use history as a reflection (以銅為鏡, 以古為鑑).”

The category of “History” includes canonical and official historical records, sequential history, accounts of the rise and fall of dynasties, reports of civil servants, imperial records of memorials, laws and policies, documentary history of political movements, geography, and genealogies.77 The division of “Writings” is composed of various ancient literary traditions: Confucianism, Daoism, the Legalists, Moists, the School of Names, the School of Agriculture, the military, the School of Novels, arithematics, calendars, medicine, astronomy, fine arts, and Buddhist writings.78 The division of “Miscellaneous” primarily contained poetic literature.

The Scholar-officials in ancient China were trained in a classical Chinese curriculum based primarily on Confucian classics—the Four Books (四書) (not to be confused with the “Four Books” in the classical division of literature) and Five Canonical Works (五經).79 The Confucian classics were written and compiled for the purpose of cultivating a person’s character to benefit society, particularly in the aspect of active participation in politics to improve the livelihood of the common people. Chinese scholars regarded the Five Canonical Works as authoritative texts that contained “the truth upon the highest subjects from the sages of China, and which should be received as law by all generations.”80

Since the Sui Dynasty (ca. 581–618), the Chinese had established a system of classifying the corpus of “orthodox” literature into four divisions in hierarchical orders, which became the standard curriculum for classical Chinese education. The four divisions of the orthodox literature were further refined in the Tang Dynasty (ca. 618–907) and established as the “Four Divisions” or “Four Books”: Scriptures (經), History (史), Writings (子), and Miscellaneous (集). The collections in these “Four Divisions” were edited and rearranged in the Qing Dynasty by Emperor Qinglong (乾隆, r. 1736–1795) as Siku Quanshu, or The Complete Library in Four Branches of Literature (四庫全書). These books were housed in the imperial library, and their authoritative status has been solidified ever since.

Not only were the Confucian classics used as the textbooks for Chinese Scholar-officials, Confucian teachings and ethics also penetrated every Chinese family, regardless of their socioeconomic status, and dominated Chinese society as the primary philosophy of living and “the blueprint of an ideal life.”81 Dao De Jing and the Book of Zhuangzi represent the most prominent Daoist classics. Below is a selection of Chinese classical texts from Confucianism and Daoism to illustrate the issue of poverty.

Selections from The Confucian Analects 《論語》 in The Confucian Analects, The Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean 《論語》, with English translation by James Legge (Hong Kong: J. Legge, 1861). Available at http://ctext.org/analects


1.15 Xue-er「學而」15

子貢曰：「貧而無諂，富而無驕，何如？」子曰：「可也。未若貧而樂1，富而好禮者 也。」子貢曰：「《詩》云：『如切如磋，如琢如磨。』其斯之謂與？」子曰：「賜也，始 可與言詩已矣！告諸往而知來者。」

Zi Gong said, “What do you pronounce concerning the poor man who yet does not flatter, and the rich man who is not proud?” The Master replied, “They will do; but they are not equal to him, who, though poor, is yet cheerful, and to him, who, though rich, loves the rules of propriety.” Zi Gong replied, “It is said in the Book of Poetry, ‘As you cut and then file, as you carve and then polish.’—The meaning is the same, I apprehend, as that which you have just expressed.” The Master said, “With one like Ci, I can begin to talk about the odes. I told him one point, and he knew its proper sequence.”


5.5 Li-ren「里仁」 5

子曰：「富與貴是人之所欲也，不以其道得之，不處也；貧與賤是人之所惡也，不以其道得之，不去也。君子去仁，惡乎成名？君子無終食之間違仁，造次必於是，顛沛必於是。」

The Master said, “Riches and honors are what men desire. If it cannot be obtained in the proper way, they should not be held. Poverty and meanness are what men dislike. If it cannot be avoided in the proper way, they should not be avoided. If a superior man abandon virtue, how can he fulfill the requirements of that name? The superior man does not, even for the space of a single meal, act contrary to virtue. In moments of haste, he cleaves to it. In seasons of danger, he cleaves to it.”


8.10 Taibo「泰伯」10

子曰：「好勇疾貧，亂也。人而不仁，疾之已甚，亂也。」

The Master said, “The man who is fond of daring and is dissatisfied with poverty, will proceed to insubordination. The man who is not virtuous, when you carry your dislike of him to an extreme, will also proceed to insubordination.”


14.10 Xian-wen「憲問」 10

子曰：「貧而無怨難，富而無驕易。」

The Master said, “To be poor without murmuring is difficult. To be rich without being proud is easy.”


15.2 Wei-ling-gong 「衛靈公」 2

在陳絕糧，從者病，莫能興。子路慍見曰：「君子亦有窮乎？」子曰：「君子固窮，小人窮斯濫矣。」

When he was in Chen, their provisions were exhausted, and his followers became so ill that they were unable to rise. Zi Lu, with evident dissatisfaction, said, “Has the superior man likewise to endure in this way?” The Master said, “The superior man may indeed have to endure want, but the mean man, when he is in want, gives way to unbridled license.”


15.32 Wei-ling-gong「衛靈公」32

子曰：「君子謀道不謀食。耕也，餒在其中矣；學也，祿在其中矣。君子憂道不憂貧。」

The Master said, “The object of the superior man is truth. Food is not his object. There is plowing—even in that there is sometimes want. So with learning—emolument may be found in it. The superior man is anxious lest he should not get truth; he is not anxious lest poverty should come upon him.”


20.1 Yao-yue 堯曰 1

堯曰：「咨！爾舜！天之曆數在爾躬。允執其中。四海困窮，天祿永終。」舜亦以命禹。曰：「予小子履，敢用玄牡，敢昭告于皇皇后帝：有罪不敢赦。帝臣不蔽，簡在帝心。朕躬有罪，無以萬方；萬方有罪，罪在朕躬。」周有大賚，善人是富。「雖有周親，不如仁人。百姓有過，在予一人。」謹權量，審法度，修廢官，四方之政行焉。興滅國，繼絕世，舉逸民，天下之民歸心焉。所重：民、食、喪、祭。寬則得眾，信則民任焉，敏則有功，公則說。

Yao said, “Oh! you, Shun, the Heaven-determined order of succession now rests in your person. Sincerely hold fast the due Mean. If there shall be distress and want within the four seas, the Heavenly revenue will come to a perpetual end.” Shun also used the same language in giving charge to You. Tang said, “I, the child Lu, presume to use a dark-colored victim, and presume to announce to Thee, O most great and sovereign God, that the sinner I dare not pardon, and thy ministers, O God, I do not keep in obscurity. The examination of them is by thy mind, O God. If, in my person, I commit offenses, they are not to be attributed to you, the people of the myriad regions. If you in the myriad regions commit offenses, these offenses must rest on my person.” Zhou conferred great gifts, and the good were enriched. “Although he has his near relatives, they are not equal to my virtuous men. The people are throwing blame upon me, the One man.” He carefully attended to the weights and measures, examined the body of the laws, restored the discarded officers, and the good government of the kingdom took its course. He revived states that had been extinguished, restored families whose line of succession had been broken, and called to office those who had retired into obscurity, so that throughout the kingdom the hearts of the people turned towards him. What he attached chief importance to were the food of the people, the duties of mourning, and sacrifices. By his generosity, he won all. By his sincerity, he made the people repose trust in him. By his earnest activity, his achievements were great. By his justice, all were delighted.


17.1 Ji-shi「季氏」1

季氏將伐顓臾。冉有、季路見於孔子曰：「季氏將有事於顓臾。」孔子曰：「求！無乃爾是過與？夫顓臾，昔者先王以為東蒙主，且在邦域之中矣，是社稷之臣也。何以伐為？」冉有曰：「夫子欲之，吾二臣者皆不欲也。」孔子曰：「求！周任有言曰：『陳力就列，不能者止。』危而不持，顛而不扶，則將焉用彼相矣？且爾言過矣。虎兕出於柙，龜玉毀於櫝中，是誰之過與？」冉有曰：「今夫顓臾，固而近於費。今不取，後世必為子孫憂。」孔子曰：「求！君子疾夫舍曰欲之，而必為之辭。丘也聞有國有家者，不患寡而患不均，不患貧而患不安。蓋均無貧，和無寡，安無傾。夫如是，故遠人不服，則修文德以來之。既來之，則安之。今由與求也，相夫子，遠人不服而不能來也；邦分崩離析而不能守也。而謀動干戈於邦內。吾恐季孫之憂，不在顓臾，而在蕭牆之內也。」

The head of the Ji family was going to attack Zhuan Yu. Ran You and Ji Lu had an interview with Confucius, and said, “Our chief, Ji, is going to commence operations against Zhuan Yu.” Confucius said, “Qiu, is it not you who are in fault here? Now, in regard to Zhuan Yu, long ago, a former king appointed its ruler to preside over the sacrifices to the eastern Mang; moreover, it is in the midst of the territory of our state; and its ruler is a minister in direct connection with the sovereign—What has your chief to do with attacking it?” Ran You said, “Our master wishes the thing; neither of us two ministers wishes it.” Confucius said, “Qiu, there are the words of Zhou Ren, ‘When he can put forth his ability, he takes his place in the ranks of office; when he finds himself unable to do so, he retires from it. How can he be used as a guide to a blind man, who does not support him when tottering, nor raise him up when fallen?’ And further, you speak wrongly. When a tiger or rhinoceros escapes from his cage; when a tortoise or piece of jade is injured in its repository—whose is the fault?” Ran You said, “But at present, Zhuan Yu is strong and near to Fei; if our chief do not now take it, it will hereafter be a sorrow to his descendants.” Confucius said. “Qiu, the superior man hates those declining to say ‘I want such and such a thing,’ and framing explanations for their conduct. I have heard that rulers of states and chiefs of families are not troubled lest their people should be few, but are troubled lest they should not keep their several places; that they are not troubled with fears of poverty, but are troubled with fears of a want of contented repose among the people in their several places. For when the people keep their several places, there will be no poverty; when harmony prevails, there will be no scarcity of people; and when there is such a contented repose, there will be no rebellious upsettings. So it is. Therefore, if remoter people are not submissive, all the influences of civil culture and virtue are to be cultivated to attract them to be so; and when they have been so attracted, they must be made contented and tranquil. Now, here are you, You and Qiu, assisting your chief. Remoter people are not submissive, and, with your help, he cannot attract them to him. In his own territory there are divisions and downfalls, leavings and separations, and, with your help, he cannot preserve it. And yet he is planning these hostile movements within the state. I am afraid that the sorrow of the Ji Sun family will not be on account of Zhuan Yu, but will be found within the screen of their own court.”


Source: The Confucian Analects, The Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean《論語》, with English translation by James Legge (Hong Kong: J. Legge, 1861). Available at http://ctext.org/analects.

Selections from Mengzi 《孟子》in The Life and Works of Mencius: With Essays and Notes, edited by James Legge (Philadelphia, PA: J. B. Lippincott, 1875). Available at http://ctext.org/mengzi.


Liang-hui-wang II:12 「梁惠王下」 12

齊宣王問曰：「人皆謂我毀明堂。毀諸？已乎？」

孟子對曰：「夫明堂者，王者之堂也。王欲行王政，則勿毀之矣。」

王曰：「王政可得聞與？」

對曰：「昔者文王之治岐也，耕者九一，仕者世祿，關市譏而不征，澤梁無禁，罪人不孥。老而無妻曰鰥。老而無夫曰寡。老而無子曰獨。幼而無父曰孤。此四者，天下之窮民而無告者。文王發政施仁，必先斯四者。《詩》云：『哿矣富人，哀此煢獨。』」

The king Xuan of Qi said, “People all tell me to pull down and remove the Hall of Distinction. Shall I pull it down, or stop the movement for that object?”

Mencius replied, “The Hall of Distinction is a Hall appropriate to the sovereigns. If your Majesty wishes to practise the true royal government, then do not pull it down.”

The king said, “May I hear from you what the true royal government is?”

“Formerly,” was the reply, “king Wen’s government of Qi was as follows: The husbandmen cultivated for the government one-ninth of the land; the descendants of officers were salaried; at the passes and in the markets, strangers were inspected, but goods were not taxed: there were no prohibitions respecting the ponds and weirs; the wives and children of criminals were not involved in their guilt. There were the old and wifeless, or widowers; the old and husbandless, or widows; the old and childless, or solitaries; the young and fatherless, or orphans—these four classes are the most destitute of the people, and have none to whom they can tell their wants, and king Wen, in the institution of his government with its benevolent action, made them the first objects of his regard, as it is said in the Book of Poetry, ‘The rich may get through life well; But alas! for the miserable and solitary!’”


Liang-hui-wang II:23「梁惠王下」 23

魯平公將出。嬖人臧倉者請曰：「他日君出，則必命有司所之。今乘輿已駕矣，有司未知所之。敢請。」公曰：「將見孟子。」曰：「何哉？君所為輕身以先於匹夫者，以為賢乎？禮義由賢者出。而孟子之後喪踰前喪。君無見焉！」公曰：「諾。」樂正子入見，曰：「君奚為不見孟軻也？」曰：「或告寡人曰，『孟子之後喪踰前喪』，是以不往見也。」曰：「何哉君所謂踰者？前以士，後以大夫；前以三鼎，而後以五鼎與？」曰：「否。謂棺槨衣衾之美也。」曰：「非所謂踰也，貧富不同也。」

The duke Ping of Lu was about to leave his palace, when his favourite, one Zang Cang, made a request to him, saying, “On other days, when you have gone out, you have given instructions to the officers as to where you were going. But now, the horses have been put to the carriage, and the officers do not yet know where you are going. I venture to ask.” The duke said, “I am going to see the scholar Meng.” “How is this?” said the other. “That you demean yourself, prince, in paying the honour of the first visit to a common man, is, I suppose, because you think that he is a man of talents and virtue. By such men the rules of ceremonial proprieties and right are observed. But on the occasion of this Meng’s second mourning, his observances exceeded those of the former. Do not go to see him, my prince.” The duke said, “I will not.” The officer Yue Zheng entered the court, and had an audience. He said, “Prince, why have you not gone to see Meng Ke?” the duke said, “One told me that, on the occasion of the scholar Meng’s second mourning, his observances exceeded those of the former. It is on that account that I have not gone to see him.” “How is this!” answered Yue Zheng. “By what you call ‘exceeding,’ you mean, I suppose, that, on the first occasion, he used the rites appropriate to a scholar, and, on the second, those appropriate to a great officer; that he first used three tripods, and afterwards five tripods.” The duke said, “No; I refer to the greater excellence of the coffin, the shell, the grave-clothes, and the shroud.” Yo-chAng said, “That cannot be called ‘exceeding.’ That was the difference between being poor and being rich.”


Gong-sun-chou I:9 「公孫丑上」 9

孟子曰：「伯夷，非其君不事，非其友不友。不立於惡人之朝，不與惡人言。立於惡人之朝，與惡人言，如以朝衣朝冠坐於塗炭。推惡惡之心，思與鄉人立，其冠不正，望望然去之，若將浼焉。是故諸侯雖有善其辭命而至者，不受也。不受也者，是亦不屑就已。柳下惠，不羞汙君，不卑小官。進不隱賢，必以其道。遺佚而不怨，阨窮而不憫。故曰：『爾為爾，我為我，雖袒裼裸裎於我側，爾焉能浼我哉？』故由由然與之偕而不自失焉，援而止之而止。援而止之而止者，是亦不屑去已。」

Mencius said, “Bo Yi would not serve a prince whom he did not approve, nor associate with a friend whom he did not esteem. He would not stand in a bad prince’s court, nor speak with a bad man. To stand in a bad prince’s court, or to speak with a bad man, would have been to him the same as to sit with his court robes and court cap amid mire and ashes. Pursuing the examination of his dislike to what was evil, we find that he thought it necessary, if he happened to be standing with a villager whose cap was not rightly adjusted, to leave him with a high air, as if he were going to be defiled. Therefore, although some of the princes made application to him with very proper messages, he would not receive their gifts. He would not receive their gifts, counting it inconsistent with his purity to go to them. Hui of Liu Xia was not ashamed to serve an impure prince, nor did he think it low to be an inferior officer. When advanced to employment, he did not conceal his virtue, but made it a point to carry out his principles. When neglected and left without office, he did not murmur. When straitened by poverty, he did not grieve. Accordingly, he had a saying, ‘You are you, and I am I. Although you stand by my side with breast and aims bare, or with your body naked, how can you defile me?’ Therefore, self-possessed, he companied with men indifferently, at the same time not losing himself. When he wished to leave, if pressed to remain in office, he would remain. He would remain in office, when pressed to do so, not counting it required by his purity to go away.”


Wan-zhang I:1 「萬章上」 1

(孟子) 曰：「長息問於公明高曰：『舜往于田，則吾既得聞命矣；號泣于旻天，于父母，則吾不知也。』公明高曰：『是非爾所知也。』夫公明高以孝子之心，為不若是恝，我竭力耕田，共為子職而已矣，父母之不我愛，於我何哉？帝使其子九男二女，百官牛羊倉廩備，以事舜於畎畝之中。天下之士多就之者，帝將胥天下而遷之焉。為不順於父母，如窮人無所歸。天下之士悅之，人之所欲也，而不足以解憂；好色，人之所欲，妻帝之二女，而不足以解憂；富，人之所欲，富有天下，而不足以解憂；貴，人之所欲，貴為天子，而不足以解憂。人悅之、好色、富貴，無足以解憂者，惟順於父母，可以解憂。人少，則慕父母；知好色，則慕少艾；有妻子，則慕妻子；仕則慕君，不得於君則熱中。大孝終身慕父母。五十而慕者，予於大舜見之矣。」

Mencius answered, “Chang Xi asked Gong Ming Gao, saying, ‘As to Shun’s going into the fields, I have received your instructions, but I do not know about his weeping and crying out to the pitying heavens and to his parents.’ Gong Ming Gao answered him, ‘You do not understand that matter.’ Now, Gong Ming Gao supposed that the heart of the filial son could not be so free of sorrow. Shun would say, ‘I exert my strength to cultivate the fields, but I am thereby only discharging my office as a son. What can there be in me that my parents do not love me?’ The Di caused his own children, nine sons and two daughters, the various officers, oxen and sheep, storehouses and granaries, all to be prepared, to serve Shun amid the channelled fields. Of the scholars of the kingdom there were multitudes who flocked to him. The sovereign designed that Shun should superintend the kingdom along with him, and then to transfer it to him entirely. But because his parents were not in accord with him, he felt like a poor man who has nowhere to turn to. To be delighted in by all the scholars of the kingdom, is what men desire, but it was not sufficient to remove the sorrow of Shun. The possession of beauty is what men desire, and Shun had for his wives the two daughters of the Di, but this was not sufficient to remove his sorrow. Riches are what men desire, and the kingdom was the rich property of Shun, but this was not sufficient to remove his sorrow. Honours are what men desire, and Shun had the dignity of being sovereign, but this was not sufficient to remove his sorrow. The reason why the being the object of men’s delight, with the possession of beauty, riches, and honours were not sufficient to remove his sorrow, was that it could be removed only by his getting his parents to be in accord with him. The desire of the child is towards his father and mother. When he becomes conscious of the attractions of beauty, his desire is towards young and beautiful women. When he comes to have a wife and children, his desire is towards them. When he obtains office, his desire is towards his sovereign—if he cannot get the regard of his sovereign, he burns within. But the man of great filial piety, to the end of his life, has his desire towards his parents. In the great Shun I see the case of one whose desire at fifty year’s was towards them.”

Wan-zhang II:10 「萬章下」 10

「柳下惠，不羞汙君，不辭小官。進不隱賢，必以其道。遺佚而不怨，阨窮而不憫。與鄉人處，由由然不忍去也。『爾為爾，我為我，雖袒裼裸裎於我側，爾焉能浼我哉？』故聞柳下惠之風者，鄙夫寬，薄夫敦。

Hui of Liu Xia was not ashamed to serve an impure prince, nor did he think it low to be an inferior officer. When advanced to employment, he did not conceal his virtue, but made it a point to carry out his principles. When dismissed and left without office, he did not murmur. When straitened by poverty, he did not grieve. When thrown into the company of village people, he was quite at ease and could not bear to leave them. He had a saying, “You are you, and I am I. Although you stand by my side with breast and arms bare, or with your body naked, how can you defile me?” Therefore when men now hear the character of Hui of Liu Xia, the mean become generous, and the niggardly become liberal.


Gao-zi I:10「告子上」 10

孟子曰：「魚，我所欲也；熊掌，亦我所欲也，二者不可得兼，舍魚而取熊掌者也。生，亦我所欲也；義，亦我所欲也，二者不可得兼，舍生而取義者也。生亦我所欲，所欲有甚於生者，故不為苟得也；死亦我所惡，所惡有甚於死者，故患有所不辟也。如使人之所欲莫甚於生，則凡可以得生者，何不用也？使人之所惡莫甚於死者，則凡可以辟患者，何不為也？由是則生而有不用也，由是則可以辟患而有不為也。是故所欲有甚於生者，所惡有甚於死者，非獨賢者有是心也，人皆有之，賢者能勿喪耳。一簞食，一豆羹，得之則生，弗得則死。嘑爾而與之，行道之人弗受；蹴爾而與之，乞人不屑也。萬鍾則不辨禮義而受之。萬鍾於我何加焉？為宮室之美、妻妾之奉、所識窮乏者得我與？鄉為身死而不受，今為宮室之美為之；鄉為身死而不受，今為妻妾之奉為之；鄉為身死而不受，今為所識窮乏者得我而為之，是亦不可以已乎？此之謂失其本心。」

Mencius said, “I like fish, and I also like bear’s paws. If I cannot have the two together, I will let the fish go, and take the bear’s paws. So, I like life, and I also like righteousness. If I cannot keep the two together, I will let life go, and choose righteousness. I like life indeed, but there is that which I like more than life, and therefore, I will not seek to possess it by any improper ways. I dislike death indeed, but there is that which I dislike more than death, and therefore there are occasions when I will not avoid danger. If among the things which man likes there were nothing which he liked more than life, why should he not use every means by which he could preserve it? If among the things which man dislikes there were nothing which he disliked more than death, why should he not do everything by which he could avoid danger? There are cases when men by a certain course might preserve life, and they do not employ it; when by certain things they might avoid danger, and they will not do them. Therefore, men have that which they like more than life, and that which they dislike more than death. They are not men of distinguished talents and virtue only who have this mental nature. All men have it; what belongs to such men is simply that they do not lose it. Here are a small basket of rice and a platter of soup, and the case is one in which the getting them will preserve life, and the want of them will be death; if they are offered with an insulting voice, even a tramper will not receive them, or if you first tread upon them, even a beggar will not stoop to take them. And yet a man will accept of ten thousand zhong, without any consideration of propriety or righteousness. What can the ten thousand chung add to him? When he takes them, is it not that he may obtain beautiful mansions, that he may secure the services of wives and concubines, or that the poor and needy of his acquaintance may be helped by him? In the former case the offered bounty was not received, though it would have saved from death, and now the emolument is taken for the sake of beautiful mansions. The bounty that would have preserved from death was not received, and the emolument is taken to get the service of wives and concubines. The bounty that would have saved from death was not received, and the emolument is taken that one’s poor and needy acquaintance may be helped by him. Was it then not possible likewise to decline this? This is a case of what is called ‘Losing the proper nature of one’s mind.’”


Gao-zi II:21「告子下」 21

任人有問屋廬子曰：「禮與食孰重？」曰：「禮重。」

「色與禮孰重？」曰：「禮重。」

曰：「以禮食，則飢而死；不以禮食，則得食，必以禮乎？親迎，則不得妻；不親迎，則得妻，必親迎乎！」

A man of Ren asked the disciple Wu Lu, saying, “Is an observance of the rules of propriety in regard to eating, or eating merely, the more important?” The answer was, “The observance of the rules of propriety is the more important.”

“Is the gratifying the appetite of sex, or the doing so only according to the rules of propriety, the more important?” The answer again was, “The observance of the rules of propriety in the matter is the more important.”

The man pursued, “If the result of eating only according to the rules of propriety will be death by starvation, while by disregarding those rules we may get food, must they still be observed in such a case? If according to the rule that he shall go in person to meet his wife a man cannot get married, while by disregarding that rule he may get married, must he still observe the rule in such a case?”


Gao-zi II:35 「告子下」 35

孟子曰：「舜發於畎畝之中，傅說舉於版築之閒，膠鬲舉於魚鹽之中，管夷吾舉於士，孫叔敖舉於海，百里奚舉於市。故天將降大任於是人也，必先苦其心志，勞其筋骨，餓其體膚，空乏其身，行拂亂其所為，所以動心忍性，曾益其所不能。人恒過，然後能改；困於心，衡於慮，而後作；徵於色，發於聲，而後喻。入則無法家拂士，出則無敵國外患者，國恒亡。然後知生於憂患而死於安樂也。」

Mencius said, “Shun rose from among the channelled fields. Fu Yue was called to office from the midst of his building frames; Jiao Ge from his fish and salt; Guan Yi Wu from the hands of his gaoler; Sun Shu Ao from his hiding by the sea-shore; and Bai Li Xi from the market-place. Thus, when Heaven is about to confer a great office on any man, it first exercises his mind with suffering, and his sinews and bones with toil. It exposes his body to hunger, and subjects him to extreme poverty. It confounds his undertakings. By all these methods it stimulates his mind, hardens his nature, and supplies his incompetencies. Men for the most part err, and are afterwards able to reform. They are distressed in mind and perplexed in their thoughts, and then they arise to vigorous reformation. When things have been evidenced in men’s looks, and set forth in their words, then they understand them. If a prince have not about his court families attached to the laws and worthy counsellors, and if abroad there are not hostile States or other external calamities, his kingdom will generally come to ruin. From these things we see how life springs from sorrow and calamity, and death from ease and pleasure.”


Li-lou I:13 離婁上13

孟子曰：「伯夷辟紂，居北海之濱，聞文王作興，曰：『盍歸乎來！吾聞西伯善養老者。』太公辟紂，居東海之濱，聞文王作興，曰：『盍歸乎來！吾聞西伯善養老者。』天下有善養老，則仁人以為己歸矣。五畝之宅，樹牆下以桑，匹婦蠶之，則老者足以衣帛矣。五母雞，二母彘，無失其時，老者足以無失肉矣。百畝之田，匹夫耕之，八口之家足以無飢矣。所謂西伯善養老者，制其田里，教之樹畜，導其妻子，使養其老。五十非帛不煖，七十非肉不飽。不煖不飽，謂之凍餒。文王之民，無凍餒之老者，此之謂也。」

Mencius said, “Bo Yi, that he might avoid Zhou, was dwelling on the coast of the northern sea when he heard of the rise of king Wen. He roused himself and said, ‘Why should I not go and follow him? I have heard that the chief of the West knows well how to nourish the old.’ Tai Gong, to avoid Zhou, was dwelling on the coast of the eastern sea. When he heard of the rise of king Wen, he said, ‘Why should I not go and follow him? I have heard that the chief if the West knows well how to nourish the old.’ If there were a prince in the kingdom, who knew well how to nourish the old, all men of virtue would feel that he was the proper object for them to gather to. Around the homestead with its five mau, the space beneath the walls was planted with mulberry trees, with which the women nourished silkworms, and thus the old were able to have silk to wear. Each family had five brood hens and two brood sows, which were kept to their breeding seasons, and thus the old were able to have flesh to eat. The husbandmen cultivated their farms of 100 mu, and thus their families of eight mouths were secured against want. The expression, ‘The chief of the West knows well how to nourish the old,’ refers to his regulation of the fields and dwellings, his teaching them to plant the mulberry and nourish those animals, and his instructing the wives and children, so as to make them nourish their aged. At fifty, warmth cannot be maintained without silks, and at seventy flesh is necessary to satisfy the appetite. Persons not kept warm nor supplied with food are said to be starved and famished, but among the people of king Wen, there were no aged who were starved or famished. This is the meaning of the expression in question.”


Jin-Xin I:9 「盡心上」 9

孟子謂宋句踐曰：「子好遊乎？吾語子遊。人知之，亦囂囂；人不知，亦囂囂。」

曰：「何如斯可以囂囂矣？」

曰：「尊德樂義，則可以囂囂矣。故士窮不失義，達不離道。窮不失義，故士得己焉；達不離道，故民不失望焉。古之人，得志，澤加於民；不得志，脩身見於世。窮則獨善其身，達則兼善天下。」

Mencius said to Song Gou Jian, “Are you fond, Sir, of travelling to the different courts? I will tell you about such travelling. If a prince acknowledge you and follow your counsels, be perfectly satisfied. If no one do so, be the same.”

Gou Jian said, “What is to be done to secure this perfect satisfaction?”

Mencius replied, “Honour virtue and delight in righteousness, and so you may always be perfectly satisfied. Therefore, a scholar, though poor, does not let go his righteousness; though prosperous, he does not leave his own path. Poor and not letting righteousness go—it is thus that the scholar holds possession of himself. Prosperous and not leaving the proper path—it is thus that the expectations of the people from him are not disappointed. When the men of antiquity realized their wishes, benefits were conferred by them on the people. If they did not realize their wishes, they cultivated their personal character, and became illustrious in the world. If poor, they attended to their own virtue in solitude; if advanced to dignity, they made the whole kingdom virtuous as well.”


Jin-Xin I:21 「盡心上」 21

孟子曰：「廣土眾民，君子欲之，所樂不存焉。中天下而立，定四海之民，君子樂之，所性不存焉。君子所性，雖大行不加焉，雖窮居不損焉，分定故也。君子所性，仁義禮智根於心。其生色也，睟然見於面，盎於背，施於四體，四體不言而喻。」

Mencius said, “Wide territory and a numerous people are desired by the superior man, but what he delights in is not here. To stand in the centre of the kingdom, and tranquillize the people within the four seas—the superior man delights in this, but the highest enjoyment of his nature is not here. What belongs by his nature to the superior man cannot be increased by the largeness of his sphere of action, nor diminished by his dwelling in poverty and retirement—for this reason that it is determinately apportioned to him by Heaven. What belongs by his nature to the superior man are benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and knowledge. These are rooted in his heart; their growth and manifestation are a mild harmony appearing in the countenance, a rich fullness in the back, and the character imparted to the four limbs. Those limbs understand to arrange themselves, without being told.”


Jin-Xin I:27 「盡心上」 27

孟子曰：「飢者甘食，渴者甘飲，是未得飲食之正也，飢渴害之也。豈惟口腹有飢渴之害？人心亦皆有害。人能無以飢渴之害為心害，則不及人不為憂矣。」

Mencius said, “The hungry think any food sweet, and the thirsty think the same of any drink, and thus they do not get the right taste of what they eat and drink. The hunger and thirst, in fact, injure their palate. And is it only the mouth and belly which are injured by hunger and thirst? Men’s minds are also injured by them. If a man can prevent the evils of hunger and thirst from being any evils to his mind, he need not have any sorrow about not being equal to other men.”


Teng-wen-gong II:7「滕文公下」 7

孟子曰：「是焉得為大丈夫乎？子未學禮乎？丈夫之冠也，父命之；女子之嫁也，母命之，往送之門，戒之曰：『往之女家，必敬必戒，無違夫子！』以順為正者，妾婦之道也。居天下之廣居，立天下之正位，行天下之大道。得志與民由之，不得志獨行其道。富貴不能淫，貧賤不能移，威武不能屈。此之謂大丈夫。」

Mencius said, “How can such men be great men? Have you not read the Ritual Usages? ‘At the capping of a young man, his father admonishes him. At the marrying away of a young woman, her mother admonishes her, accompanying her to the door on her leaving, and cautioning her with these words, “You are going to your home. You must be respectful; you must be careful. Do not disobey your husband.”’ Thus, to look upon compliance as their correct course is the rule for women. To dwell in the wide house of the world, to stand in the correct seat of the world, and to walk in the great path of the world; when he obtains his desire for office, to practise his principles for the good of the people; and when that desire is disappointed, to practise them alone; to be above the power of riches and honours to make dissipated, of poverty and mean condition to make swerve from principle, and of power and force to make bend—these characteristics constitute the great man.”


Wan-zhang II:14 「萬章下」 14

孟子曰：「仕非為貧也，而有時乎為貧；娶妻非為養也，而有時乎為養。為貧者，辭尊居卑，辭富居貧。辭尊居卑，辭富居貧，惡乎宜乎？抱關擊柝。孔子嘗為委吏矣，曰『會計當而已矣』。嘗為乘田矣，曰『牛羊茁壯，長而已矣』。位卑而言高，罪也；立乎人之本朝，而道不行，恥也」

Mencius said, “Office is not sought on account of poverty, yet there are times when one seeks office on that account. Marriage is not entered into for the sake of being attended to by the wife, yet there are times when one marries on that account. He who takes office on account of his poverty must decline an honourable situation and occupy a low one; he must decline riches and prefer to be poor. What office will be in harmony with this declining an honourable situation and occupying a low one, this declining riches and preferring to be poor? Such an one as that of guarding the gates, or beating the watchman’s stick. Confucius was once keeper of stores, and he then said, ‘My calculations must be all right. That is all I have to care about.’ He was once in charge of the public fields, and he then said, ‘The oxen and sheep must be fat and strong, and superior. That is all I have to care about.’ When one is in a low situation, to speak of high matters is a crime. When a scholar stands in a prince’s court, and his principles are not carried into practice, it is a shame to him.”


Source: The Life and Works of Mencius: With Essays and Notes, edited by James Legge (Philadelphia, PA: J. B. Lippincott, 1875). Available at http://ctext.org/mengzi.

Selections from Liji 《禮記》


Qu-li I:11「禮曲上」 11

夫禮者，自卑而尊人。雖負販者，必有尊也，而況富貴乎？富貴而知好禮，則不驕不淫；貧賤而知好禮，則志不懾。

Propriety is seen in humbling one’s self and giving honour to others. Even porters and pedlers are sure to display this giving honour (in some cases); how much more should the rich and noble do so (in all)! When the rich and noble know to love propriety, they do not become proud nor dissolute. When the poor and mean know to love propriety, their minds do not become cowardly.


Qu-li I:43 「禮曲上」 43

貧者不以貨財為禮，老者不以筋力為禮。

Goods and wealth are not to be expected from the poor in their discharge of the rules of propriety; nor the display of sinews and strength from the old.


Qu-li II:88 「禮曲下」 88

君子將營宮室：宗廟為先，廄庫為次，居室為後。凡家造：祭器為先，犧賦為次，養器為後。無田祿者不設祭器；有田祿者，先為祭服。君子雖貧，不粥祭器；雖寒，不衣祭服；為宮室，不斬於丘木。

When a superior man, (high in rank), is about to engage in building, the ancestral temple should have his first attention, the stables and arsenal the next, and the residences the last. In all preparations of things by (the head of) a clan, the vessels of sacrifice should have the first place; the victims supplied from his revenue, the next; and the vessels for use at meals, the last. Those who have no revenue from lands do not provide vessels for sacrifice. Those who have such revenue first prepare their sacrificial dresses. A superior man, though poor, will not sell his vessels of sacrifice; though suffering from cold, he will not wear his sacrificial robes; in building a house, he will not cut down the trees on his grave-mounds.


Tan-gong I:64 「檀弓上」 64

子柳之母死，子碩請具。子柳曰：「何以哉？」子碩曰：「請粥庶弟之母。」子柳曰：「如之何其粥人之母以葬其母也？不可。」既葬，子碩欲以賻布之餘具祭器。子柳曰：「不可，吾聞之也：君子不家於喪。請班諸兄弟之貧者。」

When the mother of Zi-liu died, (his younger brother) Zi-shi asked for the means (to provide what was necessary for the mourning rites). Zi-liu said, “How shall we get them?” “Let us sell (the concubines), the mothers of our half-brothers,” said the other. “How can we sell the mothers of other men to bury our mother?” was the reply; “that cannot be done.” After the burial, Zi-shi wished to take what remained of the money and other things contributed towards their expenses, to provide sacrificial vessels; but Zi-liu said, “Neither can that be done. I have heard that a superior man will not enrich his family by means of his mourning. Let us distribute it among the poor of our brethren.”


Tan-gong I:75 「檀弓上」 75

有子問於曾子曰：「問喪於夫子乎？」曰：「聞之矣：喪欲速貧，死欲速朽。」有子曰：「是非君子之言也。」曾子曰：「參也聞諸夫子也。」有子又曰：「是非君子之言也。」曾子曰：「參也與子游聞之。」有子曰：「然，然則夫子有為言之也。」曾子以斯言告於子游。子游曰：「甚哉，有子之言似夫子也。昔者夫子居於宋，見桓司馬自為石槨，三年而不成。夫子曰：『若是其靡也，死不如速朽之愈也。』死之欲速朽，為桓司馬言之也。南宮敬叔反，必載寶而朝。夫子曰：『若是其貨也，喪不如速貧之愈也。』喪之欲速貧，為敬叔言之也。」曾子以子游之言告於有子，有子曰：「然，吾固曰：非夫子之言也。」曾子曰：「子何以知之？」有子曰：「夫子制於中都，四寸之棺，五寸之槨，以斯知不欲速朽也。昔者夫子失魯司寇，將之荊，蓋先之以子夏，又申之以冉有，以斯知不欲速貧也。」

You-zi asked Zeng-zi if he had ever questioned the Master about (an officer’s) losing his place. “I heard from him,” was the reply, “that the officer in such a case should wish to become poor quickly, (just as) we should wish to decay away quickly when we have died.” You-zi said, “These are not the words of a superior man.” “I heard them from the Master,” returned Zeng-zi. You-zi repeated that they were not the words of a superior man, and the other affirmed that both he and Zi-you had heard them. “Yes, yes,” said You-zi, “but the Master must have spoken them with a special reference.”

Zeng-zi reported You-zi’s words to Zi-you, who said, “How very like his words are to those of the Master! Formerly, when the Master was staying in Song, he saw that Huan, the minister of War, had been for three years having a stone coffin made for himself without its being finished, and said, ‘What extravagance! It would be better that when dead he should quickly decay away.’ It was with reference to Hwan, the minister of War, that he said, ‘We should wish to decay away quickly when we die.’ When Nan-gong Jing-shu returned (to the state), he made it a point to carry his treasures with him in his carriage when he went to court, on which the Master said, ‘Such an amount of property! It would have been better for him, when he lost his office, to make haste to become poor.’ It was with reference to Nan-gong Jing-shu that he said that we should work to become poor quickly, when we have lost office.”

Zeng-zi reported these words of Zi-you to You-zi, who said, “Yes, I did say that these were not the words of the Master.” When the other asked him how he knew it, he said, “The Master made an ordinance in Zhong-Du that the inner coffin should be four inches thick, and the outer five. By this I knew that he did not wish that the dead should decay away quickly. And formerly, when he had lost the office of minister of Crime in Lu, and was about to go to Jing, he first sent Zi-xia there, and afterwards Ran You. By this, I knew that he did not wish to become poor quickly.”


Tan-gon II:172 「檀弓下」 172

子路曰：「傷哉貧也！生無以為養，死無以為禮也。」孔子曰：「啜菽飲水盡其歡，斯之謂孝；斂首足形，還葬而無槨，稱其財，斯之謂禮。」

Zi-lu said, “Alas for the poor! While (their parents) are alive, they have not the means to nourish them; and when they are dead, they have not the means to perform the mourning rites for them.” Confucius said, “Bean soup, and water to drink, while the parents are made happy, may be pronounced filial piety. If (a son) can only wrap the body round from head to foot, and inter it immediately, without a shell, that being all which his means allow, he may be said to discharge (all) the rites of mourning.”


Tan-gon II:203 「檀弓下」 203

仲尼之畜狗死，使子貢埋之，曰：「吾聞之也：敝帷不棄，為埋馬也；敝蓋不棄，為埋狗也。丘也貧，無蓋；於其封也，亦予之席，毋使其首陷焉。」路馬死，埋之以帷。

The dog kept by Zhong-ni having died, he employed Zi-gong to bury it, saying, “I have heard that a worn-out curtain should not be thrown away, but may be used to bury a horse in; and that a worn-out umbrella should not be thrown away, but may be used to bury a dog in. I am poor and have no umbrella. In putting the dog into the grave, you can use my mat; and do not let its head get buried in the earth. When one of the horses of the ruler’s carriage dies, it is buried in a curtain (in good condition).”


Yue-ling 24「月令」 24

是月也，生氣方盛，陽氣發泄，句者畢出，萌者盡達。不可以內。天子布德行惠，命有司發倉廩，賜貧窮，振乏絕，開府庫，出幣帛，周天下。勉諸侯，聘名士，禮賢者。

In this month the influences of life and growth are fully developed; and the warm and genial airs diffuse themselves. The crooked shoots are all put forth, and the buds are unfolded. Things do not admit of being restrained. The son of Heaven spreads his goodness abroad, and carries out his kindly promptings. He gives orders to the proper officers to distribute from his granaries and vaults, giving their contents to the poor and friendless, and to relieve the needy and destitute; and to open his treasuries and storehouses, and to send abroad through all the nation the silks and other articles for presents, thus stimulating the princes of states to encourage the resort to them of famous scholars and show courtesy to men of ability and virtue.


Li-yun 19「禮運」 19

飲食男女，人之大欲存焉；死亡貧苦，人之大惡存焉。故欲惡者，心之大端也。人藏其心，不可測度也；美惡皆在其心，不見其色也，欲一以窮之，舍禮何以哉？

The things which men greatly desire are comprehended in meat and drink and sexual pleasure; those which they greatly dislike are comprehended in death, exile, poverty, and suffering. Thus liking and disliking are the great elements in men’s minds. But men keep them hidden in their minds, where they cannot be fathomed or measured. The good and the bad of them being in their minds, and no outward manifestation of them being visible, if it be wished to determine these qualities in one uniform way, how can it be done without the use of the rules of propriety (implied in the ceremonial usages)?


Fang-ji 2「坊記」 2

子云：「小人貧斯約，富斯驕；約斯盜，驕斯亂。」禮者，因人之情而為之節文，以為民坊者也。故聖人之制富貴也使民富不足以驕，貧不至於約，貴不慊於上，故亂益亡。

The Master said, “The small man, when poor, feels the pinch of his straitened circumstances; and when rich, is liable to become proud. Under the pinch of that poverty he may proceed to steal; and when proud, he may proceed to deeds of disorder. The rules of propriety recognise these feelings of men, and lay down definite regulations for them, to serve as dykes for the people. Hence the sages dealt with riches and honours, so that riches should not have power to make men proud; that poverty should not induce that feeling of being pinched; and that men in positions of honour should not be intractable to those above them. In this way the causes of disorder would more and more disappear.”


Fang-ji 3「坊記」 3

子云：「貧而好樂，富而好禮，眾而以寧者，天下其幾矣。《詩》云：『民之貪亂，寧為荼毒。』」故制：國不過千乘，都城不過百雉，家富不過百乘。以此坊民，諸侯猶有畔者。

The Master said, “Under heaven the cases are few in which the poor yet find enjoyment,” the rich yet love the rules of propriety, and a family that is numerous (and strong) yet remains quiet and at peace. As it is said in the Book of Poetry (III, iii, ode 3, 11), “The people desire disorder, And find enjoyment in bitter, poisonous ways.” Hence it was made the rule that no state should have more than 1000 chariots, no chief city’s wall more than 100 embrasures, no family, however rich, more than 100 chariots. These regulations were intended for the protection of the people, and yet some of the lords of states rebelled against them.


Fang-ji 7「坊記」 7

子云：「君子辭貴不辭賤，辭富不辭貧，則亂益亡。」故君子與其使食浮於人也，寧使人浮於食。

The Master said, “The superior man will decline a position of high honour, but not one that is mean; and riches, but not poverty. In this way confusion and disorder will more and more disappear.” Hence the superior man, rather than have his emoluments superior to his worth, will have his worth superior to his emoluments.


Zhong-yong 14「中庸」 14

(接上) 君子素其位而行，不愿乎其外。素富貴，行乎富貴；素貧賤，行乎貧賤；素夷狄，行乎夷狄；素患難，行乎患難：君子無入而不自得焉。在上位不陵下，在下位不援上，正己而不求於人，則無怨。上不怨天，下不尤人。故君子居易以俟命，小人行險以徼幸。」

… The superior man does what is proper to the station in which he is; he does not desire to go beyond this. In a position of wealth and honor, he does what is proper to a position of wealth and honor. In a poor and low position, he does what is proper to a poor and low position. Situated among barbarous tribes, he does what is proper to a situation among barbarous tribes. In a position of sorrow and difficulty, he does what is proper to a position of sorrow and difficulty. The superior man can find himself in no situation in which he is not himself. In a high situation, he does not treat with contempt his inferiors. In a low situation, he does not court the favor of his superiors. He rectifies himself, and seeks for nothing from others, so that he has no dissatisfactions. He does not murmur against Heaven, nor grumble against men. Thus it is that the superior man is quiet and calm, waiting for the appointments of Heaven, while the mean man walks in dangerous paths, looking for lucky occurrences.


Biao-ji 41「表記」 41

子曰：「事君可貴可賤，可富可貧，可生可殺，而不可使為亂。」

The Master said, “In the service of a ruler, one may be in a high position or a low, rich or poor, to live or to die (according to the will of the ruler), but he should not allow himself to be led to do anything contrary to order or right.”


Zi-yi 21「緇衣」 21

子曰：「輕絕貧賤，而重絕富貴，則好賢不堅，而惡惡不著也。人雖曰不利，吾不信也。《詩》云：『朋有攸攝，攝以威儀。』」

The Master said, “When a man on light grounds breaks off his friendship with the poor and mean, and only on great grounds with the rich and noble, his love of worth cannot be great, nor does his hatred of evil clearly appear. Though men may say that he is not influenced by (the love of) gain, I do not believe them. It is said in the Book of Poetry (III, ii, ode 3, 4), ‘And all the friends assisting you Behave with reverent mien.’”


Ru-xing 19「儒行」 19

儒有不隕獲於貧賤，不充詘於富貴，不慁君王，不累長上，不閔有司，故曰儒。今眾人之命儒也妄，常以儒相詬病。」

“The scholar is not cast down, or cut from his root, by poverty and mean condition; he is not elated or exhausted by riches and noble condition; he feels no disgrace that rulers and kings (may try to inflict); he is above the bonds that elders and superiors (may try to impose); and superior officers cannot distress him. Hence he is styled a scholar. Those to whom the multitude now-a-days give that name have no title to it, and they constantly employ it to one another as a term of reproach.”


Wang-zhi 66「王制」66

少而無父者謂之孤，老而無子者謂之獨，老而無妻者謂之矜，老而無夫者謂之寡。此四者，天民之窮而無告者也，皆有常餼。

One who, while quite young, lost his father was called an orphan; an old man who had lost his sons was called a solitary. An old man who had lost his wife was called a pitiable (widower); an old woman who had lost her husband was called a poor (widow). These four classes were the most forlorn of Heaven’s people, and had none to whom to tell their wants; they all received regular allowances.


Ji-yi「祭義」 32

行，肩而不并，不錯則隨。見老者，則車徒辟；斑白者不以其任行乎道路，而弟達乎道路矣。居鄉以齒，而老窮不遺，強不犯弱，眾不暴寡，而弟達乎州巷矣。

A junior walking with one older (than himself), if they were walking shoulder to shoulder, yet it was not on the same line. If he did not keep transversely (a little behind), he followed the other. When they saw an old man, people in carriages or walking got out of his way. Men, where the white were mingling with their black hairs, did not carry burdens on the roads. Thus the submission of juniors was recognised on the public ways. Residents in the country took their places according to their age, and the old and poor were not neglected, nor did the strong come into collision with the weak, or members of a numerous clan do violence to those of a smaller. Thus the submission of juniors was recognised in the country districts and hamlets.


Source: “Liji” 《禮記》, with English translation by James Legge, in Sacred Books of the East, vol. 28, part 4, The Li Ki (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1885). Available at http://ctext.org/liji.

Selections from The Sacred Books of China: The Text of Taoism


Book of Zhuangzi, “Seal of Virtue Complete” 《莊子》．內篇．德充符 4

魯哀公問於仲尼曰：「衛有惡人焉，曰哀駘它。丈夫與之處者，思而不能去也。婦人見之，請於父母曰『與為人妻，寧為夫子妾』者，十數而未止也。未嘗有聞其唱者也，常和而已矣。無君人之位以濟乎人之死，無聚祿以望人之腹。又以惡駭天下，和而不唱，知不出乎四域，且而雌雄合乎前。是必有異乎人者也。寡人召而觀之，果以惡駭天下。與寡人處，不至以月數，而寡人有意乎其為人也；不至乎期年，而寡人信之。國無宰，寡人傳國焉。悶然而後應，氾而若辭。寡人醜乎，卒授之國。無幾何也，去寡人而行，寡人卹焉若有亡也，若無與樂是國也。是何人者也？」仲尼曰：「丘也，嘗使於楚矣，適見㹠子食於其死母者，少焉眴若，皆棄之而走。不見己焉爾，不得類焉爾。所愛其母者，非愛其形也，愛使其形者也。戰而死者，其人之葬也，不以翣資，刖者之屨，無為愛之，皆無其本矣。為天子之諸御，不爪翦，不穿耳；娶妻者止於外，不得復使。形全猶足以為爾，而況全德之人乎！今哀駘它未言而信，無功而親，使人授己國，唯恐其不受也，是必才全而德不形者也。」哀公曰：「何謂才全？」仲尼曰：「死生存亡，窮達貧富，賢與不肖，毀譽、饑渴、寒暑，是事之變，命之行也；日夜相代乎前，而知不能規乎其始者也。故不足以滑和，不可入於靈府。使之和豫通而不失於兌，使日夜無郤而與物為春，是接而生時於心者也。是之謂才全。」「何謂德不形？」曰：「平者，水停之盛也。其可以為法也，內保之而外不蕩也。德者，成和之修也。德不形者，物不能離也。」哀公異日以告閔子曰：「始也，吾以南面而君天下，執民之紀，而憂其死，吾自以為至通矣。今吾聞至人之言，恐吾無其實，輕用吾身而亡其國。吾與孔丘，非君臣也，德友而已矣。」

Duke Ai of Lu asked Zhongni, saying, “There was an ugly man in Wei, called Ai-tai Tuo. His father-in-law, who lived with him, thought so much of him that he could not be away from him. His wife, when she saw him (ugly as he was), represented to her parents, saying, ‘I had more than ten times rather be his concubine than the wife of any other man.’ He was never heard to take the lead in discussion, but always seemed to be of the same opinion with others. He had not the position of a ruler, so as to be able to save men from death. He had no revenues, so as to be able to satisfy men’s craving for food. He was ugly enough, moreover, to scare the whole world. He agreed with men instead of trying to lead them to adopt his views; his knowledge did not go beyond his immediate neighbourhood. And yet his father-in-law and his wife were of one mind about him in his presence (as I have said)—he must have been different from other men. I called him, and saw him. Certainly he was ugly enough to scare the whole world. He had not lived with me, however, for many months, when I was drawn to the man; and before he had been with me a full year, I had confidence in him. The state being without a chief minister, I (was minded) to commit the government to him. He responded to my proposal sorrowfully, and looked undecided as if he would fain have declined it. I was ashamed of myself (as inferior to him), but finally gave the government into his hands. In a little time, however, he left me and went away. I was sorry and felt that I had sustained a loss, and as if there were no other to share the pleasures of the kingdom with me. What sort of man was he?”

Zhongni said, “Once when I was sent on a mission to Qi, I saw some pigs sucking at their dead mother. After a little they looked with rapid glances, when they all left her, and ran away. They felt that she did not see them, and that she was no longer like themselves. What they had loved in their mother was not her bodily figure, but what had given animation to her figure. When a man dies in battle, they do not at his interment employ the usual appendages of plumes: as to supplying shoes to one who has lost his feet, there is no reason why he should care for them—in neither case is there the proper reason for their use. The members of the royal harem do not pare their nails nor pierce their ears; when a man is newly married, he remains (for a time) absent from his official duties, and unoccupied with them. That their bodies might be perfect was sufficient to make them thus dealt with; how much greater results should be expected from men whose mental gifts are perfect! This Ai-tai Tuo was believed by men, though he did not speak a word; and was loved by them, though he did no special service for them. He made men appoint him to the government of their states, afraid only that he would not accept the appointment. He must have been a man whose powers were perfect, though his realisation of them was not manifested in his person.

Duke Ai said, “What is meant by saying that his powers were complete?” Zhongni replied, “Death and life, preservation and ruin, failure and success, poverty and wealth, superiority and inferiority, blame and praise, hunger and thirst, cold and heat; these are the changes of circumstances, the operation of our appointed lot. Day and night they succeed to one another before us, but there is no wisdom able to discover to what they owe their origination. They are not sufficient therefore to disturb the harmony (of the nature), and are not allowed to enter into the treasury of intelligence. To cause this harmony and satisfaction ever to be diffused, while the feeling of pleasure is not lost from the mind; to allow no break to arise in this state day or night, so that it is always spring-time in his relations with external things; in all his experiences to realise in his mind what is appropriate to each season (of the year): these are the characteristics of him whose powers are perfect.”

“And what do you mean by the realisation of these powers not being manifested in the person?” (pursued further the duke). The reply was, “There is nothing so level as the surface of a pool of still water. It may serve as an example of what I mean. All within its circuit is preserved (in peace), and there comes to it no agitation from without. The virtuous efficacy is the perfect cultivation of the harmony (of the nature). Though the realisation of this be not manifested in the person, things cannot separate themselves (from its influence).”

Some days afterwards duke Ai told this conversation to Min-zi, saying, “Formerly it seemed to me the work of the sovereign to stand in court with his face to the south, to rule the kingdom, and to pay good heed to the accounts of the people concerned, lest any should come to a (miserable) death—this I considered to be the sum (of his duty). Now that I have heard that description of the Perfect man, I fear that my idea is not the real one, and that, by employing myself too lightly, I may cause the ruin of my state. I and Kong Qiu are not on the footing of ruler and subject, but on that of a virtuous friendship.”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Great and Most Honoured Master”《莊子》．內篇．大宗師 10

子輿與子桑友，而霖雨十日。子輿曰：「子桑殆病矣！」裹飯而往食之。至子桑之門，則若歌若哭，鼓琴曰：「父邪母邪！天乎人乎！」有不任其聲，而趨舉其詩焉。子輿入，曰：「子之歌詩，何故若是？」曰：「吾思乎使我至此極者而弗得也。父母豈欲吾貧哉？天無私覆，地無私載，天地豈私貧我哉？求其為之者而不得也。然而至此極者，命也夫！」

Zi-yu and Zi-sang were friends. (Once), when it had rained continuously for ten days, Zi-yu said, “I fear that Zi-sang may be in distress.” So he wrapped up some rice, and went to give it to him to eat. When he came to Zi-sang’s door, there issued from it sounds between singing and wailing; a lute was struck, and there came the words, “O Father! O Mother! O Heaven! O Men!” The voice could not sustain itself, and the line was hurriedly pronounced. Zi-yu entered and said, “Why are you singing, Sir, this line of poetry in such a way?” The other replied, “I was thinking, and thinking in vain, how it was that I was brought to such extremity. Would my parents have wished me to be so poor? Heaven overspreads all without any partial feeling, and so does Earth sustain all; Would Heaven and Earth make me so poor with any unkindly feeling? I was trying to find out who had done it, and I could not do so. But here I am in this extremity—it is what was appointed for me!”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Perfect Enjoyment”《莊子》．外篇．至樂 1

天下有至樂無有哉？有可以活身者無有哉？今奚為奚據？奚避奚處？奚就奚去？奚樂奚惡？

夫天下之所尊者，富貴壽善也；所樂者，身安、厚味、美服、好色、音聲也；所下者，貧賤夭惡也；所苦者，身不得安逸，口不得厚味，形不得美服，目不得好色，耳不得音聲；若不得者，則大憂以懼。其為形也亦愚哉！

Under the sky is perfect enjoyment to be found or not? Are there any who can preserve themselves alive or not? If there be, what do they do? What do they maintain? What do they avoid? What do they attend to? Where do they resort to? Where do they keep from? What do they delight in? What do they dislike?

What the world honours is riches, dignities, lonevity, and being deemed able. What it delights in is rest for the body, rich flavours, fine garments, beautiful colours, and pleasant music. What it looks down on are poverty and mean condition, short life and being deemed feeble. What men consider bitter experiences are that their bodies do not get rest and ease, that their mouths do not get food of rich flavour, that their persons are not finely clothed, that their eyes do not see beautiful colours, and that their ears do not listen to pleasant music. If they do not got these things, they are very sorrowful, and go on to be troubled with fears. Their thoughts are all about the body—are they not silly?


Book of Zhuangzi, “Tree on the Mountain”《莊子》．外篇．山木 6

莊子衣大布而補之，正緳係履而過魏王。魏王曰：「何先生之憊邪？」莊子曰：「貧也，非憊也。士有道德不能行，憊也。衣弊履穿，貧也，非憊也，此所謂非遭時也。王獨不見夫騰猿乎？其得柟、梓、豫、章也，攬蔓其枝，而王長其間，雖羿、蓬蒙不能眄睨也。及其得柘、棘、枳、枸之閒也，危行側視，振動悼慄，此筋骨非有加急而不柔也，處勢不便，未足以逞其能也。今處昏上亂相之間，而欲無憊，奚可得邪？此比干之見剖心，徵也夫！」

Zhuangzi in a patched dress of coarse cloth, and having his shoes tied together with strings, was passing by the king of Wei, who said to him, “How great, Master, is your distress?” Zhuangzi replied, “It is poverty, not distress! While a scholar possesses the Dao and its Attributes, he cannot be going about in distress. Tattered clothes and shoes tied on the feet are the sign of poverty, and not of distress. This is what we call not meeting with the right time. Has your majesty not seen the climbing monkey? When he is among the plane trees, rottleras, oaks, and camphor trees, he grasps and twists their branches (into a screen), where he reigns quite at his ease, so that not even Yi or Peng Meng could spy him out. When, however, he finds himself among the prickly mulberry and date trees, and other thorns, he goes cautiously, casts sidelong glances, and takes every trembling movement with apprehension—it is not that his sinews and bones are straitened, and have lost their suppleness, but the situation is unsuitable for him, and he cannot display his agility. And now when I dwell under a benighted ruler, and seditious ministers, how is it possible for me not to be in distress? My case might afford an illustration of the cutting out the heart of Bi-gan!”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Xu Wu Gui”《莊子》．雜篇．徐無鬼 2

徐無鬼見武侯，武侯曰：「先生居山林，食芧栗，厭蔥韭，以賓寡人，久矣夫！今老邪？其欲干酒肉之味邪？其寡人亦有社稷之福邪？」徐無鬼曰：「無鬼生於貧賤，未嘗敢飲食君之酒肉，將來勞君也。」君曰：「何哉？奚勞寡人？」曰：「勞君之神與形。」武侯曰：「何謂邪？」徐無鬼曰：「天地之養也一，登高不可以為長，居下不可以為短。君獨為萬乘之主，以苦一國之民，以養耳目鼻口，夫神者不自許也。夫神者，好和而惡姦。夫姦，病也，故勞之。唯君所病之，何也？」

武侯曰：「欲見先生久矣。吾欲愛民而為義偃兵，可乎？」徐無鬼曰：「不可。愛民，害民之始也；為義偃兵，造兵之本也。君自此為之，則殆不成。凡成美，惡器也。君雖為仁義，幾且偽哉！形固造形，成固有伐，變固外戰。君亦必無盛鶴列於麗譙之間，無徒驥於錙壇之宮，無藏逆於得，無以巧勝人，無以謀勝人，無以戰勝人。夫殺人之士民，兼人之土地，以養吾私與吾神者，其戰不知孰善？勝之惡乎在？君若勿已矣，修胸中之誠，以應天地之情而勿攖。夫民死已脫矣，君將惡乎用夫偃兵哉！」

At (another) interview of Xu Wu-gui with the marquis Wu, the latter said, “You, Sir, have been dwelling in the forests for a long time, living on acorns and chestnuts, and satiating yourself with onions and chives, without thinking of poor me. Now (that you are here), is it because you are old? or because you wish to try again the taste of wine and meat? or because (you wish that) I may enjoy the happiness derived from the spirits of the altars of the Land and Grain?” Xu Wu-gui replied, “I was born in a poor and mean condition, and have never presumed to drink of your lordship’s wine, or eat of your meat. My object in coming was to comfort your lordship under your troubles.” “What? comfort me under my troubles?” “Yes, to comfort both your lordship’s spirit and body.” The marquis said, “What do you mean?” His visitor replied, “Heaven and Earth have one and the same purpose in the production (of all men). However high one man be exalted, he should not think that he is favourably dealt with; and however low may be the position of another, he should not think that he is unfavourably dealt with. You are indeed the one and only lord of the 10,000 chariots (of your state), but you use your dignity to embitter (the lives of) all the people, and to pamper your ears, eyes, nose, and mouth. But your spirit does not acquiesce in this. The spirit (of man) loves to be in harmony with others and hates selfish indulgence. This selfish indulgence is a disease, and therefore I would comfort you under it. How is it that your lordship more than others brings this disease on yourself?”

The marquis said, “I have wished to see you, Sir, for a long time. I want to love my people, and by the exercise of righteousness to make an end of war—will that be sufficient?” Xu Wu-gui replied, “By no means. To love the people is the first step to injure them. By the exercise of righteousness to make an end of war is the root from which war is produced. If your lordship try to accomplish your object in this way, you are not likely to succeed. All attempts to accomplish what we think good (with an ulterior end) is a bad contrivance. Although your lordship practise benevolence and righteousness (as you propose), it will be no better than hypocrisy. You may indeed assume the (outward) form, but successful accomplishment will lead to (inward) contention, and the change thence arising will produce outward fighting. Your lordship also must not mass files of soldiers in the passages of your galleries and towers, nor have footmen and horsemen in the apartments about your altars. Do not let thoughts contrary to your success lie hidden in your mind; do not think of conquering men by artifice, or by (skilful) plans, or by fighting. If I kill the officers and people of another state, and annex its territory, to satisfy my selfish desires, while in my spirit I do not know whether the fighting be good, where is the victory that I gain? Your lordship’s best plan is to abandon (your purpose). If you will cultivate in your breast the sincere purpose (to love the people), and so respond to the feeling of Heaven and Earth, and not (further) vex yourself, then your people will already have escaped death—what occasion will your lordship have to make an end of war?”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Ze Yang”《莊子》．雜篇．則陽 1

則陽游於楚，夷節言之於王，王未之見，夷節歸。彭陽見王果曰：「夫子何不譚我於王？」王果曰：「我不若公閱休。」彭陽曰：「公閱休奚為者邪？」曰：「冬則擉鱉於江，夏則休乎山樊。有過而問者，曰：『此予宅也。』夫夷節已不能，而況我乎！吾又不若夷節。夫夷節之為人也，無德而有知，不自許，以之神其交，固顛冥乎富貴之地，非相助以德，相助消也。夫凍者假衣於春，暍者反冬乎冷風。夫楚王之為人也，形尊而嚴，其於罪也，無赦如虎，非夫佞人、正德，其孰能橈焉！故聖人，其窮也使家人忘其貧，其達也使王公忘其爵祿而化卑。其於物也，與之為娛矣；其於人也，樂物之通而保己焉。故或不言而飲人以和，與人並立而使人化。父子之宜，彼其乎歸居，而一閒其所施。其於人心者，若是其遠也。故曰待公閱休。」

Ze-yang having travelled to Chu, Yi Jie spoke of him to the king, and then, before the king had granted him an interview, (left him, and) returned home. Ze-yang went to see Wang Guo, and said to him, “Master, why do you not mention me to the king?” Wang Guo replied, “I am not so good a person to do that as Gong-yue Xiu.” “What sort of man is he?” asked the other, and the reply was, “In winter he spears turtles in the Jiang, and in summer he rests in shady places on the mountain.” When passers-by ask him (what he is doing there), he says, “This is my abode.” Since Yi Jie was not able to induce the king to see you, how much less should I, who am not equal to him, be able to do so! Yi Jie’s character is this: he has no (real) virtue, but he has knowledge. If you do not freely yield yourself to him, but employ him to carry on his spirit-like influence (with you), you will certainly get upset and benighted in the region of riches and honours. His help will not be of a Virtuous character, but will go to make your virtue less—it will be like heaping on clothes in spring as a protection against cold, or bringing back the cold winds of winter as a protection against heat (in summer). Now the king of Chu is of a domineering presence and stern. He has no forgiveness for offenders, but is merciless as a tiger. It is only a man of subtle speech, or one of correct virtue, who can bend him from his purpose.

“But the sagely man, when he is left in obscurity, causes the members of his family to forget their poverty; and, when he gets forward to a position of influence, causes kings and dukes to forget their rank and emoluments, and transforms them to be humble. With the inferior creatures, he shares their pleasures, and they enjoy themselves the more; with other men, he rejoices in the fellowship of the Dao, and preserves it in himself. Therefore though he may not speak, he gives them to drink of the harmony (of his spirit). Standing in association with them, he transforms them till they become in their feeling towards him as sons with a father. His wish is to return to the solitude of his own mind, and this is the effect of his occasional intercourse with them. So far-reaching is his influence on the minds of men; and therefore I said to you. ‘Wait for Gong-yue Xi?’”


Book of Zhuangzi, “King Who Have Wished to Resign”《莊子》．雜篇．讓王 2

大王亶父居邠，狄人攻之。事之以皮帛而不受，事之以犬馬而不受，事之以珠玉而不受，狄人之所求者土地也。大王亶父曰：「與人之兄居而殺其弟，與人之父居而殺其子，吾不忍也。子皆勉居矣！為吾臣與為狄人臣，奚以異？且吾聞之，不以所用養害所養。」因杖筴而去之。民相連而從之，遂成國於岐山之下。夫大王亶父可謂能尊生矣。能尊生者，雖貴富不以養傷身，雖貧賤不以利累形。今世之人，居高官尊爵者，皆重失之，見利輕亡其身，豈不惑哉！

When Dai-wang Dan-fu was dwelling in Bin, the wild tribes of the North attacked him. He tried to serve them with skins and silks, but they were not satisfied. He tried to serve them with dogs and horses, but they were not satisfied, and then with pearls and jade, but they were not satisfied. What they sought was his territory. Dai-wang Dan-fu said (to his people), “To dwell with the elder brother and cause the younger brother to be killed, or with the father and cause the son to be killed,—this is what I cannot bear to do. Make an effort, my children, to remain here. What difference is there between being my subjects, or the subjects of those wild people? And I have heard that a man does not use that which he employs for nourishing his people to injure them.” Thereupon he took his staff and switch and left, but the people followed him in an unbroken train, and he established a (new) state at the foot of mount Qi. Thus Dai-wang Dan-fu might be pronounced one who could give its (due) honour to life. Those who are able to do so, though they may be rich and noble, will not, for that which nourishes them, injure their persons; and though they may be poor and mean, will not, for the sake of gain, involve their bodies (in danger). The men of the present age who occupy high offices and are of honourable rank all lose these (advantages) again, and in the prospect of gain lightly expose their persons to ruin: is it not a case of delusion?


Book of Zhuangzi, “Heaven and Earth”《莊子》．外篇．天地 2

夫子曰：「夫道，覆載萬物者也，洋洋乎大哉！君子不可以不刳心焉。無為為之之謂天，無為言之之謂德，愛人利物之謂仁，不同同之之謂大，行不崖異之謂寬，有萬不同之謂富。故執德之謂紀，德成之謂立，循於道之謂備，不以物挫志之謂完。君子明於此十者，則韜乎其事心之大也，沛乎其為萬物逝也。若然者，藏金於山，藏珠於淵；不利貨財，不近貴富；不樂壽，不哀夭；不榮通，不醜窮；壽夭俱忘，窮通不足言矣。不拘一世之利以為己私分，不以王天下為己處顯。顯則明，萬物一府，死生同狀。」

The Master said, “It is the Dao that overspreads and sustains all things. How great It is in Its overflowing influence! The Superior man ought by all means to remove from his mind (all that is contrary to It). Acting without action is what is called Heaven(-like). Speech coming forth of itself is what is called (a mark of) the (true) Virtue. Loving men and benefiting things is what is called Benevolence. Seeing wherein things that are different yet agree is what is called being Great. Conduct free from the ambition of being distinguished above others is what is called being Generous. The possession in himself of a myriad points of difference is what is called being Rich. Therefore to hold fast the natural attributes is what is called the Guiding Line (of government); the perfecting of those attributes is what is called its Establishment; accordance with the Dao is what is called being Complete; and not allowing anything external to affect the will is what is called being Perfect. When the Superior man understands these ten things, he keeps all matters as it were sheathed in himself, showing the greatness of his mind; and through the outflow of his doings, all things move (and come to him). Being such, he lets the gold lie hid in the hill, and the pearls in the deep; he considers not property or money to be any gain; he keeps aloof from riches and honours; he rejoices not in long life, and grieves not for early death; he does not account prosperity a glory, nor is ashamed of indigence; he would not grasp at the gain of the whole world to be held as his own private portion; he would not desire to rule over the whole world as his own private distinction. His distinction is in understanding that all things belong to the one treasury, and that death and life should be viewed in the same way.”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Tian-Dao”《莊子》．外篇．天道 5

昔者舜問於堯曰：「天王之用心何如？」堯曰：「吾不敖無告，不廢窮民，苦死者，嘉孺子而哀婦人。此吾所以用心也。」舜曰：「美則美矣，而未大也。」堯曰：「然則何如？」舜曰：「天德而出寧，日月照而四時行，若晝夜之有經，雲行而雨施矣。」堯曰：「膠膠擾擾乎！子，天之合也；我，人之合也。」夫天地者，古之所大也，而黃帝、堯、舜之所共美也。故古之王天下者，奚為哉？天地而已矣。

Anciently, Shun asked Yao, saying, “In what way does your Majesty by the Grace of Heaven exercise your mind?” The reply was, “I simply show no arrogance towards the helpless; I do not neglect the poor people; I grieve for those who die; I love their infant children; and I compassionate their widows.” Shun rejoined, “Admirable, as far as it goes; but it is not what is Great.” “How then,” asked Yao, “do you think I should do?” Shun replied, “When (a sovereign) possesses the virtue of Heaven, then when he shows himself in action, it is in stillness. The sun and moon (simply) shine, and the four seasons pursue their courses. So it is with the regular phenomena of day and night, and with the movement of the clouds by which the rain is distributed.” Yao said, “Then I have only been persistently troubling myself! What you wish is to be in harmony with Heaven, while I wish to be in harmony with men.” Now (the Way of) Heaven and Earth was much thought of old, and Huang-Di, Yao, and Shun united in admiring it. Hence the kings of the world of old did nothing, but tried to imitate that Way.


Book of Zhuangzi, “Robber Zhi”《莊子》．雜篇．盜跖 2

子張問於滿苟得曰：「盍不為行？無行則不信，不信則不任，不任則不利。故觀之名，計之利，而義真是也。若棄名利，反之於心，則夫士之為行，不可一日不為乎？」滿苟得曰：「無恥者富，多信者顯。夫名利之大者，幾在無恥而信。故觀之名，計之利，而信真是也。若棄名利，反之於心，則夫士之為行，抱其天乎！」

子張曰：「昔者桀、紂貴為天子，富有天下，今謂臧聚曰『汝行如桀、紂』，則有怍色，有不服之心者，小人所賤也。仲尼、墨翟，窮為匹夫，今謂宰相曰『子行如仲尼、墨翟』，則變容易色稱不足者，士誠貴也。故勢為天子，未必貴也；窮為匹夫，未必賤也。貴賤之分，在行之美惡。」滿苟得曰：「小盜者拘，大盜者為諸侯，諸侯之門，義士存焉。昔者桓公小白殺兄入嫂而管仲為臣，田成子常殺君竊國而孔子受幣。論則賤之，行則下之，則是言行之情悖戰於胸中也，不亦拂乎！故《書》曰：『孰惡孰美？成者為首，不成者為尾。』」

Zi-zhang asked Man Gou-de, saying, “Why do you not pursue a (righteous) course? Without such a course you will not be believed in; unless you are believed in, you will not be employed in office; and if not employed in office, you will not acquire gain. Thus, if you look at the matter from the point of reputation, or estimate it from the point of gain, a righteous course is truly the right thing. If you discard the thought of reputation and gain, yet when you think over the thing in your own mind, you will see that the scholar should not be a single day without pursuing a (righteous) course.” Man Gou-de said, “He who has no shame becomes rich, and he in whom many believe becomes illustrious. Thus the greatest fame and gain would seem to spring from being without shame and being believed in. Therefore if you look at the matter from the point of reputation, or estimate it from the point of gain, to be believed in is the right thing. If you discard the thought of fame and gain, and think over the thing in your own mind, you will see that the scholar in the course which he pursues is (simply) holding fast his Heavenly (nature, and gaining nothing).”

Zi-zhang said, “Formerly Jie and Zhou each enjoyed the honour of being the sovereign, and all the wealth of the kingdom was his; but if you now say to a (mere) money-grabber, ‘Your conduct is like that of Jie or Zhou,’ he will look ashamed, and resent the imputation: (these two sovereigns) are despised by the smallest men. Zhongni and Mo Di (on the other hand) were poor, and common men; but if you say to a Prime Minister that his conduct is like that of Zhongni or Mo Di, then he will be put out and change countenance, and protest that he is not worthy (to be so spoken of): (these two philosophers) are held to be truly noble by (all) scholars. Thus it is that the position of sovereign does not necessarily connect with being thought noble, nor the condition of being poor and of common rank with being thought mean. The difference of being thought noble or mean arises from the conduct being good or bad.” Man Gou-de replied, “Small robbers are put in prison; a great robber becomes a feudal lord; and in the gate of the feudal lord your righteous scholars will be found. For instance, Xi-bo, the duke Huan, killed his elder brother, and took his sister-in-law to himself, and yet Guan Zhong became his minister; and Tian Cheng, styled Cheng-zi, killed his ruler, and usurped the state, and yet Confucius received a present of silks from him. In their discussions they would condemn the men, but in their conduct they abased themselves before them. In this way their words and actions must have been at war together in their breasts—was it not a contradiction and perversity? As it is said in a book, ‘Who is bad? and who is good? The successful is regarded as the Head, and the unsuccessful as the Tail.’”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Man in the World Associated with Other Men”《莊子》．內篇．人間世 4

顏闔將傅衛靈公大子，而問於蘧伯玉曰：「有人於此，其德天殺。與之為無方，則危吾國；與之為有方，則危吾身。其知適足以知人之過，而不知其所以過。若然者，吾奈之何？」蘧伯玉曰：「善哉問乎！戒之慎之，正汝身也哉！形莫若就，心莫若和。雖然，之二者有患。就不欲入，和不欲出。形就而入，且為顛為滅，為崩為蹶。心和而出，且為聲為名，為妖為孽。彼且為嬰兒，亦與之為嬰兒；彼且為無町畦，亦與之為無町畦；彼且為無崖，亦與之為無崖。達之，入於無疵。汝不知夫螳蜋乎？怒其臂以當車轍，不知其不勝任也，是其才之美者也。戒之慎之！積伐而美者以犯之，幾矣。汝不知夫養虎者乎？不敢以生物與之，為其殺之之怒也；不敢以全物與之，為其決之之怒也。時其飢飽，達其怒心。虎之與人異類而媚養己者，順也；故其殺者，逆也。夫愛馬者，以筐盛矢，以蜄盛溺。適有蚉虻僕緣，而拊之不時，則缺銜、毀首、碎胸。意有所至，而愛有所亡，可不慎邪！」

Yan He, being about to undertake the office of Teacher of the eldest son of duke Ling of Wei, consulted Qu Bo-yi. “Here,” said he, “is this (young) man, whose natural disposition is as bad as it could be. If I allow him to proceed in a bad way, it will be at the peril of our state; if I insist on his proceeding in a right way, it will be at the peril of my own person. His wisdom is just sufficient to know the errors of other men, but he does not know how he errs himself. What am I to do in such a case?” Qu Bo-yi replied, “Good indeed is your question! Be on your guard; be careful; see that you keep yourself correct! Your best plan will be, with your person to seek association with him, and with your mind to try to be in harmony with him; and yet there are dangers connected with both of these things. While seeking to keep near to him, do not enter into his pursuits; while cultivating a harmony of mind with him, do not show how superior you are to him. If in your personal association you enter into his pursuits, you will fall with him and be ruined, you will tumble down with a crash. If in maintaining a harmony with his mind, you show how different you are from him, he will think you do so for the reputation and the name, and regard you as a creature of evil omen. If you find him to be a mere boy, be you with him as another boy; if you find him one of those who will not have their ground marked out in the ordinary way, do you humour him in this characteristic; if you find him to be free from lofty airs, show yourself to be the same—(ever) leading him on so as to keep him free from faults. Do you not know (the fate of) the praying mantis? It angrily stretches out its arms, to arrest the progress of the carriage, unconscious of its inability for such a task, but showing how much it thinks of its own powers. Be on your guard; be careful. If you cherish a boastful confidence in your own excellence, and place yourself in collision with him, you are likely to incur the fate (of the mantis). Do you not know how those who keep tigers proceed? They do not dare to supply them with living creatures, because of the rage which their killing of them will excite. They do not (even) dare to give them their food whole, because of the rage which their rending of it will excite. They watch till their hunger is appeased, (dealing with them) from their knowledge of their natural ferocity. Tigers are different from men, but they fawn on those who feed them, and do so in accordance with their nature. When any of these are killed by them, it is because they have gone against that nature. Those again who are fond of horses preserve their dung in baskets, and their urine in jars. If musquitoes and gadflies light on them, and the grooms brush them suddenly away, the horses break their bits, injure (the ornaments on) their heads, and smash those on their breasts. The more care that is taken of them, the more does their fondness (for their attendants) disappear. Ought not caution to be exercised (in the management of them)?”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Tree on the Mountain”《莊子》．外篇．山木 7

孔子窮於陳、蔡之間，七日不火食，左據槁木，右擊槁枝，而歌猋氏之風，有其具而無其數，有其聲而無宮角，木聲與人聲，犁然有當於人心。

顏回端拱還目而窺之。仲尼恐其廣己而造大也，愛己而造哀也，曰：「回！無受天損易，無受人益難。無始而非卒也，人與天一也。夫今之歌者其誰乎？」

回曰：「敢問無受天損易。」仲尼曰：「飢溺寒暑，窮桎不行，天地之行也，運物之泄也，言與之偕逝之謂也。為人臣者，不敢去之。執臣之道猶若是，而況乎所以待天乎！」

「何謂無受人益難？」仲尼曰：「始用四達，爵祿並至而不窮，物之所利，乃非己也，吾命有在外者也。君子不為盜，賢人不為竊。吾若取之，何哉？故曰：鳥莫知於鷾鴯，目之所不宜處，不給視，雖落其實，棄之而走。其畏人也，而襲諸人間，社稷存焉爾。」

「何謂無始而非卒？」仲尼曰：「化其萬物而不知其禪之者，焉知其所終？焉知其所始？正而待之而已耳。」

「何謂天與人一邪？」仲尼曰：「有人，天也；有天，亦天也。人之不能有天，性也，聖人晏然體逝而終矣。」

Cai, and for seven days he had no cooked food to eat, he laid hold of a decayed tree with his left hand, and with his right hand tapped it with a decayed branch, singing all the while the ode of Biao-shi. He had his instrument, but the notes were not marked on it. There was a noise, but no blended melody. The sound of the wood and the voice of the man came together like the noise of the plough through the ground, yet suitably to the feelings of the disciples around.

Yan Hui, who was standing upright, with his hands crossed on his breast, rolled his eyes round to observe him. Zhongni, fearing that Hui would go to excess in manifesting how he honoured himself, or be plunged in sorrow through his love for him, said to him, “Hui, not to receive (as evils) the inflictions of Heaven is easy; not to receive (as benefits) the favours of men is difficult. There is no beginning which was not an end. The Human and the Heavenly may be one and the same. Who, for instance, is it that is now singing?”

Hui said, “I venture to ask how not to receive (as evils) the inflictions of Heaven is easy.” Zhongni said, “Hunger, thirst, cold, and heat, and having one’s progress entirely blocked up—these are the doings of Heaven and Earth, necessary incidents in the revolutions of things. They are occurrences of which we say that we will pass on (composedly) along with them. The minister of another does not dare to refuse his commands; and if he who is discharging the duty of a minister feels it necessary to act thus, how much more should we wait with ease on the commands of Heaven!”

“What do you mean by saying that not to receive (as benefits) the favours of men is difficult?” Zhongni said, “As soon as one is employed in office, he gets forward in all directions; rank and emolument come to him together, and without end. But these advantages do not come from one’s self—it is my appointed lot to have such external good. The superior man is not a robber; the man of worth is no filcher—if I prefer such things, what am I? Hence it is said, ‘There is no bird wiser than the swallow.’ Where its eye lights on a place that is not suitable for it, it does not give it a second glance. Though it may drop the food from its mouth, it abandons it, and hurries off. It is afraid of men, and yet it stealthily takes up its dwelling by his; finding its protection in the altars of the Land and Grain.”

“What do you mean by saying that there is no beginning which was not an end?” Zhongni said, “The change—rise and dissolution—of all things (continually) goes on, but we do not know who it is that maintains and continues the process. How do we know when any one begins? How do we know when he will end? We have simply to wait for it, and nothing more.”

“And what do you mean by saying that the Human and the Heavenly are one and the same?” Zhongni said, “Given man, and you have Heaven; given Heaven, and you still have Heaven (and nothing more). That man can not have Heaven is owing to the limitation of his nature. The sagely man quietly passes away with his body, and there is an end of it.”


Book of Zhuangzi, “Kings Who Have Wished to Resign”《莊子》．雜篇．讓王 7

子列子窮，容貌有飢色。客有言之於鄭子陽者曰：「列御寇，蓋有道之士也，居君之國而窮，君無乃為不好士乎？」鄭子陽即令官遺之粟。子列子見使者，再拜而辭。使者去，子列子入，其妻望之而拊心曰：「妾聞為有道者之妻子，皆得佚樂，今有飢色。君過而遺先生食，先生不受，豈不命邪！」子列子笑謂之曰：「君非自知我也。以人之言而遺我粟，至其罪我也，又且以人之言。此吾所以不受也。」其卒，民果作難而殺子陽。

Zi Liezi was reduced to extreme poverty, and his person had a hungry look. A visitor mentioned the case to Zi-yang, (the premier) of Kang, saying, “Lie Yu-kou, I believe, is a scholar who has attained to the Dao. Is it because our ruler does not love (such) scholars, that he should be living in his state in such poverty?” Zi-yang immediately ordered an officer to send to him a supply of grain. When Liezi saw the messenger, he bowed to him twice, and declined the gift, on which the messenger went away. On Liezi’s going into the house, his wife looked to him and beat her breast, saying, “I have heard that the wife and children of a possessor of the Dao all enjoy plenty and ease, but now we look starved. The ruler has seen his error, and sent you a present of food, but you would not receive it—is it appointed (for us to suffer thus)?” Zi Liezi laughed and said to her, “The ruler does not himself know me. Because of what some one said to him, he sent me the grain; but if another speak (differently) of me to him, he may look on me as a criminal. This was why I did not receive the grain! In the end it did come about, that the people, on an occasion of trouble and disorder, put Zi-yang to death.”


Dao De Jing 75 道德經 75

民之飢，以其上食稅之多，是以飢。民之難治，以其上之有為，是以難治。民之輕死，以其求生之厚，是以輕死。夫唯無以生為者，是賢於貴生。

The people suffer from famine because of the multitude of taxes consumed by their superiors. It is through this that they suffer famine.

The people are difficult to govern because of the (excessive) agency of their superiors (in governing them). It is through this that they are difficult to govern.

The people make light of dying because of the greatness of their labours in seeking for the means of living. It is this which makes them think light of dying. Thus it is that to leave the subject of living altogether out of view is better than to set a high value on it.


Source: The Sacred Books of China: The Text of Taoism, with English translation by James Legge (London: Oxford University Press, 1891). Available at http://ctext.org/zhuangzi and http://ctext.org/dao-de-jing.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Poverty and the Poor in the Buddhist Tradition

Jordan Baskerville and Anne Ruth Hansen

There is no single Buddhist ethical frame for the treatment of poverty and the poor. Rather, Buddhists in different historical moments and different types of textual, performative, and practical contexts have represented and grappled with multiple responses to and interpretations of poverty. These different sources map a conceptual terrain in which poverty can alternatively be seen as a moral advantage and disadvantage and being poor as an indication of everything from moral immaturity and past karmic misdeeds, to goodness and purity of heart, to the fruits of injustice and societal degeneration. This essay will examine a range of Buddhist scriptural, narrative, biographical, ritual, and practical views on and responses to poverty, both as a metaphorical and aesthetic ideal and sought-after condition for spiritual development and as an individual and collective social problem and impediment to human flourishing.

Poverty and the Poor in Buddhist Scriptures

In the scriptural text Sutta-Nipāta, understood to represent one of the oldest strata of the Buddhist scriptures,1 homelessness, with an accompanying lack of attachment to possessions, serves as a central metaphor for spiritual liberation. One of its opening sutta, or “discourses,” the beautiful Dhaniya-sutta,2 for example, tells the story of an encounter between a herdsman named Dhaniya and the Buddha, the “Awakened One,” known to Buddhists as a former prince who abandoned his comfortable upraising for the peripatetic renunciant lifestyle of a homeless ascetic. Dhaniya, who lives near the bank of the Mahī River, has been busy readying his farm, house, and family for the coming monsoon rains. He is feeling secure and content about the state of his affairs when he speaks the opening verse: “I have cooked my rice and milked the cows. . . . My house is thatched, the fire is kindled. Therefore, rain, O cloud, if you like!” By contrast, the Buddha replies that his “house is uncovered,” with no heat in the hearth, because his own “fire of passion is extinguished,” a metaphor indicating that he has achieved enlightenment, or nibbāna.3 Using the house as a metaphor for the self—a common trope in Pali Theravāda Buddhist texts—the Buddha explains that being liberated from desires and attachments means that the rain cannot hurt him.4

As the dialogue between the householder and the homeless ascetic continues, the images of home, sons, cattle, and security reveal a sharp contrast between material and spiritual aspirations. Suddenly, a storm breaks, unleashing a flash flood that fills “all the levels and hollows.” Dhaniya is terrified by the “roaring of the storm” and the loss of everything he had once held as secure and meaningful. But his unexpected poverty also gives him insight into what the Buddha has been trying to teach him about true “refuge” (saraṇa): being attached to possessions or people causes anxiety and grief because both things and peoples are subject to change and impermanence; they will inevitably change, deteriorate, get lost, die, or go away—and. thus, any contentment based on these attachments cannot last.5 By contrast, having no attachments to things or people allows one to be truly free of worry and craving and opens up the possibility for achieving liberation from suffering by overcoming the base human emotions that cause problems: greed, hatred, and delusion.6

The path to liberation is depicted in the Dhaniya Sutta as a “well-constructed raft” that can “pass over the floods to Nibbāna.”7 This metaphor is meant to illustrate that once a practitioner has reached an enlightened state, even her attachment to the teachings of the Buddha can be left behind, just as an individual who has finally managed to cross a raging river to the other shore has no further need of a raft. Having lost everything in the storm, Dhaniya “takes refuge” in the Buddha and his teachings (called the “Dharma” in Sanskrit, or “Dhamma” in Pali) and prepares to join the Buddhist order, the sangha.8 Māra, the Buddhist personification of death and desire, briefly appears to try and convince Dhaniya to hold on to his householder life, but the Buddha has the final word, assuring Dhaniya that upadhi (“sensory existence,” or possessions and attachments) are “the cause of the sorrows of men, but he who has no upadhi has no sorrow.”9

The notion of homelessness and the loss or lack of possessions as a precursor to spiritual freedom is echoed in other scriptural imagery as well. In the Sāmaññaphala Sutta (discourse on the fruits of the homeless life), which discusses the rewards of living as a Buddhist monk, or bhikkhu, the imagery of a nonattached, possession-free life is similarly poetically extolled:



And how is a monk content? Just as a bird, wherever it goes, flies with its wings as its only burden; so too is he content with a set of robes to provide for his body and almsfood to provide for his hunger. Wherever he goes, he takes only his barest necessities along. This is how a monk is content.10

Likewise, in the Dhammapada (verses on the Dhamma), enlightened persons “are not attached to any home; like swans that abandon the lake, they leave home after home behind.”11 Another verse in the Dhammapada explains that “those whose minds have reached full excellence in the factors of enlightenment, who, having renounced acquisitiveness, rejoice in not clinging to things—rid of cankers, glowing with wisdom, they have attained Nibbāna in this very life.”12

As Buddhism became institutionally established in India and later spread to other parts of Asia, new conceptions of how the ideal monk or nun should live challenged and transformed the early Indian Buddhist ascetic ideal of monastic homelessness and nonpossession. In some historical periods and places, Buddhist monasteries were sites of wealth and considerable political power. But even as the living arrangements of monks and nuns took on different forms, the imagery of homelessness and the notion of material poverty as a spiritual ideal continued (and still continues) to run through Buddhist writings, including those produced far from the landscape of early Indian Buddhism. In Tokugawa Japan, for instance, the celebrated Zen poet Ryōkan (1758–1831) wrote about his daily life as a monk in a deserted hermitage on Mount Kugami. His poems use the imagery of his simple lifestyle as a backdrop and source of inspiration for gaining insight into the nature of reality. Undistracted by wealth and possessions, he is free to wander the mountain-side and pick violets, play with village children, drink saké, and realize mushin, “no-mind” or non-dualism, a state of enlightened perception in which he is able to go beyond conventional ways of categorizing and dividing experience and to recognize the interconnectedness of things.13 Without the clutter of domestic life or worries about where his next meal will come from, Ryokan has learned how to just “be”; his keen observations of nature and himself lead him to realizations about the nature of the world as characterized by change, impermanence, and suffering.

In the texts considered above, material wealth and nonwealth are seen as “worldly things,” or lokadhammā. Buddhist sources speak of eight lokadhammā, things that always appear in the world in pairs. The first of these is wealth or gain, lābha, and nonwealth or loss, alābha; the other lokadhammā are status and disgrace, praise and censure, and pleasure and pain. The Lokavipatti Sutta (discourse on worldly failings) describes the ways in which most run-of-the-mill people chase after wealth, status, praise, and pleasure, while trying hard to avoid their opposites. The problem with this approach, the sutta cautions, is that it is impossible to have one lokadhamma without its opposite. So at some point, gain is sure to be replaced by loss, and pleasure can give way to pain. A person with enough wisdom and discernment to realistically observe the workings of the world recognizes that both gain and loss will inevitably occur in one’s life; not accepting this inevitability is one of the ways that people cause suffering for themselves. In this light, nonattachment to home and possessions is presented as a spiritual aspiration, though one that seems out of reach for most ordinary people. Images of poverty in this positive, metaphorical, nonattached sense tend to appear in texts aimed at promoting monastic life.

Other scriptural texts represent the condition of poverty in a more negative light as an undesirable karmic condition that may result from ungenerous or violent past actions. In the Culakammavibhanga Sutta (discourse on the shorter exposition of action), a student named Subha asks the Buddha what accounts for the differences among people, why it is “one meets with short-lived and long-lived people, sick and healthy people, ugly and beautiful people, insignificant and influential people, poor and rich people, low-born and high-born people, stupid and wise people”?14 The Buddha responds that all “beings are owners of kammas [actions], heirs of kammas. . . . It is kammas that differentiate beings according to inferiority and superiority.”15 The text goes on to elucidate how certain kinds of “actions” (P., kamma; S., karma), such as not giving generously to support the Buddhist sangha, lead to inevitable results later, like being born poor. Likewise, in the Dhammapada, we learn that foolish or childish people who harm others without cause will soon find themselves in one of ten undesirable states, one of which is poverty.16 A sutta from the Khuddaka Nikāya describes the sad plight of people reborn as hungry ghosts, or peta (S., preta), standing “outside the walls . . . and at crossroads,” hoping for gifts of food from relatives who remember them, as in their rebirth state as hungry ghosts, “there’s no farming, no herding of cattle, no commerce, no trading with money. They live on what is given here, hungry shades whose time here is done.”17 In contrast to positive images of monastic poverty and homelessness, these passages imply that being born poor or losing one’s wealth is not the kind of future state we would wish for ourselves or our loved ones.

The Culakammavibhanga Sutta suggests that someone who refrains from giving gifts to support monks and brahmans will be reborn as a poor person, but that “a giver of food, drink, cloth, sandals, garlands, perfumes, unguents, bed, roof and lighting to monks and brahmans” may profit by being reborn in comfortable conditions.18 This karmic explanation for the cause of individual differences in affluence is found in other texts as well, such as the Vimānavatthu (stories of the mansions) from the Khuddaka Nikāya section of the Tipiṭaka, which describes the lovely golden and crystal mansions in the heavens that make up one of the gati, or rebirth, realms belonging to devatā (deities), who gave generously to the sangha in past rebirths.19 The mansions serve as evocative reminders of the benefits of giving, evident in contemporary Cambodia, for example, as a common motif in temple paintings that depict a young woman presenting a gift of food to a Buddhist monk with a celestial mansion floating on a cloud above her shoulder. Giving gifts to the sangha is known as dāna, “giving” or “offering.” When a layperson gives a gift to a member of the sangha, the monk or nun who receives the gift acts as a “merit field” that transforms the gift into “merit” (P., puñña; S., puṇya) for the giver. In Buddhist rituals, such as cremation ceremonies, laypeople offer gifts to the sangha to make merit on behalf of their parents or ancestors.

While generous giving to the sangha is upheld as an important virtue, so is charitable giving more generally. Supporting those in need, selflessly, out of compassion,20 rather than from any hope of reward, is one of the most celebrated virtues in Buddhist jātaka stories, narrative accounts of past rebirths of the Buddha that are (and have been) popular in many Asian Buddhist contexts. The future Buddha is referred to in these stories as the “Bodhisattva,” an honorific indicating someone who is on the path to buddhahood. The jātaka stories detail the Bodhisattva’s cultivation of virtues that lead to his eventual enlightenment, such as giving, compassion, and truth telling. They are frequently used as devotional subjects in worship and meditation, as ethical teachings to stimulate moral reflection and inspire the cultivation of virtuous behavior, and as subjects of narrative art.21

One jātaka story that is particularly well-known across the Mahāyāna Buddhist world tells the story of the Bodhisattva’s rebirth as an ascetic teacher. He is standing on a cliff in the forest when he observes a hungry tigress and her cubs below. He realizes with horror that the tigress is so hungry that she has begun to view her own offspring “as so much meat.” Reflecting that “there can only be two reasons for taking no notice when someone else is in difficulties: selfish concern for one’s own well-being, or sheer helplessness,” he makes the decision to throw himself down the mountainside, offering his body as food for the starving mother to prevent her from committing a heinous act.22 The text makes clear that, although shocking, this is an act of sacrifice by a person on a higher spiritual level than most of us—rather than behavior that could or should be emulated by ordinary persons. This narrative of sacrifice is meant to inspire faith, awe, and devotion in those who hear it.

In another story that has particular resonance with contemporary humanitarian crises of migrants fleeing warfare and economic insecurity, the Bodhisattva, in a rebirth as a majestic elephant living in an isolated forested oasis surrounded by deserts, meets a miserable, starving, and demoralized group of refugees making their way across the desert. Hearing their disturbing account of the injustices they have fled, he thinks to himself that “people so physically weakened by the torments of hunger, thirst, and exhaustion” would never make it across “a waterless desert stretching for many hundreds of miles without any shade.” He realizes that their only hope for survival is to use his body as food and his entrails as bags to carry water. He then throws himself over a cliff to make his body “a raft that would ferry these men, beset with suffering, across the sea of misfortune.”23 When the refugees find the elephant’s newly dead body, they are overcome with awe and gratitude. They marvel at his compassion, asking each other, “what kind of affection must he have shown his friends or relatives when—knowing nothing of our family, our character, or our faith and not even having heard of us before”—he gave up his life to provide for them.24 These stories, in contrast to others exhorting people to make merit by giving generously to the sangha, emphasize selfless compassion for the sufferings of others and insight into the interconnectedness of us all as motivations for giving to anyone who is in need.

So far, the discussion of Buddhist analyses of poverty might seem to suggest that Buddhists have been less concerned with poverty as a sociological problem than with the soteriological implications of wealth with respect to the obstacles to and opportunities for spiritual advancement it affords. But along with the potent metaphorical images of poverty and wealth we have already considered, Buddhists since the earliest period have also thought about and tried to address poverty as a collective social problem. Buddhist ethics emphasizes the importance of identifying and reflecting on causality as a means of addressing moral problems and finding solutions. Thus, an important aspect of cultivating wisdom involves developing the ability to perceive the results of “actions” (P., kamma; S., karma). People with well-developed wisdom (such as enlightened buddhas) are able to discern how and why certain actions lead to certain results. The teaching that each action has a result, or “fruit,” and that these results set in motion a whole chain of further actions and results, is known as the law of karma. Furthermore, when the Buddha investigated the causes of suffering and how it might be addressed, he recognized that everything we do is brought into being through a cycle of causation that he described as paṭicca-samupāda (Skt., pratītya-samutpāda), meaning “dependent origination” or “dependent arising.” This complex moral theory of causality or conditioning is the crux of the awakened knowledge that the Buddha realized during his enlightenment.25 It is applied in his first sermon, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (discourse on the turning of the wheel of Dhamma), which analyzes the causes and possible solutions to the problem of human suffering.26 The fundamental logic spelled out in the first sermon—of trying to solve problems by looking at them closely to understand how one thing gives rise to another and further sets into motion a whole long chain of linked results and causes—is applied to analyzing many different problems, including social conditions such as poverty.

This causal framework is useful for approaching a Buddhist scriptural discussion of poverty found in a well-known scriptural text called the Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta (discourse (containing) a lion’s roar on the wheel-turning king), excerpted here from a Theravādin Pali version.27 The sutta opens with the Buddha giving an account of a just kingdom, “once upon a time,” in which the king rules according to Dhamma, and as a result, his whole kingdom prospers.28 One of the most basic principles he upholds is to support the poor: “let no wrongdoing take place in your territory: if there are poor people in your territory, give them money.”29 His descendants follow his lead for generations, until one new heir to the throne departs from the principles normally followed by a just “wheel-turning” king. Although this king is not evil and does follow some of the Dhammic guidelines by providing certain kinds of social goods to his subjects, “he did not give money to the poor.” As a result of not helping the poor, “poverty flourished. Because poverty flourished, a man intentionally took from others what [they] had not given [him].”30 From there, things cycle further out of control, and the text makes an implicit connection between not giving to the poor and the rise of many other social ills, including theft, the arming of the population, violence, loss of “vitality and beauty,” and a shortening of the human life span. As time goes on (and note that the time spans discussed in the text are extremely long), these problems grow worse and worse, until the average human life span is shortened to 10 years, and incest, rape, violence, and social inequity are rampant. A period of near-apocalyptic warfare results, and then the small remaining human population who had abstained from killing and fled to the forest emerge from their hiding places and find each other. Through causal reasoning about the actions that led to their society’s decline (such as killing, stealing, lying, and sexual misconduct), they come up with a plan to reform themselves by following what (unbeknownst to them) are four of the basic Buddhist precepts: abstaining from killing, theft, lying, and sexual misconduct. From this, a cycle of human moral and social regeneration occurs. At the point when the human life span has increased to “eighty thousand” years (a number often employed in Buddhist sources to signify wholeness or fullness), a new righteous “wheel-turning” ruler comes to power, and a new buddha named Metteyya is enlightened and begins to teach the Dhamma.31

This lengthy discourse has been read by Buddhist scholars both as an important articulation of social concerns and as a Buddhist vision of “felicity” concerned with setting up a contrast between the flawed nature of worldly affairs and human temporality and the sanctity and purity of nirvāna, which is beyond time. Mahinda Deegalle interprets the Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta as evidence of “the historical Buddha’s close attention and observation of contemporary social issues in ancient India.” Importantly, he also points to the text’s causal method of Buddhist moral analysis that shows the linkages between poverty, crime, and violence and the undoing of society through “neglect of care” and lack of just governance.32 He suggests that we can “set aside the mythological aspects of the narrative” and focus on its presentation of “Buddhist visions of . . . statecraft and the state’s centrality in resolving social problems.”33 Steven Collins reads the text as a “parable rather than a myth,” arguing that, while the text presents a contrasting vision of just and unjust societies, its larger intent is to provide a lens on human society from a different and more remote temporal perspective that helps us recognize that our usual approach to life is “all madness and mayhem.”34 We tend to get mired in the muck of saṃsāra (the cycle of death and rebirth), and thus we are rooted in worldly time: what happens or has happened in the past, present, and future. Collins suggests that in the sutta’s representations of best- and worst-case societies, “however much life might be like hell or heaven on earth, in both cases time is short: the turmoil of saṃsāra, bad or good, is always a lesser orientation than the peace of nirvana, which passeth all understanding.”35 In other words, the sutta tries to help us imagine better and more just possibilities for human society by allowing us to view the world as an enlightened being sees it.

The visions of social justice and good governance described in scriptural discourses such as the Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta (and other related texts) are not confined to the literary imagination. Buddhist kings and states since the third-century-BCE reign of Aśoka in the north Indian Mauryan empire have incorporated Buddhist ideas of governance, and religious and political figures have drawn on them to register social criticism. In the rest of this essay and accompanying readings, we will offer some examples of recent and contemporary Buddhist figures who have developed powerful moral arguments and implemented policies intended to address the causes and effects of poverty and to help people who are poor. In the modern period, Buddhist ethics concerned with poverty and the poor tend to revolve around the concepts of compassion (karuṇā), interconnectedness, and questions about the appropriate levels of wealth and opportunity necessary for human flourishing.

In many parts of premodern Asia, religion was an inseparable element of social life, with members of the monastic community playing roles as educators, healers, and ritual specialists. Monasteries were sites that provided education, health care, and community building as well as places for worship, meditation (to a lesser extent), and merit making. The gradual displacement of these duties to institutions, such as state-run schools and hospitals, led to a reappraisal of Buddhism’s place in the modern world.36 Contemporary Buddhist thinkers, leaders, and practitioners have considered how Buddhism might address such issues as climate change, war, inequality, and poverty. Here, we examine contributions from four prominent contemporary Buddhists on the nature of poverty, its sources, and some possible solutions, as seen by the Dalai Lama, the globally known Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader; Sister Chan Khong, a Vietnamese Mahāyāna “socially engaged” Buddhist nun now living in France; Sulak Sivaraksa, a Thai Theravāda Buddhist; and David Loy, an American Zen Buddhist. All four agree that—excluding voluntary monastic vows of simplicity—impoverishment is a serious social problem that aggravates other forms of suffering. Their different perspectives illustrate that (just as in the Buddhist scriptural accounts of poverty and the poor discussed previously), contemporary Buddhists do not share a standard uniform analysis of poverty. But each of these excerpts shows us how Buddhists draw on Buddhist ideas to analyze and articulate their perceptions of poverty as a social ill. The doctrinal variations in each of their respective Buddhist traditions account for some of the different views expressed here, but there are also many other factors at play: widely varying histories, levels of education, and familial and cultural backgrounds coupled with different proclivities that explain the divergence of perspectives and approaches among the following contemporary figures.

The Dalai Lama

In 1950, the ruling Communists of China invaded Tibet, ending centuries of Tibetan independence. A few years later, in 1959, at the age of 23, the spiritual and political leader of Tibet, Tenzin Gyatso, known more commonly as the 14th Dalai Lama, fled his homeland to a lasting exile in India.37 As head of a government in exile, a global religious figure, and an authority on Tibetan Buddhist thought and culture, the Dalai Lama has frequently been consulted about critical global social issues. He is trained in the Gelugpa school of Tibetan Vajrayāna Buddhism that, like other Mahāyāna variations, emphasizes the Bodhisattava ideal of working to alleviate the suffering of others before one attains full enlightenment. At the same time, the Dalai Lama is also a former head of state, a past practitioner of statecraft, and is versed in other contemporary fields of study. He brings a mix of classic Tibetan Buddhist philosophy and modern Euro-American thought when dealing with inequality and destitution.

One of the most pressing contemporary problems addressed in his writings is poverty. Drawing from centuries of Tibetan Buddhist teachings on the belief in the importance of cultivating compassion for all sentient beings alongside wisdom to achieve full enlightenment, or Buddhahood (sangs rgyays in Tibetan), the Dalai Lama, in his best-selling book Ethics for the New Millennium, refashions this compassion-focused philosophy for a broader lay audience and labels it “universal responsibility.”38 This humanistic ethos, according to the Dalai Lama, should be applied to matters of economics (and many other areas) to address the rising levels of inequality that invariably lead to poverty. While not fully condemning the profit motive of capitalists or the fundamental pillars of capitalism, he focuses on the importance of proper motivation in business, leading to what he calls “constructive competition.”39 He writes that to manifest a more humane form of global capitalism,



the key factor is the motivation of those engaged in it. When the intention is to exploit or destroy others, then clearly the outcome will not be positive. But when competition is conducted with a spirit of generosity and good intention, the outcome, although it must entail a degree of suffering for those who lose, will at least not be too harmful.40

In the above passage, the Dalai Lama is not advocating for a major upheaval of global capitalism; instead, he is making the case for ethics in business that includes an understanding of others’ well-being and the impact of one’s actions (awareness of interdependence) on others as a means of mitigating poverty and suffering.

Elsewhere in the book, he speaks more broadly to complications of capitalism and inequality, listing some of the negative side effects stemming from them. Again, he brings his critique back to both personal morals and collective ethics and argues that if we continue on a path of seeking unchecked global economic growth without concern for others, we will all suffer. He warns that inequality does not just produce suffering for those on the losing end of it, but that “inequality is itself the source of trouble for everyone.”41 For example, he explains that although the suffering of the rich that arises from an unequal world does not compare to that of the poorest, in many societies, the wealthy often face paranoia and must employ surveillance cameras and bars on windows to protect themselves from the desperately poor. This ordering of society, far from creating happiness, even for a small, advantaged group, “actually detracts from our sense of serenity.”42 Not only is inequality a cause of material lack and ill-being for many, but it also produces crime, distrust, and dissatisfaction. The Dalai Lama’s analysis echoes the message of the Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta, which stresses the importance of a relatively equal distribution of wealth as a means of preventing societal anomie and suffering while simultaneously promoting human flourishing.

In Answers: Discussions with Western Buddhists, the Dalai Lama speaks directly to Buddhists’ inquiries on a range of topics with answers moored in classical Tibetan Buddhist philosophy. When questioned about the karmic circumstances that must be understood and purified for poverty to be alleviated, he responds by raising the example, in days past, of wealthy landowners in his homeland of Tibet who “were tormented, physically beaten and had their property seized. But despite the fact that their wealth was taken from them, somehow they were still quite successful.”43 Here the Dalai Lama is referring to material success as he explains that these families, despite persecution, still had enough of their basic needs met to remain relatively wealthy. He juxtaposes this illustration with that of certain poor families, who, despite Chinese subsidies, remained poor. His concludes that the contrast between these families’ experiences points to “inner factors at work,” such as merit accumulated from past actions of body, speech and mind (karma) in peoples’ past and present lives.”44 He suggests that “any set of circumstances is characterized by two sets of factors, external and internal. To change a given situation, both external and internal changes must take place.”45 From a classical Tibetan Buddhist perspective, the accumulation of positive karma (action), or merit, is a necessary part of reversing suffering in all of its forms. Merit can be accrued through actions such as meditation practice, almsgiving, and compassionate service to others. Once this storehouse of positive action reaches a certain point, the karma “ripens,” and positive changes manifest in one’s life.

At the same time, the Dalai Lama also stresses the importance of external change for a given set of circumstances to transform (positively or negatively). In this sense, accumulating positive karma appears to be only one element of the solution to poverty. In his analysis, poverty is not just a private, individual responsibility and burden (both the arising and cessation of it). The Dalai Lama’s message implicitly states that the accumulation of merit and internal work on one’s own mind is not enough to bring about adequate positive change to societal problems. A second requirement is a compassionate government with just social policies so that proper external conditions are in place for mitigating inequality and related collective suffering. Here, the Dalai Lama’s analysis likely draws from his professed Marxist views on economics. On this point, he remarks,



I find certain aspects of Marxism most praiseworthy from an ethical point of view, principally in its treatment of material equality and the defense of the poor against exploitation by a minority. These aspects are quite acceptable. I believe one might say that the economic system closest to Buddhism, and more particularly the Great Vehicle, would be a socialist economic system.46

He goes on to clarify his stance by criticizing communism as it has been practiced in history, rebuking the “violent hatred for the ruling classes.”47 For the Dalai Lama, Marxism’s ideals of redistribution and equality are laudable principles compatible with his religious beliefs. Yet, without a strong ethos of nonviolent compassion, Marxist ideology falls short of an ideal system that is fully harmonious with Buddhism. Later in the interview, the Dalai Lama, when asked about the future of Tibet, responds that it will be a democracy and that structurally “the ideal would be a mixed economy.”48 As someone with such preferences, he tacitly expresses the need for just, compassionate governance—not free-for-all capitalism—combined with individual responsibility and the practice of meritorious actions as a means of addressing poverty and the suffering that results from it.

Sister Chan Khong

Shifting to Vietnam, in the 1960s, postcolonial Vietnam was rife with poverty and other problems, compelling a small group of Buddhists, including Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, to establish Van Hanh Buddhist University and the School of Youth for Social Service (SYSS). Thich Nhat Hanh deemed Buddhism in his country insufficiently concerned with society and the ills that plagued it. In contrast with many Vietnamese Buddhists of his period who believed that monks should confine their work to traditional monastic soteriological and ritual pursuits and performances, he sought to reverse this pattern and coined the term “engaged Buddhism” to delineate a more socially aware and active form of Buddhism.49 As religion scholar Sallie B. King notes, Nhat Hanh fashioned the term “engaged Buddhism” in part to “refer to the kind of Buddhism that he wanted to see develop: one that would translate the wisdom and compassion that Buddhists strive to develop on behalf of all sentient beings.”50

The Van Hanh University and related School of Youth for Social Service was dedicated to opposing war, the need to “train the country’s leaders to practice the tolerant, open-minded spirit taught by the Buddha” and to train “social workers to help bring about nonviolent social change based on the Buddha’s teachings.”51 The SYSS, established in 1965, drew from the leadership of Nhat Hanh as well as others, including his close friend and disciple Sister Chan Khong.52 After graduating with a degree in biology from the University of Paris, Chan Khong came back to Vietnam after receiving an entreaty from Thich Nhat Hanh to return and lead the organization. The group’s early goals, she writes, were “to train young people to help peasants establish schools and medical centers, improve sanitation, and develop agriculture and horticulture.”53 In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, the SYSS expanded its activities and ventured into work aiding and assisting the Vietnamese “boat people” who had fled postwar Vietnam and raising funds in Europe to be sent to back to their country to finance orphanages.54

Sister Chan Khong was ordained as a nun55 in Nhat Hanh’s Order of Interbeing (Vietnamese: Tiếp Hiện) in 1966. This monastic and lay community is an engaged Buddhist order built on Nhat Hanh’s attempt to “help bring Buddhism directly into the arena of social concerns.”56 Hanh’s vision of the order is anchored in a philosophy of 14 precepts or principles of contemporary engaged Buddhist ethics.57 When seen in a broader context of interconnectedness—what members of the group call “interbeing”—all 14 precepts speak about working toward a more just and compassionate individual and social order. Two of the foundational precepts speak directly to concerns of wealth and poverty, including the 5th precept, which states, “Do not accumulate wealth while millions are hungry. Do not take as the aim of your life fame, profit, wealth, or sensual pleasure. Live simply and share time, energy, and material resources with those who are in need.” Drawing from, expanding, and modernizing the Buddha’s teachings on refraining from theft, the 13th precept states, “Possess nothing that should belong to others. Respect the property of others, but prevent others from profiting from human suffering or the suffering of other species on Earth.”58 Both of these precepts speak to the need for simple, low-resource living and tacitly place considerable emphasis on compassionate concern for others as a way of life and means for social change.

In her memoir, Learning True Love: Practicing Buddhism in a Time of War, Sister Chan Khong articulates the core of her philosophy of engaged Buddhism as well as her general approach to poverty and its alleviation: “Social change must start in our hearts with the will to transform our own egotism, greed and lust into understanding, love, commitment, and sharing responsibility for the poverty and injustice in our country.”59 In contrast to other Buddhist approaches to alleviating poverty, Sister Chan Khong principally advocates charity in the form of giving and establishing organizations designed to ameliorate suffering. In attempting to put this philosophy into action, Chan Khong has devoted much of her life toward charitable giving, taking care of the less fortunate, and helping to spread compassion and other aspects of the Order of Interbeing’s message.

Diverging from the Dalai Lama, who speaks more about the need for good governance and structural change, Sister Chan Khong has little to say in her memoir about the need for larger systemic transformation; instead, she devotes her energies to giving, NGO-type work, and sowing seeds of compassion in others.60 Although she had a brief interest in the possibility of Marxism as a vehicle for resolving injustice, Chan Khong became disillusioned after seeing communist-related violence firsthand in Vietnam. In her memoir, other than a paragraph about her thoughts on Marxism and communism, she avoids explicit social critique or social philosophy about the causes of inequality, structural violence, or capitalism; yet, an inherent social vision is evident. Steeped in decades of Buddhist training, she views society and states through the lens of interbeing and pratītya-samutpāda: we create the world with our actions and thoughts and words, so we can also change it and improve it by cutting off inappropriate attachments, habits, and desires and by mitigating selfishness and cultivating compassion for others.

In one vignette that illustrates her approach to societal change, Chan Khong relays a story of one attempt at inspiring charitable giving in others. As a university student, she requested that family members and colleagues put one handful of rice in a box that would be given to the poor. Her plan worked; they complied, and “in this way friends and family contributed enough rice to feed many children and adults.”61 This altruistic but piece-meal approach to poverty alleviation would continue into her later years. She has, alongside Thich Nhat Hanh, helped raise funds to build new centers of monastic education and learning in the United States, France, Thailand, and Australia. Despite exile from Vietnam in the 1960s, she and her colleagues have continued to raise funds for Vietnamese people and schools in need.62 In one case, after the end of the war, she mentions sending money and letters of support and encouragement to oppressed artists in Vietnam.

Overall, Sister Chan Khong’s life and message center around mindfulness, compassion, giving, and service for others as a means of relieving poverty and suffering. This approach reflects her status as a leading Buddhist nun in the Order of Interbeing. Unlike the Dalai Lama, and the other thinkers examined here, Sister Chan Khong has little experience with politics, global structures, or training in political theory. She does however have years of involvement and skill in fund-raising and giving and caring for others, and her life’s work represents one prevalent Buddhist model of responding to and reducing poverty.

Sulak Sivaraksa

Thai public intellectual and engaged Buddhist writer and activist Sulak Sivaraksa grew up in Thailand. In his early twenties, he departed for England, where he acquired undergraduate and law school degrees. Upon returning home to Thailand in 1968, he quickly made a name for himself as a prolific and controversial writer and activist. He has been called a “radical conservative” for his championing of various strains of countercultural, progressive Buddhist thought tied to a respect for tradition, long-standing institutions, and customs.63 He has written extensively on a variety of topics, including Thai politics, historical figures, philosophy, Buddhism, literature, culture, history, and economics. His English-language works revolve around socially engaged Buddhist themes that include critiques of modernity, capitalism, and consumerism. Like The Dalai Lama and Chan Khong, Sulak believes in the importance of cultivating compassion and acting on that compassion as one aspect of resolving the problem of poverty. Among the other thinkers considered in this essay so far, Sulak offers the most developed critique of the larger systems that play a role in creating poverty and suffering. He believes in the power of NGO-type work and charitable giving, but he also places much emphasis on critiquing, challenging, and changing the structure of society and international institutions and arraignments.

In his writings, Sulak endeavors to explain in what manner Buddhism can be a relevant tool for both diagnosing and alleviating the problems and suffering present in modern society. For him, modernity is a Faustian bargain, resulting in a global crisis: environmentally, institutionally, educationally, economically, and spiritually. He writes that “the world is full of dukkha, i.e., the dangers of impending world destruction through nuclear weapons, atomic fall-out, air, land, and sea pollution, population explosion, exploitation of fellow human beings, denial of basic human rights, and devastating famine.”64 He understands the Buddha’s teachings on the truth of suffering as manifesting on a global scale caused by institutionalized and structural greed, hatred, and delusion (known in Buddhism as the “three poisons”). Nonetheless, such large-scale suffering can be largely overcome through transformation of one’s consciousness coupled with working on the reformation of societal structures and institutions.

In classical Thai Buddhist thought, the three poisons are often seen as internal elements that are to be addressed individually through a life lived following the Noble Eight-fold Path that culminates in freedom from suffering and release from the cycle of life, death, and rebirth known as samsāra. Sulak reframes this formula outwardly and argues that the degree to which greed, hatred, and delusion proliferate in the world—institutionally and structurally—is a measure by which to judge the success or failure of a society. Wherever they spread, Sulak argues, Euro-American modernity and capitalism have a tendency to propagate the three poisons, with each working together and reinforcing one another. They are therefore at odds with the ethical and soteriological goals of Buddhism and should be opposed.

Sulak views greed (lobha) as the fundamental engine driving global corporate capitalism and consumerism. For him, the global economy is a system of unchecked greed structured around the acquisition of wealth, often through unethical and exploitative measures. In the religion of consumerism (as he calls it), people are led by advertising to believe they should acquire superfluous possessions that fail to produce lasting happiness or benefit. Furthermore, promoting consumer goods manufactures needless desires and stimulates hunger for further unneeded material gain. On this point, Sulak writes, “our greed is cultivated from a young age. We are told that our desires will be satisfied by buying things, but, of course, consuming one thing just arouses us to want more. We all have these seeds of greed within ourselves, and consumerism encourages them to sprout and grow.”65 Rejecting consumerism is an important step toward renewing society, as unbridled consumeristic behavior leads to the exploitation of others and the proliferation of poverty. In Sulak’s opinion, the modern developmental model puts short-term profit and the enrichment of the few ahead of the overall well-being of the planet and feeds unhealthy and destructive aspects of human consciousness, distracting individuals from the true causes of happiness he believes to be found on the Buddhist path.

As part of his critique of capitalism and its affiliated complications, Sulak expresses the problem of the poor and poverty in terms of unjust structural and societal arraignments and a system designed for the rich to accumulate wealth while the impoverished masses are left to struggle with little chance for upward social mobility. He regularly invokes “structural violence” to describe the global epidemic of financial unfairness and inequality that leaves widespread poverty in its wake and lessens prospects for human flourishing. He explains structural violence in the following way:



We should not think of violence as limited to acts of war or terrorism. It is also important to examine structural violence, violence inherent in the very structures of our cultures and societies. Every day forty thousand people starve to death in a world where there is an abundance of food. The global economic system enriches a few while every day, more and more people are pushed into poverty. Twenty percent of the world’s population has over eighty percent of the world’s wealth. In order for a few to enjoy wealth, others must be deprived of a decent livelihood. This is really one of the world’s great injustices, the greatest acts of violence.66

To upend structural violence, Sulak advocates creating cultures of peace. In this case, peace does not mean simply the absence of war or physical violence; it is “a proactive, comprehensive process of finding ground through open communication and putting into practice a philosophy of non-harming and the sharing of resources. Creating a culture of peace is an active process.”67 At one point, some years ago, Sulak met with the head of the World Bank. He told the then president that the World Bank creates more poverty than it alleviates because it only listens to top economists and not the impoverished who are suffering. Sulak told him that, “if you want to eradicate poverty, you have to listen to the poor.” Drawing from his own experiences with members of the underprivileged population of Thailand, Sulak asserts that the poverty-stricken “don’t want to be harmed by the so-called development projects.”68 Similar to David Loy (discussed below), Sulak believes in policies that consider the voices, needs, and rights of citizens and that cease to strictly rely on the opinions of detached, distant experts.

Sulak proposes that it is vital to work on developing both oneself and society simultaneously to deal with personal and social suffering. He draws from the teachings of the Buddha and advises his readers on the importance of cultivating qualities such as compassion through meditation as an imperative aspect of societal transformation. Meditation to him is no longer just for members of the monastic community or people suffering from mental health issues; it is now the purview of everyone in society and indispensable for Buddhists. Sulak writes, “Having ethics, meditation, and wisdom is the way. When walking the Buddhist path, individuals will gain insight about themselves. Selfishness will be diminished and they will obtain generosity and helpfulness towards others and to nature as a whole.”69 In this, he credits meditation with the potential to restructure consciousness through the cultivation of awareness, compassion, and insight into both the nature of mind and of reality. Sulak views meditation as an indispensable practice that can transform individuals, communities, and society. While actively cultivating an awakened (in terms of both meditative wisdom and a deep, critical education) individual consciousness, one concurrently moves toward creating a culture of peace and economic equipoise by turning away from materialism, decreasing consumption, and leading simpler contemplative lives, while at the same time participating in groups that work for justice and toward the restructuring of society. It is also vital, in Sulak’s view, that there be a turning away from the global economy and a return to cooperative local economies where poverty can be more easily contained.

David Loy

Turning finally to an American Zen Buddhist perspective, professor, Zen teacher, and writer David Loy had an early inclination toward activism: in the late 1960s, he was a draft resister drawn to the ideas of the countercultural shift taking place across the globe. In the early 1970s, he attended a sesshin (a period of intensive meditation practice) in Hawaii with a Japanese Zen teacher. From there, his interest in Zen continued to grow. Loy eventually earned a PhD in philosophy from the National University of Singapore and followed his degree with years studying Zen in Japan. In recent times, he has become one of the most well-known theorists and practitioners of socially engaged Buddhist thought in the United States, leading workshops around the world and publishing a number of books related to Buddhism and social change.70

Like Sulak Sivaraksa, Loy’s circumspect critiques and extensive analyses are the product of much study and thought that pull from a variety of sources and experiences. Loy advocates just governance that ensures equity and prevents mass penury. He also suggests we rethink our own notions of what specifically constitutes poverty, taking local culture into consideration. Emphasis should be on what people value that brings about happiness and flourishing, instead of holding up a universal standard of need measured strictly in financial terms that is then forcefully imputed onto cultures across the globe.

In his book The Great Awakening: A Buddhist Social Theory, Loy discusses a range of topics, from corporations to climate change, while discussing ways Buddhism can add to the debate over these issues. In one chapter, he examines the relationship between Buddhism and poverty, arguing that the teachings of Buddhism are focused on the here and now and have a fair amount to say about both the causes and solutions to poverty. As Buddhism is primarily concerned about dukkha and its elimination, involuntary poverty, as a source of ill-being, discontent, and suffering, is a negative force in many people’s lives that should be eliminated. To bolster his argument, Loy summarizes a passage from the Anguttara Nikaya as an example: “the Buddha says that for a person who enjoys sense-pleasure, poverty (Pali: daliddiya) is miserable, because it leads to borrowing and increasing debts and thus ever-increasing suffering.”71 The state of being impoverished involves a lack of basic necessities required for a human to flourish and often leads to a life filled with suffering. When much of one’s existence is devoted to struggling day to day to acquire basic needs, spiritual practice and growth are subordinated in favor of concerns of survival—conditions that are at odds with the path of the Buddha’s teachings. Loy further comments that



Buddhism recognizes the importance of such minimum material needs even in the case of those who aspire to its spiritual goal, and in fact the basic needs of a monk or nun provide a useful benchmark for measuring that level of subsistence below which human beings should be able to fall. The four requisites of a Buddhist renunciant are food sufficient to alleviate one’s health, clothing sufficient to be socially decent and to protect the body, shelter sufficient for serious engagement with cultivating the mind, and health care sufficient to cure and prevent illness.72

The four requisites cited here by Loy speak to the boundaries of voluntary poverty by monks and nuns: basic needs must be met so that the conditions for spiritual practice can be sustained. Dire poverty is a cause of misery and spiritual decline. For a layperson, as long as attachment is minimized and wealth is accumulated ethically, having sufficient material resources is not necessarily a state to be avoided. On the contrary, Loy invokes the four kinds of happiness attained by householders from the Buddha’s teachings in the Anguttara Nikaya as evidence of this position: “possessing enough material resources, enjoying those resources, sharing them with relations and friends, and not being in debt. More important than any of them, he emphasizes, is the happiness of leading a blameless life.”73 For the Buddha, having “enough material resources” is a salient factor for a layperson to achieve a measure of happiness, but not as important as leading a “blameless life”—that is, an ethical life of nonharming permeated with compassion and insight.

In Loy’s explanation, echoing the teachings referred to previously from the Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta, responding to poverty from a Buddhist perspective requires political leaders to ensure the basic needs of the people are met; anything less will produce a plethora of social problems and concomitant suffering. Loy incorporates a view of interconnectedness and compassion that informs his argument for the necessity of principled, empathic leadership and an ethical system that meets people’s basic needs. Later, he recommends that we rethink poverty in terms of whether basic needs are met instead of in terms dictated by industrialized nations’ standards of purely financial standards of impoverishment projected onto the entirety of the planet’s population. In some rural areas, people still live largely outside of the international capitalist economy; yet, they are factored into statistics of global poverty. Loy recommends we rethink this metric, given that many rural households, following older patterns of subsistence living, are not in fact poor, despite a lack of currency. To the contrary, their basic needs are met, and many may be quite content with their lives. Echoing Sulak Sivaraksa’s critique, Loy further argues that in trying to “fix” such rural “impoverishment,” governments, the World Bank, and other international organizations actually contribute to truer forms of hopeless destitution. They do so by dislocating people, seizing and diverting the resources needed for a life of contented subsistence, and by forcibly implementing development schemes devised by “experts” from far-off places, such as transforming traditional agriculture into monoculture crop cultivation for export.

Like Sulak, Loy recommends that governments and other organizations may need to simply let people be, allowing them to rely on their own local sources of wisdom instead of offering top-down “development” solutions from elites in distant lands. In combating this trend, we may need to refocus our values away from consumerism measured in income, dollars, and purchasing power and toward whether basic needs are met and the conditions for health, contentment, and happiness are in place.74

Conclusion

The modern Buddhist approaches to poverty and its mitigation discussed here emphasize compassionate concern for the well-being of others along with a perception of the underlying interconnectedness that characterizes and shapes our world, according to Buddhist understanding. The theme of compassion crosses modern and earlier Buddhist perspectives, equally evident in the approaches to poverty advocated by the Buddhist nun Sister Chan Khong during the Vietnam War and Ārya Śūra’s fourth-century jātaka story of the bodhisattva elephant who sacrifices his body to serve the needs of starving refugees. The contemporary Buddhist articulation of global economic interdependence and the need to truthfully and mindfully acknowledge the impact of one nation’s or individual’s use of resources on every other being around the globe builds on the Buddha’s recognition of craving and attachment as the causes of suffering and on his explanation of the cycle of causality (paṭicca-samuppāda), which shows us how each person, thing, or event is inextricably linked to everything else.

These Buddhist teachings about causality suggest that humans often create suffering for themselves and others through selfishness, cravings, and attachments, but they also have the power to cut off the very cycles of arising (i.e., how one thing leads to another) that perpetuate suffering. If everyone desired and consumed less, there would be more available for those who lack basic necessities. What’s more, Buddhists in a variety of historical and cultural contexts have tried to argue that, as individuals, if we wanted and used less, we would reduce our own suffering and feel happier. As the Japanese poet Ryokan observed,



        I want this, I want that

        Is nothing but foolishness.75

Modern Buddhist perspectives take the Buddha’s teachings on the causes and elimination of suffering and project them into the public sphere while not ignoring the necessity of internal change. All of the modern thinkers surveyed here see societal structures as contributing factors to the suffering caused by poverty. Moreover, they explicitly or implicitly follow and promote the model of the simultaneous restructuring of both individual consciousness and social order to upend dukkha caused by such forces. The level of analysis, plan of action, and vision for a renewed society differs among the teachers and texts we have reviewed, but the goal remains the same: reducing suffering in all its forms, both individually and collectively.

Primary Documents


Introduction

Buddhist scriptural texts and other writings considered authoritative are vast, and they vary across different schools, sects, cultures, and historical contexts of Buddhism. The Buddhist writings on poverty and the poor referenced in this chapter (and discussed in the accompanying essay) range from ancient canonical scriptures preserved and transmitted in the Pali language to poetry composed in 18th–19th century Japan by a Zen hermit-poet to contemporary essays by revered Buddhist religious leaders and prominent global activists. In the following, we suggest a number of reading selections that might be used to gain a sense of the diversity of Buddhist views on the causes of poverty, the plight of refugees, the spiritual value of a simple lifestyle, and modern Buddhist ethics. Some of these reading selections are accessible online, while others appear in the published sources referenced. A contemporary translation of the Pali scriptural text Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta, discussed in the accompanying essay, is excerpted later in the text.


Buddhist Scriptures

The earliest Buddhist scriptures were memorized and transmitted orally by monks and nuns known as bhikkhu and bhikhhunī ordained into the Buddhist order (“sangha”). These scriptures derive their authority from the understanding that they were spoken by the Buddha himself; they are referred to as buddha-vacana, meaning “words spoken by the Buddha.” In the 1st century BCE, Buddhists began to record their scriptures in written form. Originally written down in Sanskrit or Pali, as Buddhist scriptures moved across cultures, they were often translated into local languages. The scriptures included in this chapter are drawn from the Theravāda Buddhist canonical scriptures called the Tipit.aka (“Three Baskets”), composed in the Pali language. The “three baskets” of the Tipit.aka refer to three groups of scriptures known as the Sutta-pit.aka, Vinaya-pit.aka and Abhidhamma-pit.aka, which respectively consist of collections of discourses or sermons, discussions of regulations for monastic life, and explications of Buddhist theories of the mind and other philosophical issues. The two suttas referenced in the sources and the Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta are all drawn from the Sutta-pit.aka. The website Access to Insight (https://www.accesstoinsight.org) includes excellent translations by well-known Pali scholars and practitioners of Theravāda Buddhism of large portions of the Pali Tipit.aka. Further information on some of the suttas cited in this chapter can also be found on the site.


Sources: “Cula-kammavibhanga Sutta: The Shorter Exposition of Kamma” (MN 135), translated from the Pali by Ñanamoli Thera. Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), 4 May 2018, https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.135.nymo.html; “Dhaniya Sutta: Dhaniya the Cattleman” (Sn 1.2) translated from the Pali by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), accessed 5 May 2018, https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/snp/snp.1.02.than.html.

Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta:

“The Discourse (containing) a Lion’s Roar on the Wheel-Turning King”

Thus I have heard: at one time the Blessed One was staying among the people of Magadha, in (the city of) Matulā. There the Blessed One summoned the monks . . . and said:



“Monks, live with yourselves as an island, with yourselves as a refuge, with no-one else as a refuge. . . .

Once upon a time, monks, there was a king called Dal.hanemi (Strong-tire), a Wheel-turner, righteous, a king of righteousness…, a conqueror of the whole world, who had achieved stability in his country and possessed the Seven Jewels. These Seven Jewels [or: “precious things,” ratana] of his were as follows: the Wheel-jewel, the elephant-jewel, the horse-jewel, the gem-jewel, and the advisor-jewel as the seventh. He had more than a thousand sons, who were valiant, of heroic (physical) form, crushing enemy armies. He conquered this earth, surrounded by the ocean, and lived from it, without violence, without a sword, according to what is right. . . .

Then, monks, after the passing of many years, many hundreds and thousands of years, King Dal.hanemi addressed one of his men: “My good man, (if and) when you see that the celestial Wheel-jewel has slipped down from its place, then let me know.” “Yes, sir,” the man replied. Then, monks, after the passing of many years, many hundreds of years, many thousands of years, the man saw that the celestial Wheel-jewel had slipped down from its place. [He went to the king and said] “If it please your Majesty, you should know that the celestial Wheel-jewel has slipped down from its place.”

Then, monks, king Dal.hanemi had his eldest son, the Prince, summoned, and said to him, “My dear prince, the celestial Wheel-jewel has slipped down from its place. I have heard (it said) that when a Wheel-turning king’s celestial Wheel-jewel slips down from its place, the king does not have long to live. I have enjoyed the pleasures of human life, now it is time to seek the pleasures of life in the heavens. Come, my son, take possession of this earth, surrounded by the ocean. I will cut off my hair and beard, put on yellow robes, and go forth from home to homelessness.”

Then, monks, king Dal.hanemi instructed his eldest son the prince thoroughly in (the art of) kingship, cut off his hair and beard, put on yellow robes, and went forth from home to homelessness. Seven days, monks, after he went forth as a Royal Sage the celestial Wheel-jewel disappeared.

Then one of the noble warrior king’s men went to him, who had (now) been duly consecrated, and said, “If it please your Majesty, you should know that the celestial Wheel-jewel has disappeared.” Then, monks, the noble warrior king was distressed, and made his distress known (to others). He went to (his father) the King-seer and said, “If it please your Majesty, you should know that the celestial Wheel-jewel has disappeared.” At these words the King-seer said to the noble warrior king, who had been duly consecrated, “Don’t be distressed at the celestial Wheel-jewel’s disappearance, and don’t make your distress known. The celestial Wheel-jewel is not your ancestral heritage! Come on…! You (have to) behave like a noble Wheel-turning king! If you behave like a Wheel-turning king, and on the fifteenth day (of the month), on the Uposatha (Full Moon) day, you wash your head, and as an Uposatha celebrant go up to the top of your fine palace, it is possible that the celestial Wheel-jewel will appear (again), with a thousand spokes (between its) tire and centerpiece.”

“But what is this noble turning of a Wheel-turning king?”

“Well then, my dear: depend on what is right (Dhamma), honor and respect it, praise it, revere and venerate it, have Dhamma as your flag, Dhamma as your banner, govern by Dhamma, and arrange rightful (dhammika) shelter, protection and defense for your family, for the army, for your noble warrior client (-king)s, for Brahmin householders, for town-dwellers and countryfolk, for ascetics and Brahmin (-renouncers), for animals and birds. Let no wrongdoing take place in your territory; if there are poor people in your territory, give them money. The ascetics and Brahmins in your territory, my dear, who abstain from drunkenness and negligence, who practice forbearance and gentleness, each one conquering himself, calming himself, quenching himself… — you should go to them from time to time and ask “What, sir, is good (wholesome, kusala)? What is not good? What is blameworthy, what blameless? What is to be practiced, what not? Doing what would lead to suffering and harm for me in the long run? Doing what would lead to happiness and benefit for me in the long run?” You should listen to them, and avoid what is bad (unwholesome, akusala); you should take up what is good and do that. That is the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king.”

Monks, the noble warrior king, who had been duly consecrated, replied, “Yes, your majesty,” to the King-seer and behaved as a Wheel-turning king (should). …[And then] the celestial Wheel-jewel (re-)appeared, with a thousand spokes (between its) tire and centerpiece. When the noble warrior king, who had been duly consecrated, saw this he said “I have heard it said that when a noble warrior king, who has been duly consecrated, [does all these things, and the celestial wheel appears] he is a Wheel-turning king. I must be a Wheel-turning king!”

…The second Wheel-turning king, monks [did the same thing as the first… and likewise, the third, fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh]. Seven days, monks, after [this seventh king] went forth as a Royal Sage the celestial Wheel-jewel disappeared.

Then one of the [eighth] noble warrior king’s men went to him, who had (now) been duly consecrated, and said, “If it please your Majesty, you should now that the celestial Wheel-jewel has disappeared.” Then, monks, the noble warrior king was distressed, and made his distress known (to others). But he did not go to (his father) the King-seer and ask about the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king; rather, he followed his own opinions in governing the country. While he [did so] the country did not (continue to) prosper as it had done before [in the case of] former kings who turned the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king [after their fathers had become king-seers].

Then, monks, his ministers, councilors, chief financial advisors, royal guardsmen, doorkeepers, and magicians assembled (together), went to the noble warrior king… and said, “Your Majesty, since you are governing the country according to your own opinions your countrymen are not prospering as they did under former kings who turned the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king. You have in your territory, your Majesty, ministers, councilors, chief financial advisers, royal guardsmen, doorkeepers, and magicians; we, and others, remember what the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king is. Come on…! Ask (us) about [it, and we will explain what it is]!

And so, monks, the king had ministers, councilors, etc. called together and asked them about the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king. He listened to [what they said] and arranged rightful shelter, protection and defense — but he did not give money to the poor. [Because of this] poverty flourished. Because poverty flourished, a man intentionally took from others what [they] had not given [him]. People grabbed him, went and showed him to the noble warrior king, saying “Your Majesty, this man intentionally took from others what [they] had not given [him].” At these words, monks, the king said to the man “Is it true, as they say, my good fellow, that you intentionally took from others what [they] had not given [you]?”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

“For what reason?”

“I couldn’t make a living, your Majesty.”

Then, monks, the noble warrior king… gave money to the man, saying “With this money, my good fellow, you (can) provide yourself with a living, look after your mother and father, your children and your wife, set up a business, establish (regular) excellent gifts for ascetics and Brahmins of the sort that have the happy result of leading you to heaven (after death).” “Yes (I will), your Majesty,” the man replied. . . .

Monks, people hard (others saying) “it seems the king gives money to those who intentionally [steal] from others. . . . Why don’t we [do the same]?”

Then, monks, another man intentionally stole from others. People grabbed him, went and showed him to the noble warrior king, saying “Your Majesty, this man intentionally stole from others.” At these words, monks, the king said to the man, “Is it true, as they say, my good fellow, that you intentionally stole from others?”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

“For what reason?”

“I couldn’t make a living, your Majesty.”

At this, monks, the noble warrior king . . . thought, “If I give money to whomever intentionally commits theft, then this theft will increase. How about if I make sure to prevent this man (from doing it again, by) destroying him completely — (by) cutting off his head?” Then, monks, the noble warrior king . . . gave orders to his men: “Tie this man up tightly with a strong rope, with his hands behind his back, and shave [his head]. Lead him from one high road to another, from one public square to another, with loud drum-beats; take him out to the south of the city and make sure to prevent him (from doing it again) by destroying him completely — cut off his head!”

“Yes, your Majesty,” they replied [and did as they were told].

Monks, people heard (others saying) “it seems that the king makes sure to prevent thieves (from doing it again) by destroying them completely, by cutting off their heads. . . . What if we were to have sharp swords made, and [with them] make sure to prevent people from whom we have stolen [from making it known] by destroying them completely, by cutting off their heads?”

They had sharp swords made, and [with them] started to bring ruin to villages, towns and cities, and to commit highway robbery. They prevented people from whom they stole [from making it known] by destroying them completely, by cutting off their heads.

In this way, monks, money not being given to the poor, poverty flourished; because poverty flourished, theft flourished; because theft flourished, weaponry flourished; because weaponry flourished, murder flourished; because murder flourished, these beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty decreased, those who lived for eighty thousand years had children who lived for (only) forty thousand.

When people lived for (only) forty thousand years, monks, a man intentionally stole from others. People grabbed him, went and showed him to the noble warrior king, saying “Your Majesty, this man intentionally stole from others.” At these words, monks, the king said to the man, “Is it true, as they say, my good fellow, that you intentionally stole from others?”

“No, your Majesty,” he said, consciously telling a lie.

In this way, monks, money not being given to the poor, poverty flourished; because poverty flourished, theft flourished; because theft flourished, weaponry flourished; because weaponry flourished, murder flourished; because murder flourished, telling lies flourished; because telling lies flourished, these beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty decreased, those who lived for forty thousand years had children who lived for (only) twenty thousand.

When people lived for (only) twenty thousand years, monks, a man intentionally stole from others. Another man went to the noble warrior king and informed him that such-and-such a person had committed theft; [and so, for the first time, someone] spoke maliciously.

In this way, monks, money not being given to the poor, poverty flourished; because poverty flourished, theft flourished; because theft flourished, weaponry flourished; because weaponry flourished, murder flourished; because murder flourished, telling lies flourished; because telling lies flourished, malicious speech flourished; because malicious speech flourished, these beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty decreased, those who lived for twenty thousand years had children who lived for (only) ten thousand.

When people lived for (only) ten thousand years, some of them were good-looking, some ugly. Then those who were ugly coveted those who were good-looking, and men committed misconduct with other men’s wives.

In this way, monks, money not being given to the poor, poverty flourished; because poverty flourished, theft flourished . . . misconduct in sexual matters flourished; because misconduct in sexual matters flourished, these beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty decreased, those who lived for ten thousand years had children who lived for (only) five thousand.

When people lived for (only) five thousand years, two things . . . flourished: harsh speech and frivolous speech. Because these two things flourished, these beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty decreased, those who lived for five thousand years had children who lived for (only) two-and-a-half or two thousand.

When people lived for (only) two-and-a-half thousand years, covetousness (or: jealousy . . .) and ill-will flourished; because covetousness and ill-will flourished, . . . those who lived for two-and-a-half thousand years had children who lived for (only) one thousand.

When people lived for (only) one thousand years, Wrong View flourished; because Wrong View flourished . . . those who lived for one thousand years had children who lived for (only) five hundred.

When people lived for (only) five hundred years, three things flourished: improper desire . . ., iniquitous greed . . ., and wrongfulness. . . . Because these three things flourished . . . those who lived for five hundred years had children who lived for two hundred or two hundred and fifty.

When people lived for two hundred and fifty years these things flourished: lack of respect for one’s mother and father, for ascetics and Brahmins, and for the elders of the family.

In this way, monks, money not being given to the poor, poverty flourished; because poverty flourished, theft flourished; because theft flourished, weaponry flourished; because weaponry flourished, murder flourished; because murder flourished, telling lies flourished; because telling lies flourished, malicious speech flourished; because malicious speech flourished, misconduct in sexual matters flourished; because misconduct in sexual matters flourished, two things flourished: harsh speech and frivolous speech; because these two things flourished, covetousness and ill-will flourished; because covetousness and ill-will flourished, Wrong View flourished; because Wrong View flourished, three things flourished: desire, iniquitous greed, and wrongfulness; because these three things flourished, these things flourished: lack of respect for one’s mother and father, for ascetics and Brahmins, and for the elders of the family; because these things flourished, these beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty decreased, those who lived for two hundred and fifty years had children who lived for (only) one hundred.

There will come a time, monks, when the descendants of these people will live for (only) ten years. . . . When people live for (only) ten years, the idea of “good” (kusala) will not exist — how will there be anyone who does good? . . . In the same way that now, monks, those who show respect for one’s mother and father, for ascetics and Brahmins, and for the elders of one’s family are revered and praised, when people live for (only) ten years, those who show lack of respect for their mother and father, for ascetics and Brahmins, and for the elders of their family will be revered and praised.

When people live for (only) ten years . . . fierce mutual violence will arise among these beings. . . . Just as now when a hunter sees an animal fierce violence, fierce ill-will, fierce hatred, fierce thoughts of murder arise in him, so when people live for ten years, fierce mutual violence will arise among these beings, fierce ill-will, fierce hatred, fierce thoughts of murder, in a son for his mother, in a mother for her son, in a son for his father, in a father for his son, in a brother for his brother, in a sister for her brother, and in a brother for his sister. . . .

When people live for (only) ten years, there will be a seven-day period of war, when people will see each other as animals; sharp swords will appear in their hands and they will murder each other, each thinking “This is an animal.” But some of these beings will think “Let me kill no-one, let no-one kill me. Why don’t I go to some inaccessible place, in (thick) grass, in a forest, in a tree, by a river where it is difficult to walk, or on a rocky mountain, and eat wild roots and fruit to keep myself alive?” [And they will do so]. After the seven days have passed, they will emerge from their [hiding-places] and embrace one another joyfully, exclaiming to each other “Wonderful! (Fellow) being, you are alive!”

Then, monks, those beings will think “It is because we have undertaken Bad Deeds that we have for so long been murdering our (own) relatives. Why don’t we start doing good? (But) how do we do good? Why don’t we abstain from killing. Let’s undertake that good deed and practice it.” Because of their undertaking . . . their vitality and beauty will increase, and those who live for ten years will have children who live for twenty.

And then, monks, those beings will think “It is because of undertaking Good Deeds that our length of life and beauty have increased. What if we were to do even more good? Why don’t we abstain from taking what is not given; abstain from misconduct in sexual matters; abstain from telling lies; abstain from malicious speech; abstain from harsh speech; abstain from frivolous speech; abstain from covetousness; abstain from ill-will; abstain from Wrong View; abstain from three things: improper desire, iniquitous greed, and wrongfulness; why don’t we abstain from lack of respect for one’s mother and father, for ascetics and Brahmins, and for the elders of our families?”

. . . Because of their undertaking these Good Deeds their vitality and beauty will increase: . . . those who live for twenty years will have children who live for forty; those who live for forty years will have children who live for eighty; those who live for eighty years will have children who live for a hundred and sixty; those who live for a hundred and sixty years will have children who live for three hundred and twenty; those who live for three hundred and twenty years will have children who live for six hundred and forty; those who live for six hundred and forty years will have children who live for two thousand years; those who live for two thousand years will have children who live for four thousand; those who live for four thousand years will have children who live for eight thousand; those who live for eight thousand years will have children who live for twenty thousand; those who live for twenty thousand years will have children who live for forty thousand; those who live for forty thousand years will have children who live for eighty thousand.

. . . When people live for eighty thousand years, this city of Benares . . . will be a rich and prosperous royal city, populous, full of people, and with (more than) enough to eat. . . .

. . . When people live for eighty thousand years . . . there will arise a Wheel-turning king called Saṅka, righteous, a king of righteousness, a conqueror of the whole world, who will achieve stability in his country and possess the Seven Jewels. These Seven Jewels of his will be: the wheel-jewel, the elephant-jewel, the horse-jewel, the gem-jewel, the woman-jewel, the householder-jewel, and seventhly the advisor-jewel. He will have more than a thousand sons, who will be valiant, of heroic (physical) form, crushing enemy armies. He will conquer this earth, surrounded by the ocean, and live from it, without violence, without a sword, according to what is right.

When people live for eighty thousand years, a Blessed One called Metteyya will arise in the world, an Arahant, a Perfectly enlightened Buddha, endowed with (perfect) wisdom and conduct, a Happy One, one who will understand the world, an unsurpassed trainer of those who are to be tamed, a teacher of gods and men, a Buddha, a Blessed One, just as now I have arisen in the world, an Arahant, a Perfectly enlightened Buddha, endowed with (perfect) wisdom and conduct, a Happy One, one who understands the world, an unsurpassed trainer of those who are to be tamed, a teacher of gods and men, a Buddha, a Blessed One. . . . He will teach the Dhamma, in letter and in spirit, which is beautiful in the beginning, in the middle, and at the end, and make known (the virtues of) the pure, celibate life. . . .

Then, monks, king Saṅka will raise up . . . [a] palace . . . and live in it. He will (then) give it away, let it go, give it as alms (for the use of) ascetics, Brahmins, indigents, tramps, and beggars. In the presence of the Blessed One Metteyya he will cut off his hair and beard, put on yellow robes, and go forth from home to homelessness. . . . Living thus it will not be long before in that very life he understands, realizes experientially, takes up and lives (the achievement of) the celibate life, for which sons from good families rightly leave home for homelessness.

Monks, live with yourselves as an island, with yourselves as a refuge, with no-one else as a refuge. Live with the Dhamma as an island, with the Dhamma as a refuge, with nothing else as a refuge. . . .

The Blessed One said this. The monks were pleased and rejoiced in the Blessed One’s words.


Source: “The discourse (containing) a lion’s roar on the Wheel-turning king (Cakkavatti-sīhanāda Sutta),” translated from the Pali by Steven Collins. Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press 1998): pp. 602–615. (This excerpt of the full translation of the sutta is reprinted here with permission from Cambridge University Press).


Jātaka Stories—“Birth Stories” of the Buddha

One of the most important sources in the Buddhist world for expressing and reflecting on Buddhist ethical teachings is a body of narratives called the Jātaka, stories of the past rebirths of the Buddha, which trace out the virtues and meritorious deeds performed by the Bodhisattva (the future buddha, also known in the translated stories cited in the sources as the “Great Being”) in his quest to become enlightened. The stories are transmitted in varying versions and are often embellished with local styles and literary conventions. The stories referenced come from a version of the Jātaka entitled the Jātakamālā (Garland of Birth Stories) composed in Sanskrit by the Indian poet ārya Śūra. The narrator’s voice helps us appreciate and marvel over the Bodhisattva’s spiritually superior moral discernment and his ability to do what is right for himself and others. In “The Elephant,” he makes himself into a “raft that would ferry these men, beset with suffering, across the sea of misfortune” (Khoroche, p. 215), or in other words, to help carry them over the vast desert of samsara—the cycles of birth, death, rebirth, and suffering in which unenlightened human beings exist.


Source: “The Tigress” and “The Elephant,” translated from Sanskrit by Peter Khoroche. Once the Buddha Was a Monkey: Ārya Śūra’s Jātakamālā (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1989). “The Tigress”: pp. 5–9; “The Elephant”: pp. 213–220.


Zen Buddhist Poetry

Buddhist monk and poet Ryōkan Taigu (1758–1831) was born as Yamamoto Eizō, taking the monastic name Ryōkan when he ordained in the Sōtō Zen tradition at age 17. After studying in a monastery for 10 years, Ryōkan was understood to have gained enlightenment and qualified to become a Zen teacher. He left aside formal monastic affiliations and institutional life but continued to live as a wandering monk, eventually settling into an abandoned hermitage outside of his natal village. His erudition as a poet in both Chinese and Japanese literary styles earned him a reputation as a celebrated poet even in his own lifetime. His poetry was preserved by his brother and other correspondents, including the nun Teishin (1798–1872), who later collected many of his poems together.

The following selections of Ryōkan’s poems highlight his simple life and the insights gained through contemplating nature. The suggested poems are referenced by their first lines, as translated by John Stevens and can be found in One Robe, One Bowl:



“One narrow path surrounded by a dense forest” (p. 23)

“My life may appear melancholy” (p. 26)

“Shaggy hair past the ears” (p. 26)

“If there is beauty, there must be ugliness” (p. 28)

“Deep in the mountains at night, alone in my hermitage,” (p. 29)

“After spending the day begin in town” (p. 34)

“My hut lies in the middle of a dense forest” (p. 43)

“I have returned to Itoigawa, my former village” (p. 44)

“Today, while begging food, a sudden downpour” (p. 47)

“The number of days since I left the world and” (p. 55)

“From today the nights turn colder” (p. 69)

“Morning — cutting firewood, filling my jug” (p. 69)


Source: Translated from Japanese by John Stevens. One Robe, One Bowl: The Zen Poetry of Ryōkan, 2nd ed. (Fairfield, CT: Weatherhill Publishing, 2006).


Contemporary Essays, Interviews, and Memoirs

Talks, essays, sermons, and other writings by contemporary Buddhist teachers—as well as the ways in which they live their lives—carry significant religious authority among contemporary Buddhists. Teachers such as those included in this chapter include well-known global figures.


The Dalai Lama on the Causes of Poverty

In the following passage, the 14th Dalai Lama answers questions posed by Western Buddhist practitioners. When queried with the problem of poverty, His Holiness refers to his experiences in Tibet and highlights the importance of changing inner and outer factors in order to shift one’s circumstances.


Source: Dalai Lama XIV and José Ignacio Cabezón (ed.). Answers: Discussions with Western Buddhists. (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2001): pp. 107–109.


Sister Chan Khong on Solutions to Poverty

The Vietnamese nun Sister Chan Khong is a practitioner of “engaged Buddhism,” and a close colleague of Thich Nhat Hanh. In the following selection, she outlines the precepts of her approach to Buddhism. Following that, she details one of the many charitable programs she has been involved with, the sponsorship of war orphans.


Source: Chan Khong. Learning True Love: Practicing Buddhism in a Time of War. Revised edition. (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2007): pp. 77–79; 157–158.


Sulak Sivaraksa on the Causes and Effects of Poverty

Sulak Sivaraksa, one of the most important Buddhist thinkers of the past century, has worked to reform Buddhism in Thailand to be more relevant to society and capable of dealing with contemporary issues. In the two book passages cited, he discusses older Buddhist understandings of poverty and the importance of ethical leadership and ethical citizenship as critical factors in building just societies. He also discusses suffering caused by “structural violence” and the role global systems have in perpetuating such violence that produce suffering on a mass scale.


Sources: Sulak Sivaraksa. Seeds of Peace: A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society. (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1992): pp.107–109; Sulak Sivaraksa. Conflict, Culture, Change: Engaged Buddhism in a Globalizing World. (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2005): pp. 7–9.


David Loy on Poverty as a Source of Suffering

Professor, philosopher, and Zen teacher David Loy is one of the most insightful and prolific “socially engaged Buddhist” thinkers and writers in the United States. In the section cited in The Great Awakening drawn from a chapter he wrote on Buddhism and poverty, he offers a nuanced definition of dukkha (“suffering”) and draws an important distinction between non-attachment and poverty.


Source: David Loy. The Great Awakening: A Buddhist Social Theory. (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2003): pp. 55–56.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Poverty and the Poor in the Jewish Tradition

Rabbi David Ellis

The Jewish Way

The Jewish religion is based on a tradition of texts and historical experiences of nearly 4,000 years. It has interacted with almost every culture, religion, and political system that has existed. It has been the source and inspiration of other religions and traditions.

Judaism shares a common heritage with all of humanity. In the opening chapters of Genesis, the peoples of the world were recognized in each of its originality. The peoples of the world shared a vision of a recreated world from the generations of Noah onward. There would also be of the Jewish tradition, which would make its view distinctive from other nations and cultures.


Many Genres, Different Styles

The first source of Judaism is the Hebrew Bible, known by the acronym the TaNaKH (Torah; N’vi-im (prophets); K’tuvim (writings). It consists of the same books as the Christian Old Testament, but the order differs.

The Jewish story has an ongoing narrative structure. Some books contain legal material. Interspersed are poetic passages that are meant to be chanted and sung. Several genealogies occur in some books. There are prophetic oracles that appear over the reign of many kingdoms.

The post-biblical period finds an interpretive system for reading and expounding the inherited tradition. This was only oral at first. But with trying times, the discussions would be recorded in writing. The priority of teaching and learning orally still prevails.

In most ages, Jews would find poetic expression—sometimes from biblical sources, and at other times from borrowing from the traditions of the peoples around them. In the modern world, there would be significant works of Jewish prose expressing philosophy and history.1


A Family Religion

While starting within a worldwide vision, the Jews would follow their heritage through one family. The ancestry reaches to Abraham. Genesis 12 and onward records the history of Abraham, then called Abram, and his descendants.

Though being within a family and patriarchal structure, it was an open one. Individuals from other peoples could join the heritage, as Ruth does in the book named after her.

A concept of exclusivity, of a “chosen people,” should be critically examined. Although an ethnocentric streak can occasionally be found in Jewish texts, the corrective would be the prophetic insight that all nations would be masters of what the Jews had been the first to learn. In the wilderness, Moses continually called God to remember what the Egyptians, and other nations, will think of Israel’s destiny.


The Land

It is clear from the Bible that the Jews were meant to live in the land of Israel. For centuries, in periods of exile, a return to Zion, Israel’s ancient biblical name, was looked for in daily prayers. There was never a sense that Judaism was a religion to be observed in another land.

Yet, most of Jewish history took place in the Diaspora, the various Jewish communities founded outside of the land of Israel. Even the return of Jews to the land of Israel in the 20th century was impossible without the help and inspiration of the Diaspora.


The Language

The Hebrew language is the medium of Jewish writing in all generations. Hebrew must be referred to for its distinctive understanding of charity and righteous and other religious concepts, that they not be confused with English-sounding similarities in other religions. While Jews would use whatever local vernacular was current among their neighbors, any Jewish community that adopted another language as its central form of expression eventually assimilated into that local history and disappeared.

Do Jews need another language besides Hebrew and the local language to express their heritage? The answer may be yes. In the ancient world, Aramaic was beside Hebrew as a sister language. Hence, parts of the Bible and much of the Talmud are in the Aramaic language. There were versions of Judeo-German (Yiddish) and Judeo-Spanish (Ladino) that persisted for centuries.


A Legal Structure

In all generations, Judaism is distinguished by a legal order and process of justice. In biblical times, it took the form of commandments spread throughout the legal books. The people were enjoined to appoint judges in all their venues (Deuteronomy 16). The Talmud brought a recording of generations of legal debate and refining of specific questions on the law. Later ages codified the legal corpus and continued to add to the commentary.

At all times, there was a varying legal apparatus to make the tradition alive and workable for the people. This legal heritage was accepted with small differences by all Jewish communities, until climactic changes during the modern era. Yet, when certain contemporary groups or denominations rejected the authority of the legal tradition, their innovations were based on an environment and understanding it had created through the ages.


The Factor of Anti-Semitism

In almost every epoch, Jewish communities were under threat of persecution and destruction by opposing powers. Sometimes this would be from ancient empires (Egypt, Babylon, Persia, Rome); a rival religion (Christianity, Islam); or modern nationalist states. For many years, the contempt came through the Church, in medieval Catholicism or Martin Luther’s strong disdain for the Jews. More recently, the hatred was based on European racial ideologies, the Jew being the alien from the national or ethnic group.

There developed a communal concern for the poor who would be particularly vulnerable. With modern transportation and communication, an international dimension beyond the immediate congregation was added to Jewish concern.

While causing much suffering, these times were also occasions for Jewish communities to reconstruct and redouble their efforts. Through their sufferings, the Jews would often have sympathy for other mistreated peoples.

Beginnings: The Biblical Teachings


Creation: One Person

The Book of Genesis describes the culmination of the creation of the world on the sixth day by the creation of one person. Gender differentiation is accounted for in ongoing chapters. For the Talmud (BT Sanhedrin 37a), each person can thus say, “For me the world was created.” Therefore, as all humanity descends from one person, each and every person is obligated to say, “The world was created for me.” One person can be the source of all humanity and recognize the significance of his actions.

According to the medieval commentator Rashi (acronym for Rabbi Shimon Yitzchaki, from 11th-century France), “I am important, as an entire world; I do not lose significance because of any wrongs done.” Anyone who kills another is as if he has destroyed an entire world.

No poor person then can be dismissed or neglected. If one finds a person wanting in whatever way, the obligation is to assist him, as creation itself holds a stake in his well-being.


The Stranger—In Anticipation

Many find significance in the biblical account of Abraham in Genesis 12, where he was told in Hebrew, “Lech L’cha,” go from the land of your fathers to a new land. Genesis 22, on the binding of Isaac, has been the focus of many commentators.

But in between those stories is another that defined Abraham’s life and that of his whole family:



And He said to Abram, “Know well that your offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years; but I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in the end they shall go free with great wealth. As for you, You shall go to your fathers in peace; You shall be buried at a ripe old age. And they shall return here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” (Genesis 15: 13–15)

Abraham was told at the beginning that he was not going to be like other nations. His life would have a measure of present success and prosperity, but he was also forming a future destiny. Part of Abraham’s life was to be a stranger, a poor man, in a foreign land. It was to happen to Abraham’s descendants, but not in his lifetime.

Abraham’s deeds will be lessons for generations. He would meet other peoples. He already knew a responsibility toward his gifts, as he tithed possessions toward a larger good. This mystical vision of Abraham transmitted to those who followed in his posterity. Abraham (Genesis 14) and Jacob (Genesis 29) both gave a tenth of their belongings to be used for sacred purposes and the well-being of those in need.


The Stranger—In a Strange Land

The book of Exodus brings to actuality the vision of servitude of Abraham’s descendants foreshown to Abraham. A new pharaoh in Egypt comes who did not remember the works of Joseph. Abraham’s descendants, the children of Israel, become in his eyes a fifth column within the kingdom, threatening its stability. Extraordinary measures were taken to ensure their servitude to the Pharaoh.

The situation might have been hopeless. The children of Israel were in a strange land, not their own. They had no power against an overwhelming tyrant. Their own resources were meager.

But some things were working for them. Despite their poverty and oppression, they remembered the promise made for their eventual redemption. The families largely kept themselves together, to share as a community the common destiny. What began with one man in the tribe—Moses, at the burning bush—became the mission of them all in leaving Egypt on the way to Mt. Sinai:



I have now heard the moaning of the Israelites because the Egyptians are holding them in bondage, and I have remembered My covenant. Say, therefore, to the Israelite people: I am the LORD. I will free you from the labors of the Egyptians and deliver you from their bondage. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and through extraordinary chastisements. And I will take you to be My people, and I will be your God. And you shall know that I, the LORD, am your God who freed you from the labors of the Egyptians. I will bring you into the land which I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you for a possession, I the LORD. (Exodus 6: 5–7)


Redemption

Exodus 12 culminates in the trials of the children of Israel in Egypt. On the 15th day of the first month, later to be known as Nisan, the beginning of spring, the families gathered for a meal in their homes. They were on the verge of departing from Egypt. They symbolically recalled their trials and sufferings

As Israel left Egypt, they are told to remember the slavery and suffering in Egypt for all generations. They were to be sure that the children heard the story. The Talmud (BT Baba Metzia 58b) has 36 instances of the command not to forget the stranger. It became a heritage for all generations, with the major holiday of Passover each year and the daily recollection of coming out of Egypt in the morning and evening prayers.


Biblical Law

The journey of the Israelites out of Egypt leads to Mt. Sinai, where they received general laws in the Ten Commandments and detailed ones in the following chapters. The coming out of Egypt is mentioned at the beginning of the commandments, to say that their purpose is to create a world not characterized by the poverty and slavery they had experienced.

In looking at the biblical law there are several scenarios alerting the people of Israel to persons who might commonly be deprived of means.


The Potentially Poor—Women

In all nations and societies, past and present, women have been exploited and economically deprived with no recourse. So, immediately following the Ten Commandments, the Bible makes specific laws taking up the woman’s cause.

One case involves a man taking a second wife. This was a custom of biblical times, that a woman not be bereft alone, single in the world with no protection, and in times when wars may have taken available men from the population. If a man had this second wife, he was not allowed to treat her as an inferior. She was specifically not to be deprived of food, clothing, or conjugal relations.

Later Jewish law exhibited an awareness of a wife’s possible disadvantage with family and children and thus instituted the k’tubah, the marriage contract. It assured her support within the marriage and a deposit put forth at the beginning should the marriage end or the husband die.


The Permanent Poor—The Levite

As if the people needed a continual reminder to be aware of the poor, the law itself saw that there would be one person among them who was always deprived. The tribe of Levi would own no land and have no basis to become economically viable in the usual way. The Levites would be given certain cities within the land and could live elsewhere. They were to be the spiritual leaders and teachers in ancient Israel. As they had no regular income, they were dependent on gifts from the general populace.

It was a double trade-off. The Levites held a high and honored position within their communities, but they were subject to poverty and being taken for granted. The common Israelite had land and resources for prosperity, but he was continually reminded that all was not his. The Israelite was to be continually on the lookout for the marginal person in his community. The Levite was there continually as an example of others who might be in need.


The Forgotten Poor—The Stranger

The children of Israel are repeatedly enjoined to remember their experience as strangers in the land of Egypt. They will themselves encounter resident aliens, strangers, in their own land. They are to treat these persons with the greatest respect and not allow them to be neglected and abused in sentiments of tribalism and ethnocentrism.

The stranger had full civil and legal rights within the land of Israel. The proviso was that he must eschew idolatry and immorality and adhere to the legal system of the land. No specific ritual commands were made on the stranger; the stranger was not made to convert to the faith.

Regard for the stranger and the poor, repeated 36 times according to Talmudic calculations, became a cornerstone of biblical faith. The prophets will later call the people to task for neglecting this person.


No Special Favor

The Bible expounds on the common case of the world, of the poor man being abused or ignored by the wealthy and general society. But this did not mean that the poor were to be given special favor in opposition to objective facts and rights.

Hence, the Bible states (Exodus 23:3) that although the poor person is not to be taken advantage of, he is not to be given special favor merely because he is a poor man. Jewish teaching always holds a common set of principles by which all benefit. False favoring of a poor person when he is in the wrong, however well intended, is not for the persons benefit.


Why Should the Poor Pay?

The law of the half shekel tax (Exodus 30:11 ff.) seems to defy canons of fairness. The tax was taken each year to maintain the needs of the sanctuary. In Exodus, it is the tabernacle in the wilderness. In later times, it was for the temple in Jerusalem. The Talmud explains (Tractate Shekalim) that it was collected in the month of Adar, before the temple’s fiscal year began in Nisan, the month of Passover.

The tax was on all males from age 20 and up. The text notes emphatically, verse 15, that the rich shall not give more nor the poor give less than this half shekel.

But why? Is this not a burden upon the poor? Could not a wealthy man just pay the share of many poor persons? The general rule is that those who are able are to look out for the poor man. He can receive gifts, not as charity or out of personal sympathy, but as his due to have a proper place in society.

The temple, however, was an institution in which the whole community had a stake. Services were performed there. The people sought reconciliation and forgiveness therein. It was a place of learning and teaching. Everyone made full contribution to make to the company with the offering brought. Whatever individuals do in the workaday world, the sanctuary and its worth were a legacy of the entire community. Higher and lower donations according to one’s ability would compromise this heritage.


Leviticus 25 and Deuteronomy 15

The Leviticus and Deuteronomy chapters include laws with specific reference to the poor in biblical Israel. Leviticus 25 brings the law of the 7th year. In that year, the land lies fallow and may not be worked, other than to maintain the land from permanent neglect. The produce of the land is ownerless and available to the poor. The 50th year brings the jubilee year, when land holdings returned to original tribes in a redistribution of assets. If a person fell into poverty and servitude, there are commandments for the family to redeem him.

As the children of Israel looked to enter the land, Deuteronomy 15 instructed them to make equitable use of their possessions. The poor are not to be neglected—the widow, the orphan, and the Levite being cited as those most vulnerable. The needy are to be helped according to their requirements. When a worker left a contract agreement, he was not destitute but endowed with resources to work for his own well-being.


The Prophetic Writings

The various literary prophets speak many times about the oppression of the poor in the community. But were the children of Israel that cruel and negligent of their fellow human beings and the stranger in their midst? The answer is probably no. There was probably no more abuse of the indigent than in any other society of the day. But that was not sufficient for the prophets.

The prophets, Abraham Heschel suggests,2 were always “one octave high.” While there are human frailties and wrongs that occur with events, a people who had received teachings from sages, priests, and wise men over the centuries should have accounted themselves better. The prophetic call was to the urgency of seemingly small and neglected matters not to be forgotten. Ordinary measures were not enough. The people of Israel were called to observe a hair’s breadth of deviation from the right and the charitable.

Creating a Heritage of Looking Out for the Poor

Later biblical and post-biblical generations witnessed changes in the Jewish world. The existing institutions of the Temple and priesthood were restored in the return from Babylon. But new traditions developed in exile were brought back to the land of Israel and would become a decisive part of the religion.

While in Babylon, the Jews had to find ways to pray without the Temple in Jerusalem. New prayers were designated, corresponding to different services and their times. Certain psalms that accompanied the services were recalled. The leaders put together the beginnings of the synagogue tradition, which would coexist with Temple prayers.

The priestly rites following the sons of Aaron continued in the Second Temple, but the new way was one not dependent on family status. It was a product of dedication to the study and teaching of the books of Scripture. Both traditions were carried on by Ezra. But as time went on, the tradition of learning prevailed.

The Mishnah, a second-century-CE compilation of Jewish law (Tractate Horayot 3:8), says that if one had limited funds to redeem captives, you were to redeem a scholar born from a forbidden relationship according to Jewish family lineage before you redeemed the high priest, who was an ignoramus! This Second Temple period saw the augmentation of this initiative so that it found a permanent place in Jewish life.


Seasons

Mentioned briefly in the Bible, Jewish holidays became established and defined in detail during this era. The Mishnah discusses them in its second order Moed, “Seasons.” The Talmud, a joining of the Mishnah with its legal commentary, the Gemara, was edited in Babylonia in the fourth century CE. The Middle Ages would see a collecting of the entire corpus of Jewish law by Moses Maimonides and other scholars.


Shabbat

Shabbat is the first tractate in Moed. It discusses the laws of the Jewish sabbath, what constitutes work on the day and its celebrations and joys, and it sets the tone and model for all other holidays.

Shabbat begins with a law about two persons—the homeowner and the poor man. The concern is with who is liable for violating the sabbath law of transporting an object from a private domain, such as the house, to the public domain, in the street, where the poor man waits. The conclusion is that one is culpable of a violation if one person has done a complete act—of reaching though the window and removing a container or of passing it from the house into the street. If each has done half of the act and met in between, neither is guilty, though what they did was prohibited in the intermediate time before the sabbath. The complicated laws of public and private domains are discussed further in the tractate Shabbat and almost exclusively in the following tractate Eruvin.

For this discussion, two points are noteworthy. First, in beginning the whole set of volumes on holiday laws with something concerning a poor man, the Talmud is making a statement. To paraphrase, “Make It be the first thing of every holiday you celebrate to think first of the poor man. See that he has provisions for the day. Invite him into your house. Not only for the sabbath, but all Jewish holidays. Only then—can you go on with your enjoyment of the day.”

Second, the poor man is under all the various strictures of the sabbath day as everyone else is. There in no special dispensation for him to violate its commands just because he is poor. The sabbath teaches lessons about work and creation, which are the heritage of all Jews.


Passover

Of all the Jewish holidays, Passover undoubtedly forms the pivot for Jewish celebration for all times. It comes biblically in the first month, called Nisan in the later biblical books and the Talmud.

There are synagogue services on the day, but they are not so different from remaining holidays. When the temple stood, there were rituals performed there as a pilgrimage for able-bodied males.

What has come to us is the service in the Jewish home, the seder meal. Quite specifically and unmistakably, the poor are rousingly invited at the outset to participate in this meal:



This is the bread of destitution that our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt. Anyone who is famished should come and eat, anyone who is in need should come and partake of the Pesach sacrifice. Now we are here, next year we will be in the land of Israel; this year we are slaves, next year we will be free people.

The whole family is at the table, even the “wicked” alienated son. All listen to the story, participate, and ask questions. The holiday is to remember the coming out of Egypt in every generation. For that, it might suffice simply to read some selected chapters from the Bible that recall the exodus, and indeed this is done. But many parts are added, as the story itself creates new stories in each time.

The high point of the story is bringing the ancient text to the present day:



In each and every generation, a person is obligated to see himself as if he left Egypt, as it is stated (Exodus 13:8); “For the sake of this, did the Lord do [this] for me in my going out of Egypt.” Not only our ancestors did the Holy One, blessed be He, redeem, but rather also us [together] with them did he redeem, as it is stated (Deuteronomy 6:23); “And He took us out from there, in order to bring us in, to give us the land which He swore unto our fathers.”

It cannot be emphasized enough what this holiday has meant for Jews through the ages. However far one moves away from Jewish tradition, they always go to someone’s house for the seder and its message. It forms a powerful imperative in the conscience of all from childhood up, to be thankful for good gifts, to be aware of those lacking, and to keep an attitude toward helping them.


Shavuot

Coming exactly 50 days after Passover, with seven weeks in between, is the Festival of Weeks, Shavuot. Every day and the cumulative weeks are counted daily during the in-between days. The message is that Shavuot, remembering the children of Israel standing before Mt. Sinai, was the intent of the exodus. The Israelites were not free from oppression only to be free, as you will sometimes here in so-called liberation theologies. The freedom of Passover was incomplete until they received the guiding legal highlights to form a just and fair society for the ages to employ the preciously won legacy.

So appropriately enough, on Shavuot, the book of Ruth is read. It shows in every verse how the biblical laws form a just community to look after those in need. The corners of the field are not harvested by the owners, leaving gleanings for the poor. Special consideration is given to the widow and her plight. The deceased can no longer operate in the world, yet even they are not left bereft. Their property passes on to proper kinsmen within the family.

The heritage keeps and protects the poor man. Hence Boaz and Ruth, both coming from frankly inauspicious beginnings—Boaz from the harlotry of Tamar (Genesis 38) and Ruth from the incest of Lot’s daughters (Genesis 19)—arise through the generations by common good deeds.


The Days of Awe: Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur

Each autumn brings the New Year for the world, Rosh HaShanah. Though it might be dubbed the “Jewish New Year,” the prayers are clearly of universal significance, for all creation. Repentance and repairing breaches in life and our world are tasks for all of humanity.

The liturgy of Yom Kippur makes unequivocal the concern for the poor. It is a fast day for those who are able-bodied. But pious superstition, ancient and modern, might well miss the point of the fast, as a day for self-affliction and asceticism. The prophetic reading from Isaiah indubitably corrects the misconception:



Is such the fast I desire, A day for men to starve their bodies? Is it bowing the head like a bulrush And lying in sackcloth and ashes? Do you call that a fast, A day when the LORD is favorable? No, this is the fast I desire: To unlock fetters of wickedness, And untie the cords of the yoke To let the oppressed go free; To break off every yoke. It is to share your bread with the hungry, And to take the wretched poor into your home; When you see the naked, to clothe him, And not to ignore your own kin. (58: 9–10)

Despite the serious message of the day as one of confession and repentance, the final mood for the day is a positive one. So much so that in ancient times the afternoon of Yom Kippur was considered a propitious time for seeking a match.

In the typical Jewish way, wealthy girls on this afternoon would lend their extra garments to the poor ones so that no one would be left out and disadvantaged for marital prospects (BT Taanit 31a).


Sukkot

With little time to spare, a demanding holiday of thanksgiving comes just five days after Yom Kippur, the Sukkot holiday. It is related to Passover and its themes of coming out of Egypt. But more than the food, the theme of Sukkot is the dwelling.

Just as people do not live by bread alone, so they do not need to live only in fancy homes. In coming out of Egypt, the ancestors lived in temporary huts of available material. So the Jewish family can leave its permanent year-round home, weather permitting, and live in a temporary hut outside their house—the Sukkah.

The sukkah raises many issues of wealth and poverty. A sukkah higher than 10 meters is invalid, as for such a structure to stand its walls must be strong; the building thus becomes permanent and not temporary. But a low sukkah is also invalid. Some poor people do not live luxuriously, but everyone needs some minimum space to exist. Less than 1 meter of roof space is not a proper dwelling, even for a short time.

The sukkah is a temporary, fragile building. It teaches that human lives are always in an incomplete and precarious state. The offerings on Sukkot for the 70 nations of the world (Numbers 28) show the message to be one shared by all peoples.


Hanukkah

The middle of the dark of winter brings Jews a celebration of light and hope. In North America, Hanukkah will inevitably accrue extraneous and profane meaning from the surrounding commercial culture of Christmas at the same time. But the time remembers events of great importance, of Jews being delivered from a tyrant of long ago.

The meaning of Hanukkah is succinctly summarized in the addition Al Ha-Nissim, “for the miracles,” added to the standing prayer of the daily Jewish services:



In the days of Mattisyahu, the son of Yochanan the High Priest, the Hasmonean, and his sons, when the wicked kingdom of Greece rose up against Your people Israel to make them forget Your Torah and to stray from the laws of Your will, You, with great mercy stood by them in the time of their distress. You fought their fight, judged their cause and avenged them with vengence. You delivered the strong into the hands of the weak, the many into the hands of the few, the impure into the hands of the pure, the wicked into the hands of the righteous and the arrogant into the hands of those engaged with Your Torah. For Yourself you made a great and holy name in Your world, You performed a great deliverance for Your people Israel on this day. After these things, Your children entered into the Holy of Holies of Your House, cleansed Your Temple, purified the place of Your Holiness, kindled lights in Your holy courts and established these eight days of Hanukkah to express thanksgiving and praise to Your great name.

Hanukkah’s teaching for the Jews was that, despite all odds and appearances, authoritarianism and despotism were not the final words in history. It is one that should be widely shared among contemporary nations and peoples fighting desperate circumstances to survive amid the wars of nations.


Purim

It says in the book of Esther (9: 28), read on Purim, that its days are to be remembered in all generations and always celebrated. The sages add that all Jewish holidays will cease to be observed at the end of days, but not Purim. What was the difference?

Negatively, it may have been expected that the story of a pogrom against Jewish community would be repeated in future times. In the words of the Passover Haggadah, in every generation, a tyrant stood up to annihilate the Jews.

But another reason may be what is mentioned several verses before (9:23). A great victory took place. The wicked Haman was defeated, and the Jews averted annihilation by defending themselves. It could be an occasion of fervor and ethnocentric behavior. But the verses say, yes, do enjoy yourselves, but temper your merriment. During your joy, do not forget those who may have been forgotten in the events—make certain the poor and needy always have a stake in your community.


The Talmud

The volumes called the Talmud are a compendium of writings edited in the fourth century CE in Babylon. Although they appear to later generations as a book, such was not the original intent.

The history of legal discussion and dispute in the Second Temple period was carried on as an oral tradition over the centuries. With times of exile and wars, the continuity of scholarship seemed threatened. It was necessary to put the proceedings in writing, however regretfully, that the tradition not be entirely lost.

Although put into writing, the Talmud did not lend itself to being read. It was something to be studied under the guidance of a teacher. The more lively and rigorous the discussion, the more the Jewish minds were kept alert and creative. Despite the grave challenges, the Talmud continued as a source of insight for later generations.


The Talmud on the Poor Man: Some Cases


“Brother, Can You Lend Me a Dime?”

Everyone has an obligation to help the poor in need. But it is understood that the person should work as much for his ways as possible and not merely be given charity. Following laws in Exodus and Leviticus, the Talmud makes the interest-free loan the center of help to the poor. The lender foregoes the usual way of the world in profiting from his capital in dealing with his fellow Jew. What he loses in temporary gain of money is offset by building a society where people can get by without a proletariat or permanently downtrodden community.

A regular saying in the Talmud is that the law is not given to the angels. The prohibition against interest is only against a fellow Jew. In dealing with the wider world, the general practice of charging for interest can be followed.

It is not necessary that a person pass a means test to receive a free loan. It is not only available for the poor but any Jew. Any organized Jewish community will have a formal apparatus for such.

The practice of free loans has been discovered in recent times. The notion of microcredit to small entrepreneurs follows the basic concept outlined in the Hebrew Scriptures.


Testing God

It would be axiomatic that a person is not to put God to the test, to do some action and expect immediate reward therefrom. But the Talmud (BT Taanit 9a) says there is one exception, with the commandment to tithe one’s possessions and give charity:



Rabbi Yoḥanan said: What is the meaning of that which is written: “A tithe shall you tithe [te’aser]” (Deuteronomy 14:22)? This phrase can be interpreted homiletically: Take a tithe [asser] so that you shall become wealthy [titasher] by the merit of the mitzvah.”

Further, Rabbi Yoḥanan found the young son of Reish Lakish. He said to the boy: Recite to me your verse, i.e., the verse you studied today in school. The boy said to him: “A tithe shall you tithe.” The boy further said to Rabbi Yoḥanan: But what is the meaning of this phrase: “A tithe shall you tithe”? Rabbi Yoḥanan said to him: The verse means: Take a tithe so that you will become wealthy. The boy said to Rabbi Yoḥanan: From where do you derive that this is so? Rabbi Yoḥanan said to him: Go and test it. The boy said to him: And is it permitted to test the Holy One, Blessed be He? But isn’t it written: “You shall not test the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 6:16)? Rabbi Yoḥanan said to the boy that Rabbi Hoshaya said as follows: It is prohibited to test God in any way, except in this case of tithes, as it is stated (Malachi 3:10): “Bring the whole tithe into the storeroom, that there may be food in My house, and test Me now by this, said the Lord of hosts, if I will not open for you the windows of heaven, and pour out for you a blessing that there shall be more than sufficiency.” (Babylonian Talmud Taanit 9a; Malachi 3:10)

Why would Rabbi Yohanan be so brazen and impious as to ask his student to test God on giving tithes? The passage is clearly tongue in cheek and basic common sense. Giving common resources for the society and seeing that all have a share in them is good. Everyone finds the wherewithal to make a positive contribution for his own welfare and that of all persons. Not to provide such gives occasion for grievance and disruption of social order.


Who Comes First?

There can be many and conflicting demands for assistance to the poor that cannot all be satisfied. In cases of limited resources, who decides who gets what? There could be various considerations. One would be locality. The rule is aniyrei ir-cha kodmim—the poor of your own city (BT Baba Metzia 71a).

Judaism sees unity in humanity through all being children of Adam in the image of God. There is hope for the eventual gathering of all peoples in later days; Isaiah (56:7) says my house will be a house of prayer for all peoples.

From beginning to end, Judaism takes a practical view to improve the world as it is found. The way is concentric, beginning in one’s own community and nearby ones to help those in need in those places. While suffering and lack anywhere should be a concern of all, Judaism begins the effort by putting its own house is in order before taking on problems outside its immediate reach.


Can One Just Give It to the Poor?

Rav Huna, a third-century sage from Babylonia, had his own way of adjusting the market forces of supply and demand in his day (BT Taani, t 20a). He proceeded through the marketplace every Friday afternoon before the Sabbath and bought all the remaining produce that had not been sold that day so that the vendors should be encouraged to supply the community every week without loss. Then he would take what he had gathered and throw it in the nearby river. But could he not feed the food to animals? It was considered a defilement to give human food to animals. Rav could also have just given the food to the poor. He did not do this lest the poor become accustomed to handouts on a regular basis and not thereby put any work into producing their own. He threw it in the river to keep the marketplace and people’s initiative in line with one another.

Some commentators on the passage say that the poor could in fact have retrieved Rav Huna’s produce. He threw it in the shallow water, where it was still visible and available. But to hand it out directly to them with no sense of where it came from or no responsibility to work for their own portion each week would have created a demeaning situation and false hopes for the poor.


But Why Should I Pay Them?

Another illustration emerges from the experience of Rabba bar bar Hanan, a Talmud scholar in Babylonia. Two workers hired by Rabba bar bar Hanan (BT Baba Metzi, a 83a) broke a barrel of wine they were carrying. He took their cloaks as an indemnity for the loss they had caused. They brought their case before the great Babylonian teacher Rav.

Rav’s ruling was that Rabbi bar bar Hanan should return the cloaks to the men, from the words in Proverbs 2:20, “That you may walk in the way of good men.” Moreover, he stated that the men should be paid their full wages, based on the last part of the same verse, “and keep the paths of the righteous.”

But should they not make good the loss they caused? And why should they be paid? The Talmud here expounds the concept of acting lifnim m’shurat ha-din. This is sometimes translated as “going beyond the letter of the law,” but a better translation is “acting to the interior intent of the law.”

The circumstance was that Rabbi bar bar Hanan was a wealthy man. Although it was a loss to him, it was one he could easily absorb. The workers, on the other hand, were day laborers and had not much to live on. Taking all factors into account, Rav enabled the poor workers to be paid, even though they had not worked and even caused a significant loss.


The Indigent and the Poor

There is another question relating to limited resources. If there is only a certain amount of means to help, which of the poor get it? Does it go to a perpetually destitute person, in Hebrew the evyon, or does it go to the simple poor person, the ani? The ani may be recently poor. He may be able to get by, but not according to previous expectations. He may find some way to support himself but sometimes comes up short. The evyon, on the other hand, is a street person, not knowing where his next meal is coming from and having little or no resources to get by.

The judgment (Baba Metzia 111b), seemingly defying common sense, is that the ani is to be considered before the evyon, even though objectively he may already have more resources and require more than the evyon. The reasoning is personal. The ani may feel embarrassment at having to ask for help. He can usually get by on his own in some way. The evyon is already accustomed to begging for his daily sustenance. Regretful as it may be, he is used to the process and can get by for another day if need be. The ani may feel despair and turmoil at having to adjust to his new plight.


Whose Offering Is Accepted?

The book of Leviticus describes various daily offerings. Some of them are based on one’s ability to pay. The wealthy can afford cattle offerings (1:9). Those with less could bring a bird offering (17), while the poor man could bring a meal offering (2:2). Which of them count for more?

In the time when offerings were brought to the Temple, they were all equal before God. After each of them, the same phrase is used that the offering is “a pleasing fragrance to God.” The Talmud indicates (Menachot 110a) echad ha-marbeh, echad ha-mamit—it is all one whether much or little is given, as long the intentions are toward heaven. As the Jewish prayer services became formalized, the role of devotion was the highest consideration.


The Prayer Book; Torah Study; Pirkei Avot

Those Jews returning from Babylon in Ezra’s time brought the beginnings of a fixed daily liturgy. It was used in exile to recall the prayers and times of the temple service. It became obligatory for communities to hold daily and holiday prayers as a common inheritance. With technology in later centuries, the prayers were organized into a formal printed book, the siddur.

A tradition of study was also part of the Babylonian Jewish heritage. Yehoshua ben Gamla, in the first century CE, decreed that every child should receive personal instruction in Jewish study (BT Baba Batra 21a). Ideally, this would be done through the family. If a parent were not learned or if the family lacked means, the expenses were assumed by the community. Social status was no obstacle to study.

One tractate of the Talmud found a special place within the common learning and worship. The Pirkei Avot, the Chapters of the Fathers, is a third-century tractate of the Mishnah in the fourth order, N’zikin, damages. It records the heritage of Jewish tradition from the Bible through the rabbinic period, citing common sayings by which rabbis were known. When Jewish prayer books came into print, the Avot was always included in addition to the order of prayers.

The Pirkei Avot were faithfully studied on long summer afternoons. Their message is to create an ethical society centered around scholars and the study of texts. The Avot would typically be known by heart by every member of an observant community.

A selection from the sayings is included in the “Primary Documents” section at the end of this chapter.


The Rise of Christianity

It was during the same period of the rabbinic sages that a new religion closely related to the Jewish heritage would arise, namely, Christianity. Many of its teachings came directly from Jewish sources. Others borrowed concepts from the Greco-Roman world.

It is far beyond the purpose in this section to note the complicated history and relation between Judaism and Christianity, other than to note a clear and close connection. Suffice it to say for now, various disputes between all parties and among those with the pagan secular philosophers were regularly conducted in a vitriolic style and mood, probably from the strains of wars and imperial rule of the time. Any proper assessment and comparison of the religions and what they had to say about the poor man would have to wait many centuries.3

Through the Ages

Jews continued to live in Babylon until the Middle Ages. Migrations took them through the Arab and Muslim worlds and then to various European centers. The ethos from the Bible and the Talmud of looking out for the poor would remain the legacy of all communities. New forms of studying and collecting the Jewish writings met the needs of the day.


Law Codes

Over the centuries, the Talmud and its study were standard in Jewish communities. Biblical study was not unknown, but as the Bible was quoted throughout the Talmud, there was no special need to study it separately. The Talmud, though, had its limitations. It was something that required much learning. Not all could find the time to devote to it. It was also edited in a confusing form, with various laws being scattered in different sections.

Without downplaying the Talmud and still emphasizing its central place in study, the 12th-century Jewish scholar, Moses Maimonides, compiled an alternate work. He gathered the whole corpus of Jewish law into his Mishneh Torah volumes. All laws were arranged according to common topic. One of the noted chapters is Maimonides’ ordering of the degrees of charity:



8.     When donations are given grudgingly.

7.     When one gives less than he should, but does so cheerfully.

6.     When one gives directly to the poor upon being asked.

5.     When one gives directly to the poor without being asked.

4.     Donations when the recipient is aware of the donor’s identity, but the donor still doesn’t know the specific identity of the recipient.

3.     Donations when the donor is aware to whom the charity is being given, but the recipient is unaware of the source.

2.     Giving assistance in such a way that the giver and recipient are unknown to each other. Communal funds administered by responsible people are also in this category.

1.     The highest form of charity is to help sustain people before they become impoverished by offering a substantial gift in a dignified manner, or by extending a suitable loan, or by helping them find employment or establish themselves in business so as to make it unnecessary for them to become dependent on others.4

Several points can be noted in Maimonides’s summary. Although it is not on the highest level, a gift to the poor given unwillingly or for extraneous reasons is still considered a good deed. The movement of each stage is toward anonymity so that personal embarrassment or pride is not a factor. The ideal goal of all effort would be to see that a person does not require assistance but is able to make out on his own.


Responsa Literature

New problems and circumstances about the poor came about that did not have clear precedents in previous law. Often there were issues in confrontation with surrounding peoples or kingdoms. Were Talmudic law and various laws codes able to understand the new circumstances? Did new laws need to be invented?

During the Middle Ages, a new genre of Jewish writing developed. When a community could not determine an answer to a problem through its own teachers, it would send a formal inquiry to a recognized sage elsewhere to give it guidance in the matter. All the facts were cited and possible alternatives were suggested as the answer was awaited—a response, hence the term Respona literature.5

An example of a response inquiry involved a poor community in medieval Germany. It was assessed along with neighboring communities to pay tribute to an emperor. The question went out whether they should be assessed for the same contribution as a nearby wealthy community. The ruling by Rabbi Meir Gedaliah of Lublin (MaHaMaM; Poland, 16th century) was that the wealthier community could pay a higher share of the money, as it had the means and was under the same decree.

The response material formed its own tradition. Collections were made and disseminated to other communities. It has an ongoing life in contemporary Judaism, as new legal and technological challenges come about. The writing is typically in Hebrew so that all Jews have access to the sources.


Elijah the Prophet

Elijah appears in the Bible in the book of Kings. He is cited in the last verses of the prophet Malachi. He appears numerous times in the Talmud, often before another sage as a poor man. What will the sage do? Will he take heed of Elijah, the poor man, and his needs, or will he neglect him? In the folklore of Judaism, Elijah is an important character who speaks to the poor man.

Elijah transcends the ancient world by being “at” the Passover seder, with a special cup set for him. At a circumcision. his chair is present, to be brought out for those participating. No other person in the Bible has such ubiquitous presence throughout all ages. Why does Elijah the prophet have such a status? Why him? What is he supposed to do?

In history, Elijah came at a critical time for the kingdom of Judah. The nation had turned almost completely to the worship of Baal. Elijah called upon God to accept his offering in contrast, even though it is not legal, being outside the temple environs of Jerusalem.

God accepted Elijah’s work and zealousness for the cause (1 Kings 19). But God qualified his approval. Elijah did stand up for the right cause. But there are bound to be elements of self-righteousness and aggrandizement in what Elijah did. Elijah’s understudy, Elisha, was appointed in his place to minister to the people in a less dramatic way.

Elijah will thus go through Jewish history and folklore, finding new ways to defend his cause—in appearing as the poor one, to see if the community will take heed. Elijah the prophet thus becomes a herald of new prospects through the straits of Jewish life.

What does one make of Elijah? Does Elijah accompany the Jews in all generations? There is no official dogma or speculation in Judaism about the metaphysical status of Elijah. He is just always there. It is as though the Jew is saying that, despite the learning and wisdom of Jewish writings, Jews still need the personal example of the prophet putting the teachings into effect, keeping the conscience toward one’s neighbor before the community. Elijah is the Jewish hope of the ages, even in times when there is a dearth of hope.


New Inheritances

There are rules of inheritance of property taught in the Bible and the Talmud. Later Jewish tradition formed a new type of bequest. Just as one could give goods and money to those who survived a person, so could he offer in writing guidelines and counsel he wished to be carried on by his descendants. The person would write an ethical will for the family as an enhancement to whatever legal arrangements he made for them.

This was not a new tradition. At the end of his life, the patriarch Jacob (Genesis 49) gave blessings and moral admonition to his children (Genesis 49). Moses looked to the heritage of Israel after his death (Deuteronomy 33–34). Joshua called the tribes together at the end of his life for final words (Joshua 24). The later ages would take guidance from these examples to see that whoever came after them would follow the right path.

It was often prominent in these writings that the inheritors used their money modestly and fruitfully in accord with Jewish teaching. The poor person was never to be left bereft.


The Hasidism

The middle of the 17th century was a time of crisis for masses of Jewish communities that had not been experienced for many centuries. Asian Cossack tribes under Bogdan Chmielnicki invaded Jewish communities in the area of what is today Poland, Russia, and Belarus. Numbers were imprecise, but it is likely that several hundred thousand Jews were killed. Besides the destruction itself, the morale of the communities was sapped. Where would one go?

It was in the aftermath of these massacres that the Hasidic movement began. It was hardly anything original, adhering completely to Jewish tradition. It was a matter of emphasis. Whereas traditional communities had come to revere study, Hasidism emphasized prayer and song. Study, eating, and chanting with a charismatic figure would give hope to the downtrodden. In times of abject poverty and despair, Hasidism gave Eastern European Jews new spiritual insight.

The Hasidic tradition continued over the generations, and it remains alive today, albeit in an evolved fashion from what it may have been originally. Modern Hasidim, whose ancestors lived in grindingly poor circumstances in the old world, now must now master the high-powered modern economic world to maintain expensive apartments in urban areas. Yet, the Hasidism is a vital contribution to Jewish life, and the entire Jewish community, each in its own way, has made Hasidic teaching part of its way of being.6

Modern Challenges

What has been described so far has been a summary of Jewish teachings on the poor man in the community and the texts and teachings about him. Every Jewish community in its own way has kept up these traditions over the centuries. The Jewish world is one of a common literary and religious heritage.

In the late 18th century, changes would come that would challenge the foundations of these small, organic Jewish communities. Some of the changes were historical events. Others came about through changes in technology, work patterns, and travel opportunities. Whole Jewish communities would relocate in areas where they had never been.7

The French Revolution (1789) created an open society for the Jews of Central and Western Europe. They became citizens of local countries and were no longer forced to live in isolated societies. They were no longer restricted to their own learning but could follow the entire Western intellectual syllabus. How would someone from an older traditional community exist in this new, open world? Did the Jewish heritage have a role any longer in this era?

These questions were asked at the time and have yet to be satisfactorily answered. The tradition remained as it was, but it often had to exist in a new and competing environment. Jews in the West began to see themselves as citizens of the nation in which they were located. Laws of the local state, current practices of stratified and disunited communities, and international movements would be rivals for Jewish loyalties.

As Jews met neighboring religions, there was a questioning of traditional Jewish commitment. The options ran the whole gamut. Some Jews would opt out of Jewish life altogether and become secular or adopt Christianity. Others borrowed practices from those around them in varying degrees. Some, bewildered by the rapid changes, held the old traditions down with a fervor.

The locus of Jewish communities was changing. As the 19th century wore on, Jewish communities increasingly left Europe for the new world, especially the United States and Canada. These became wide-open lands for all kinds of new endeavors, either replanting old ones or starting anew.

In regard for the poor person, traditional Jewish concerns had to work among competing initiatives. Some states began to take over programs to assist the poor. The various religious denominations were divided. The more liberal groups emphasized the prophetic writings in the Bible as part of the spirit of the age. Ritual and legal prescriptions took a lesser place. The traditional community upheld Jewish law, but often selectively, regularly emphasizing dietary and ritual laws over those of social and civil law.

As Jewish communities became settled in the new world, they increasingly contributed resources to projects for the common welfare—hospitals, charity funds, medical research, education, and culture. There was a general sense of appreciation for the chance to live a Jewish life in a world free from government persecution. The gratitude was translated into helping the needs of the new society.

Contemporary Jewish Responses to Poverty

With the profusion of new vistas in the modern world, Jews made contributions to societies founded on Jewish teachings. Often, the persons doing so were neither Jewishly literate nor observant. It is arguable whether their contributions were always positive ones. Sometimes, whatever the Jewish motivation, it was interactive with other cultural, political, or social outlooks of the day. But because so many Jews participated in these activities, their significance must be noted.


Some Modern Opportunities


Social and Labor Movements

The difficulties of workers in the industrial world of modern society attracted large numbers of Jewish persons. Many were part of settled labor movements. In Eastern Europe, they participated extensively in socialist movements, communism and Bolshevism.

Would this be a surprise? However far Jews were moving away from learning and observance, at least they remembered from childhood the words of the Passover seder. Seeing the bread lines during and after World War I, they recalled promises of a vision when the poor would not be oppressed and a new world formed. Socialism, which seemed to make similar claims toward the poor as the Jewish religious tradition, would be welcome to some degree in the Jewish community.


Yiddish Culture

From the Middle Ages, the Jews of Eastern Europe had spoken Yiddish, a medieval dialect of German. Borrowing from the literary traditions and styles around them, a group of writers began to express Jewish life in a Yiddish literature.

Yiddish writers came from divergent backgrounds; most by them were not entirely observant of Jewish tradition. Yet, they managed to portray a whole world of Jewish life and its religious heritage. As poverty was rampant in Eastern Europe, almost all the stories portray the fate of the poor struggling to get by.

Isaac Leib Peretz borrowed from the Hasidic tradition to show deeds of charity toward the indigent. Trained as a lawyer, Peretz wrote several stories about poor souls and their final accountability before the heavenly court. Shalom Aleichem’s short stories brought a whimsical perspective to the frantic times of the poor making a life in the small shtetl communities.

Yiddish is a concrete language, the “mama lashon,” carrying vivid, humorous, and often politically incorrect observations about life. The form is often that of a proverb and may have reflected insights from the religious heritage, sometimes in a quirky form. The following are some examples from the Yiddish about the poor man, though much is lost in translation:8



        When a poor man eats chicken, one of them is sick.

        God loves the poor and helps the rich.

        There are more alms for a cripple than for a scholar.

        Sleep faster, we need the pillows.

        Shrouds are made without pockets.

Although Yiddish literature belongs to a world that no longer exists, its stories now have a universal attraction outside of the old Jewish world they portray.


The Silver Screen

Technology brought about new forms of communication and entertainment in the 20th century. The advance coincided with the massive European immigration of Jews to the United States. As creative persons, writers and artists found it hard to make a living. Often excluded from professions, many Jews naturally filtered into the stage and motion picture industry and Tin Pan Alley, to the burgeoning film and music opportunities. Jews made extensive contributions, both to production and writing.

Few of those Jews were visibly knowledgeable of traditional Jewish learning. Many had tendencies toward assimilation. Nonetheless, a memorable trove of musicals and plays came out that highlighted the poor person, the left out, or the disadvantaged. Without deliberate intent, their works express many Jewish teachings brought by them through traditions of the ages.

George Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess (1935) was a stunning example of Jewish work on the stage. It sympathetically portrays a black family being divided by slavery. The play was unprecedented in its bold theme and a courageous portrayal at a time when the Ku Klux Klan was rampant in the United States.

Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma (1955) has a rousing collection of memorable songs. Their context was noteworthy. During the Great Depression, Oklahoma was among the most impoverished of the Plains states. One recalls the derogatory condemnation of the “Okies” in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1940). They were often derided by people elsewhere. Then came along an entire musical production to raise morale and the public image of the disparaged region.

Another noteworthy character, Eliza Doolittle, rose from a poor London Cockney neighbourhood to compete with high English society in Alan J. Lerner and Frederick Loewe’s My Fair Lady (1956). Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story (1961) showed the trials of an immigrant community suffering great discrimination in New York. The Yiddish heritage was captured on film with the adaptation of Shalom Aleichem’s and Joseph Stein’s story into Fiddler on the Roof (1971; music by Richard Rodgers and Steven Sondheim), with the unforgettable lament of Tevye, “If I Were a Rich Man.” Even characters as lowbrow as the Three Stooges have echoes of the prophets of old—satirizing the wealthy and their haughty ways, being in the middle of a pie fight. And who could forget the Jewish Marx Brothers in various comic contexts portraying a struggling class?

It was not accidental that a whole generation of stage and film productions, raising issues of social conscience and justice to the downtrodden, would come almost exclusively from Jewish writers.


Present-Day Jewish Resources on the Poor

If one wanted to find anything about how issues of the Jewish poor are handled, they should consult a rabbi or leader in the local community. Often, this information is not formally available in writing, but the assistance given is nonetheless real.

Resources for poverty on the wider communal level can be found at the Web sites of the local Jewish federations. In Canada, it is jewishcanada.org. In Great Britain, consult central agencies such as the Board of Deputies, bod.org.uk. Similar searches could be made for other countries and cities.

The Reform movement has position papers and resolutions at reformjudaism.org. The Orthodox Union, ou.org, has resources serving its members.

The all-purpose Web site for anything Jewish is myjewishlearning.com.

There are dozens of organizations, formal and less so, in Israel to assist the poor. Many of them would take care to operate according to Maimonides’s principles of charity. One example is Yad Ezra, yadezra.net.

A new organization formed several years ago has received much attention. Uri L’tzedek, “arise to righteousness,” is an Orthodox Jewish group specifically bringing Jewish sources to bear on current social problems. Study sheets and its projects may be found on the Web site ultzedek.org.



Primary Documents


Sources Illustrative of the Poor Man in Jewish Tradition

The Hebrew Scriptures


The Peoples of the World (Genesis 10:32)

These are the groupings of Noah’s descendants, according to their origins, by their nations; and from these the nations branched out over the earth after the Flood.


Abraham’s Family (Genesis 12:1–3)

The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will bless you; I will make your name great, And you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you And curse him that curses you; And all the families of the earth Shall bless themselves by you.”


Appointing Judges (Deuteronomy 16:18–20)

You shall appoint magistrates and officials for your tribes, in all the settlements that the LORD your God is giving you, and they shall govern the people with due justice. You shall not judge unfairly: you shall show no partiality; you shall not take bribes, for bribes blind the eyes of the discerning and upset the plea of the just. Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you may thrive and occupy the land that the LORD your God is giving you.


Creation of Man (Genesis 1:27; BT Sanhedrin 37a)

And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.

Therefore, since all humanity descends from one person, each and every person is obligated to say: The world was created for me, as one person can be the source of all humanity, and recognize the significance of his actions.


Abraham’s Vision (Genesis 15:13–15)

And He said to Abram, “Know well that your offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years; but I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in the end they shall go free with great wealth. As for you, You shall go to your fathers in peace; You shall be buried at a ripe old age. And they shall return here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”


Tithes (Genesis 14:18–20; 28:20–22)

And King Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was a priest of God Most High. He blessed him, saying, “Blessed be Abram of God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth. And blessed be God Most High, Who has delivered your foes into your hand.” And [Abram] gave him a tenth of everything.

Jacob then made a vow, saying, “If God remains with me, if He protects me on this journey that I am making, and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear, and if I return safe to my father’s house—the LORD shall be my God. And this stone, which I have set up as a pillar, shall be God’s abode; and of all that You give me, I will set aside a tithe for You.”


Slavery in Egypt (Exodus 6:5–7)

I have now heard the moaning of the Israelites because the Egyptians are holding them in bondage, and I have remembered My covenant. Say, therefore, to the Israelite people: I am the LORD. I will free you from the labors of the Egyptians and deliver you from their bondage. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and through extraordinary chastisements. And I will take you to be My people, and I will be your God. And you shall know that I, the LORD, am your God who freed you from the labors of the Egyptians.


Leaving Egypt (Exodus 13:8–10)

And you shall explain to your son on that day, ‘It is because of what the LORD did for me when I went free from Egypt. And this shall serve you as a sign on your hand and as a reminder on your forehead—in order that the Teaching of the LORD may be in your mouth—that with a mighty hand the LORD freed you from Egypt. You shall keep this institution at its set time from year to year.


Remembering the Exodus from Egypt (Exodus 20:2)

I the LORD am your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of bondage.


A Master’s Obligations to a Servant Woman (Exodus 21:8–11)

He does not have the right to sell her to outsiders, since he broke faith with her. And if he designated her for his son, he shall deal with her as is the practice with free maidens. If he marries another, he must not withhold from this one her food, her clothing, or her conjugal rights. If he fails her in these three ways, she shall go free, without payment.


The Levite (Numbers 18)

And to the Levites I hereby give all the tithes in Israel as their share in return for the services that they perform, the services of the Tent of Meeting. Henceforth, Israelites shall not trespass on the Tent of Meeting, and thus incur guilt and die: only Levites shall perform the services of the Tent of Meeting; others would incur guilt. It is the law for all time throughout the ages. But they shall have no territorial share among the Israelites; for it is the tithes set aside by the Israelites as a gift to the LORD that I give to the Levites as their share. Therefore I have said concerning them: They shall have no territorial share among the Israelites.

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the Levites and say to them: When you receive from the Israelites their tithes, which I have assigned to you as your share, you shall set aside from them one-tenth of the tithe as a gift to the LORD. This shall be accounted to you as your gift. As with the new grain from the threshing floor or the flow from the vat, so shall you on your part set aside a gift for the LORD from all the tithes that you receive from the Israelites; and from them you shall bring the gift for the LORD to Aaron the priest. You shall set aside all gifts due to the LORD from everything that is donated to you, from each thing its best portion, the part thereof that is to be consecrated. Say to them further: When you have removed the best part from it, you Levites may consider it the same as the yield of threshing floor or vat. You and your households may eat it anywhere, for it is your recompense for your services in the Tent of Meeting.


Not Oppressing the Stranger (Exodus 23:7–9; BT Baba Metzia 59b)

You shall not subvert the rights of your needy in their disputes. Keep far from a false charge; do not bring death on those who are innocent and in the right, for I will not acquit the wrongdoer. Do not take bribes, for bribes blind the clear-sighted and upset the pleas of those who are in the right. You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt.

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Eliezer the Great says: For what reason did the Torah issue warnings in thirty-six places, and some say in forty-six places, with regard to causing any distress to a convert? It is due to the fact that a convert’s inclination is evil, i.e., he is prone to return to his previous way of living. What is the meaning of that which is written: “And you shall not mistreat a convert nor oppress him, because you were strangers in the land of Egypt”(Exodus 22:20)? We learned in a baraita that Rabbi Natan says: A defect that is in you, do not mention it in another. Since the Jewish people were themselves strangers, they are not in a position to demean a convert because he is a stranger in their midst. And this explains the adage that people say: One who has a person hanged in his family [bidyotkei], does not say to another member of his household: Hang a fish for me, as the mention of hanging is demeaning for that family.


The Half Shekel Tax (Exodus 30:15–16)

Everyone who is entered in the records, from the age of twenty years up, shall give the LORD’s offering: the rich shall not pay more and the poor shall not pay less than half a shekel when giving the LORD’s offering as expiation for your persons. You shall take the expiation money from the Israelites and assign it to the service of the Tent of Meeting; it shall serve the Israelites as a reminder before the LORD, as expiation for your persons.


The Seventh Year, The Jubilee Year (Leviticus 25:3–13); The Poor Man (35–43)

Six years you may sow your field and six years you may prune your vineyard and gather in the yield. But in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of the LORD: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. You shall not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your untrimmed vines; it shall be a year of complete rest for the land. But you may eat whatever the land during its sabbath will produce—you, your male and female slaves, the hired and bound laborers who live with you and your cattle and the beasts in your land may eat all its yield.

You shall count off seven weeks of years—seven times seven years—so that the period of seven weeks of years gives you a total of forty-nine years. Then you shall sound the horn loud; in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month—the Day of Atonement—you shall have the horn sounded throughout your land and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release throughout the land for all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his holding and each of you shall return to his holding, each to his family. That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you: you shall not sow, neither shall you reap the aftergrowth or harvest the untrimmed vines for it is a jubilee. It shall be holy to you: you may only eat the growth direct from the field. In this year of jubilee, each of you shall return to his holding.

If your kinsman, being in straits, comes under your authority, and you hold him as though a resident alien, let him live by your side: do not exact from him advance or accrued interest, but fear your God. Let him live by your side as your kinsman. Do not lend him your money at advance interest, or give him your food at accrued interest. I the LORD am your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, to give you the land of Canaan, to be your God. If your kinsman under you continues in straits and must give himself over to you, do not subject him to the treatment of a slave. He shall remain with you as a hired or bound laborer; he shall serve with you only until the jubilee year. Then he and his children with him shall be free of your authority; he shall go back to his family and return to his ancestral holding. For they are My servants, whom I freed from the land of Egypt; they may not give themselves over into servitude. You shall not rule over him ruthlessly; you shall fear your God.


The Poor, the Released Servant (Deuteronomy 7–8, 12–15)

If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your kinsmen in any of your settlements in the land that the LORD your God is giving you, do not harden your heart and shut your hand against your needy kinsman. Rather, you must open your hand and lend him sufficient for whatever he needs.

If a fellow Hebrew, man or woman, is sold to you, he shall serve you six years, and in the seventh year you shall set him free. When you set him free, do not let him go empty-handed: Furnish him out of the flock, threshing floor, and vat, with which the LORD your God has blessed you. Bear in mind that you were slaves in the land of Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you; therefore I enjoin this commandment upon you today.


Source: Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright ©1996, 2004, 2007. Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All Rights Reserved.

The Talmud


Priority in Lineage for Redeeming Captives (Mishnah Horayot 3:8)

A priest supersedes a Levite, a Levite supersedes an Israelite, an Israelite supersedes a product of a forbidden relation, a product of a forbidden relation supersedes a Natin [member of a caste of Temple servants, historically descended from the Gibeonites], a Natin supersedes a convert, and a convert supersedes a freed slave. When? When they are all equal. But if the product of a forbidden relation is a Sage and the high priest is an Am Ha’Aretz [one who is lax in observing tithes and purity laws], the product of a forbidden relation who is a sage supersedes the high priest who is am Am Ha’Aretz.


Shabbat—The Poor Man (Chapter 1: [following])

There are two [types of] transfers on Shabbat which amount to four inside, and two which amount to four outside. How so? [This is illustrated by] a poor person standing outside and a homeowner [standing] inside: [If] the poor person reaches his hand inside and puts [something] into the hand of the homeowner, or takes [something] from [the hand] and brings it outside, the poor person is liable and the homeowner is exempt. [If] the homeowner reaches his hand outside and puts [something] into the hand of the poor person, or takes [something] from [the hand] and brings it inside, the homeowner is liable and the poor person is exempt. [If] the poor person reaches his hand inside and the homeowner takes [something] from it, or puts [something] into it, and [the poor person] brings it outside, they are both exempt. [If] the homeowner reaches his hand outside and the poor person takes [something] from it, or puts [something] into it, and [the homeowner] brings it inside, they are both exempt.


From the Passover Haggadah—The Bread of Affliction; In Every Generation

This is the bread of destitution that our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt. Anyone who is famished should come and eat, anyone who is in need should come and partake of the Pesach sacrifice. Now we are here, next year we will be in the land of Israel; this year we are slaves, next year we will be free people.

In each and every generation, a person is obligated to see himself as if he left Egypt, as it is stated (Exodus 13:8); “For the sake of this, did the Lord do [this] for me in my going out of Egypt.” Not only our ancestors did the Holy One, blessed be He, redeem, but rather also us [together] with them did he redeem, as it is stated (Deuteronomy 6:23); “And He took us out from there, in order to bring us in, to give us the land which He swore unto our fathers.”


Yom Kippur—Reading from the Prophets (Isaiah 58:4–7)

“Why, when we fasted, did You not see? When we starved our bodies, did You pay no heed?” Because on your fast day You see to your business And oppress all your laborers: Because you fast in strife and contention, And you strike with a wicked fist! Your fasting today is not such As to make your voice heard on high. Is such the fast I desire, A day for men to starve their bodies? Is it bowing the head like a bulrush And lying in sackcloth and ashes? Do you call that a fast, A day when the LORD is favorable? No, this is the fast I desire: To unlock fetters of wickedness, And untie the cords of the yoke To let the oppressed go free; To break off every yoke. It is to share your bread with the hungry, And to take the wretched poor into your home; When you see the naked, to clothe him, And not to ignore your own kin.


Yom Kippur—Poor Girls Lent Expensive Clothes

R. Simeon ben Gamaliel said, “Never were more joyous festivals in Israel than the fifteenth of Av and Yom Kippur, for on them the maidens of Jerusalem used to go out dressed in white garments—borrowed ones, in order not to cause shame to those who had them not of their own;—these clothes were also to be previously immersed, and thus they went out and danced in the vineyards, saying, Young men, look and observe well whom you are about to choose [as a spouse]; regard not beauty [alone], but rather look to a virtuous family, for ‘Gracefulness is deceitful, and beauty is a vain thing, but the woman that feareth the Lord, she is worthy of praise’ (Prov. 31:3); and it is also said (Prov. 31:31), ‘Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her own works praise her in the gates.’ And thus is it said [in allusion to this custom], ‘Go out, maidens of Jerusalem, and look on King Solomon, and on the crown wherewith his mother has encircled [his head] on the day of his espousals, and on the day of the gladness of his heart’ (Song of Songs 3:11); ‘the day of his espousals,’ alludes to the day of the gift of the law, and ‘the day of the gladness of his heart,’ was that when the building of the Temple was completed.” May it soon be rebuilt in our days. Amen!


Sukkah—Too High or Too Low (Mishnah 1:1)

A sukkah taller than twenty cubits is invalid. Rabbi Yehudah validates it. And one which is not ten hand-breadths tall, or does not contain three walls, or whose [area of] sun is greater than its shade is invalid. Regarding an old sukkah, Beit Shammai invalidate it, and Beit Hillel validate it. What is an old sukkah? Any [sukkah] which one made it thirty days before the festival. But if one made it for the sake of the festival, even [if he made it] from the beginning of the year, it is valid.


Hanukkah—Al HaNissim Prayer

And we praise You for the miracles and for the redemption and for the mighty deeds and for the victories and for the battles that You performed for our fathers in those days at this time: In the days of Mattisyahu, the son of Yochanan the High Priest, the Hasmonean, and his sons, when the wicked kingdom of Greece rose up against Your people Israel to make them forget Your Torah and to stray from the laws of Your will, You, with great mercy stood by them in the time of their distress. You fought their fight, judged their cause and avenged them with vengence. You delivered the strong into the hands of the weak, the many into the hands of the few, the impure into the hands of the pure, the wicked into the hands of the righteous and the arrogant into the hands of those engaged with Your Torah. For Yourself you made a great and holy name in Your world, You performed a great deliverance for Your people Israel on this day. After these things, Your children entered into the Holy of Holies of Your House, cleansed Your Temple, purified the place of Your Holiness, kindled lights in Your holy courts and established these eight days of Hanukkah to express thanksgiving and praise to Your great name.


Purim—Gifts to the Poor (Esther 9:21–22)

Mordecai recorded these events. And he sent dispatches to all the Jews throughout the provinces of King Ahasuerus, near and far, charging them to observe the fourteenth and fifteenth days of Adar, every year the same days on which the Jews enjoyed relief from their foes and the same month which had been transformed for them from one of grief and mourning to one of festive joy. They were to observe them as days of feasting and merrymaking, and as an occasion for sending gifts to one another and presents to the poor.


Tithes and Testing God (BT Taanit 9a)

“A tithe shall you tithe [te’aser]” (Deuteronomy 14:22)? This phrase can be interpreted homiletically: Take a tithe [asser] so that you will become wealthy [titasher], in the merit of the mitzva. Rabbi Yoḥanan found the young son of Reish Lakish. He said to the boy: Recite to me your verse, i.e., the verse you studied today in school. The boy said to him: “A tithe shall you tithe.” The boy further said to Rabbi Yoḥanan: But what is the meaning of this phrase: “A tithe shall you tithe”? Rabbi Yoḥanan said to him: The verse means: Take a tithe so that you will become wealthy. The boy said to Rabbi Yoḥanan: From where do you derive that this is so? Rabbi Yoḥanan said to him: Go and test it. The boy said to him: And is it permitted to test the Holy One, Blessed be He? But isn’t it written: “You shall not test the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 6:16)? Rabbi Yoḥanan said to the boy that Rabbi Hoshaya said as follows: It is prohibited to test God in any way, except in this case of tithes, as it is stated: “Bring the whole tithe into the storeroom, that there may be food in My house, and test Me now by this, said the Lord of hosts, if I will not open for you the windows of heaven, and pour out for you a blessing that there shall be more than sufficiency” (Malachi 3:10).


The Poor of Your City (BT Baba Metzia 71a)

There are those who teach that which Rav Huna said in connection with that which Rav Yosef taught: The verse states: “If you lend money to any of My people, even to the poor person who is with you” (Exodus 22:24). The term “My people” teaches that if one of My people, i.e., a Jew, and a gentile both come to borrow money from you, My people take precedence. The term “the poor person” teaches that if a poor person and a rich person come to borrow money, the poor person takes precedence. And from the term: “Who is with you,” it is derived: If your poor person, meaning one of your relatives, and one of the poor of your city come to borrow money, your poor person takes precedence. If it is between one of the poor of your city and one of the poor of another city, the one of the poor of your city takes precedence.


Not Giving to the Poor (BT Taanit 20a)

הוה פייש להו לגינאי זבין ליה ושדי ליה לנהרא וליתביה לעניים זמנין דסמכא דעתייהו ולא אתו למיזבן ולשדייה לבהמה קסבר מאכל אדם אין מאכילין לבהמה

Rafram bar Pappa further relates: And every Shabbat eve, in the afternoon, Rav Huna would send a messenger to the marketplace, and he would purchase all the vegetables that were left with the gardeners who sold their crops, and throw them into the river. The Gemara asks: But why did he throw out the vegetables? Let him give them to the poor. The Gemara answers: If he did this, the poor would sometimes rely on the fact that Rav Huna would hand out vegetables, and they would not come to purchase any. This would ruin the gardeners’ livelihood. The Gemara further asks: And let him throw them to the animals. The Gemara answers: He holds that human food may not be fed to animals, as this is a display of contempt for the food. The Gemara objects: But if Rav Huna could not use them in any way, he should not purchase the vegetables at all. The Gemara answers: If nothing is done, you would have been found to have caused a stumbling block for them in the future. If the vegetable sellers see that some of their produce is left unsold, the next week they will not bring enough for Shabbat. Therefore, Rav Huna made sure that the vegetables were all bought, so that the sellers would continue to bring them.


The Poor Workers (BT Baba Metzia 83a)

The Gemara relates an incident involving Rabba bar bar Ḥanan: Certain porters broke his barrel of wine after he had hired them to transport the barrels. He took their cloaks as payment for the lost wine. They came and told Rav. Rav said to Rabba bar bar Ḥanan: Give them their cloaks. Rabba bar bar Ḥanan said to him: Is this the halakha? Rav said to him: Yes, as it is written: “That you may walk in the way of good men” (Proverbs 2:20). Rabba bar bar Ḥanan gave them their cloaks. The porters said to Rav: We are poor people and we toiled all day and we are hungry and we have nothing. Rav said to Rabba bar bar Ḥanan: Go and give them their wages. Rabba bar bar Ḥanan said to him: Is this the halakha? Rav said to him: Yes, as it is written: “And keep the paths of the righteous” (Proverbs 2:20).


The Destitute and the Poor Man (BT Baba Metzia 111b)

[H]ad the Torah taught us only that a poor person comes before one who is destitute one could have said that this is because a destitute person is not ashamed to demand his money; he is so needy he is not embarrassed to ask for money. But with regard to a wealthy person, who is ashamed to demand his wages, one might say that a poor person does not receive precedence over him. And conversely, had the Torah taught us only that this halakha applies to a wealthy person one could have said that it is because he does not need his wages right away, but with regard to a destitute person, who does need it immediately, say that it does not apply. It was therefore necessary for both verses to be stated.


Universal Jewish Education (BT Baba Batra 21a)

In the latter clause we arrive at the case of schoolchildren who come to learn Torah in his house, and this ruling applies from the time of the ordinance of Yehoshua ben Gamla and onward. What was this ordinance? As Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: Truly, that man is remembered for the good, and his name is Yehoshua ben Gamla. If not for him the Torah would have been forgotten from the Jewish people. Initially, whoever had a father would have his father teach him Torah, and whoever did not have a father would not learn Torah at all. The Gemara explains: What verse did they interpret homiletically that allowed them to conduct themselves in this manner? They interpreted the verse that states: “And you shall teach them [otam] to your sons” (Deuteronomy 11:19), to mean: And you yourselves [atem] shall teach, i.e., you fathers shall teach your sons. When the Sages saw that not everyone was capable of teaching their children and Torah study was declining, they instituted an ordinance that teachers of children should be established in Jerusalem. The Gemara explains: What verse did they interpret homiletically that enabled them to do this? They interpreted the verse: “For Torah emerges from Zion” (Isaiah 2:3). But still, whoever had a father, his father ascended with him to Jerusalem and had him taught, but whoever did not have a father, he did not ascend and learn. Therefore, the Sages instituted an ordinance that teachers of children should be established in one city in each and every region [pelekh]. And they brought the students in at the age of sixteen and at the age of seventeen. But as the students were old and had not yet had any formal education, a student whose teacher grew angry at him would rebel against him and leave. It was impossible to hold the youths there against their will. This state of affairs continued until Yehoshua ben Gamla came and instituted an ordinance that teachers of children should be established in each and every province and in each and every town, and they would bring the children in to learn at the age of six and at the age of seven. With regard to the matter at hand, since this system was established for the masses, the neighbors cannot prevent a scholar from teaching Torah in the courtya . . .


Offerings of the Poor (Mishnah Menachot 13:11)

It is said of the olah of cattle, “An offering made by fire of pleasing odor” (Leviticus 1:9); and of the olah of birds, “An offering made by fire of pleasing odor (vs. 17); and of the grain offering, “An offering made by fire of pleasing odor” (Leviticus 2:2): to teach you that it is the same whether one offers much or little, so long as one directs one’s heart to heaven.

The Pirkei Avot (“Chapters of the Fathers”)

Selections below illustrate sayings from as early as the second century BCE. The Pirkei Avot teach the proper attitude toward wealth, noting the community to the poor in their midst.

1:5 May your home be open wide, may the poor be members of your household . . .

Study and scholarship were open to all in the community. The diligent made efforts so that the poor would be deliberately welcomed and invited.

2:8 He [Hillel] was accustomed to say: The more flesh, the more worms. The more possessions, the more worry. The more wives, the more witchcraft. The more maidservants, the more lewdness. The more man-servants, the more theft. The more Torah, the more life. The more sitting [and studying], the more wisdom. The more counsel, the more understanding. The more charity, the more peace.

Pirkei Avot is concerned that people make an honest living. But the focus is always to a life of study and good deeds. While not intentionally seeking wealth, it was not uncommon for the Jewish sages to have inadvertently become well-to-do.

4:1 Who is the rich one? He who is happy with his lot, as it says, “When you eat [from] the work of your hands, you will be happy, and it will be well with you” (Psalms 128:2).

Ben Zoma opens chapter 4 of Avot with a set of paradoxes. Wealth, honour, wisdom, and power are not what most think they are. The wealthy man is not necessarily the objectively rich man, but rather the one who is sam-e-ach b’chelko, the one who is happy with his portion, whether it be large or small. Ben Zoma’s statement, it should be noted, does not say the monetarily wealthy man cannot be the satisfied man. It is not the Jewish way to say that the wealthy are inherently wrong or the poor undoubtedly right.

4:9 Rabbi Yonatan says: Anyone who implements the Torah in poverty, his end will be to implement it in wealth. And anyone that disregards the Torah in wealth, will in the end disregard it in poverty.

For one who holds to the right priorities, being wealthy will take its proper attitude.

5:16 There are four temperaments among givers of charity: One who wishes to give, but [that] others not give—he has an evil eye with respect to others. [One who wishes that] others give, and he [himself] not give—he has an evil eye with respect to himself. [One who wishes to] give and [that] others give—[that’s a] pious person. [One who wishes] not to give and [that] others not give—[that’s a] wicked person.

The Jewish path is for all to participate in a contribution to the community. Super donors, contributions of the very wealthy, can be problematic if the giving is not to the community consensus or if the contributions of others are not noted.


Source: The William Davidson digital edition of the Koren Noé Talmud, with commentary by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Available at https://www.sefaria.org/texts/Talmud.

Personal Reflections of a Contemporary Canadian Rabbi

It has been my privilege for the last many years to have served as rabbi to several small Jewish communities in Atlantic Canada. The numbers have diminished over the years, yet they still maintain their roots to Jewish tradition.

I have seen Jewish teachings toward the poor man carried out in daily lives of many Jews. I would share with you only three examples, all from communities in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia.

Herman Nathanson and his family ran a successful retail store for many years. I once asked him—Herman, I’m sure you did not collect every penny that was due to you over the years?

No, I didn’t.

But . . . you did alright anyway.

Yes, I did.

Wasn’t it better that you lost a few bucks here and there, rather than to have collected every cent owing you and having some family go poor?

Without question, he replied.

Miss Fanny Cohen lived 107 years in Cape Breton. She was a school principal and teacher to hundreds of children.

She once told me how her father started a fire in the winter. He would pull a piece of paper from a notebook and lit it on fire. The page was from his ledger book at the store, of hundreds of dollars of debts which he knew people could not pay.

David Ein ran his family’s clothing store in Glace Bay [Nova Scotia] for many years. I once came in to see him after New Year’s and noticed the store was very quiet. But there seemed to be several extra people around.

Rabbi, David said. Do you see these boys? They’re just here and not doing much. I needed them very much during the December season with all the sales. But now I don’t. But what can I do? They’re young men, and they need something to do.

Dozens of similar stories were recounted over the years. During difficult times of coal and steel strikes in Cape Breton, the workers were told by the Jewish merchants—whatever it is, feed and clothe your family. We’ll worry about the money another time.

If often was not fully collected, but the main thing was that everyone did well.


Source: Rabbi David Ellis, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 2018.
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CHAPTER SIX

Poverty and the Poor in the Christian Tradition

William H. Brackney

The Meaning of “Poor” Terminology in the Christian Scriptures

The Christian Bible consists of the Hebrew Scriptures plus the New Testament and the Apocrypha. In the Christian community, all three texts have authority for doctrine and ethics.1 The relevance of the Scriptures for an understanding of the poor and poverty cannot be overestimated. Here we cite the Latin American Christian theologian, Gustavo Gutiérrez:



Poverty is a central theme in both the Old and New Testaments. It is treated both briefly and profoundly; it describes social situations and expresses spiritual experiences communicated only with difficulty; it defines personal attitudes, a whole people’s attitude before God, and the relationships of people with each other. . . . [It] is a scandalous condition inimical to human dignity and therefore contrary to the will of God.2

There are 10 Hebrew terms that are translated into English as “poor” in some way or another, amounting to 165 instances of the verbal idea in the Hebrew Scriptures.3 Additionally, there are 3 Greek terms in the New Testament exhibiting the verbal idea of “poor,” the primary term being ptōchos.4 The terms amount to 34 instances of usage. In addition, other terms like dikaosune (justice); phileo (love); oiktirmos (pity, mercy); and eleemosune (almsgiving) may be associated with the situation of the poor.

Biblical Data on Poverty and the Poor


The “Poor” in Ancient Texts

The Hebrew Scriptures have a history of Christian interpretation placed on them, sometimes congruent with Jewish interpretations, sometimes as essentially a background or foundation for the Christian New Testament. Elsewhere in this project, a specialist in Jewish studies will cover the Hebrew Scriptures; here we will follow the Christian hermeneutical lines.

As some biblical scholarship suggests, the Book of Job may be more ancient than other Jewish narratives in the Hebrew Scriptures.5 In the story of Job, there are important windows on the poor and poverty in the region. In Job of Uz’s day, the poor of the land were being crushed and abandoned (Job 20:19), as wicked highwaymen thrust the needy off the road, causing the poor to hide themselves (Job 24:4). Murderers rose at dusk to kill the poor and needy and rob their homes. Job, a self-declared father to the orphan and a champion of the needy, was grieved for those whose days were hard and who had insufficient clothing. Because of his faith in YHWH, Job ultimately believed the poor have hope, because YHWH saves the needy from the sword of their enemies’ mouth and the hand of the mighty (Job 5:15, 16).

In the patriarchal stories, environmental factors produced impoverishment. In the days of Abram, there was a famine that drove Abram from Canaan to Egypt (Genesis 12:10). In Isaac’s day, another famine occurred (Genesis 26:1, 6), resulting in his becoming a resident alien among the Philistines. A third severe famine occurred that endured seven years, forcing Jacob and his sons again to Egypt (Genesis 42–43). Even though the patriarchs experienced a favorable relationship with YHWH, their fortunes were cyclical, from time to time dropping to desperation.


The “Poor” in the Mosaic Tradition

It has been observed that there should be no poor among the Hebrews because of God’s great covenantal blessings (Deuteronomy 15:4). But, as the theological narrative suggests, disobedience led to lessening of YHWH’s blessings, and poverty was one result. Consequently, a major theological theme of the Mosaic tradition, and after, is YHWH’s pity on a poor and oppressed people.6 For some Christian interpreters, poverty contradicts the very meaning of Mosaic religion: Moses led his people out of slavery and exploitation to live in human dignity.7

The Deuteronomic historian declared the universality of the presence of the poor during the Exodus and Wandering (Deut. 15:11). To accommodate the needs of the poor, strategies were devised in a fourfold way: provision for food, equal justice before the judges, provision for religious sacrifices, and just accounting in commercial affairs. In grain harvests and vineyard keeping, Israel was to reap up to the edges of the field and not strip the vineyard bare, leaving the fallen grapes for the poor and the alien (Leviticus 19:9; 23:22). Property lost through poverty was not to be lost to a poor family (Leviticus 25:25, 35), nor were they to become enslaved through impoverishment; rather, they were to become hired laborers until the Year of Jubilee. Resident aliens, easy targets of exploitation, had the right of redemption to avoid permanent poverty (Leviticus 25:47). It has been noted that the laws establishing the Year of the Sabbatical and the Jubilee were aimed at the restitution of the poor, though it is uncertain the extent to which either was enforced.8


The “Poor” during the Monarchy and Prophetic Traditions

During the Hebrew Monarchy, poor men had no reputation (1 Sam 18:23) and had few animals in their care (2 Sam 12:3).9 In the disarray of Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of Jerusalem in 586, “the captain of the guard left some of the poorest people of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the soil” (2 Kings 25:12; Jeremiah 52:16). In this period of relative prosperity for Israel, the plight of the poor increased significantly. Factors playing into this economic disparity included hoarding of land by clever connections of lands and houses (Isaiah 5:8), bad distribution of wealth (Micah 2:2), rampant speculation and fraud (Amos 8:5), bribing of judges (Jeremiah 5:28), and onerous creditors (Amos 2:6–8).10

The Hebrew prophets spoke out forcefully against injustice and the oppression that ensued. Poverty and the poor were often in their denunciations and oracles: “When the poor and needy seek water, and there is none, and their tongue is parched with thirst, I the Lord will answer them” (Isaiah 41:17). Yet, the early prophet Samuel declared that one’s economic status, poor or rich, was of the Lord’s making (1 Samuel 2:7). Wealth was the blessing of the rich, and poverty was the curse of the poor.

Through Isaiah, in Israel, God had a preference for the poor: “What do you mean by crushing my people, by grinding the face of the poor?” YHWH asks. The poor are robbed of their rights (Isaiah 10:2), often by evildoers (Jeremiah 20:13), yet the poor shall be judged by righteousness in the promised kingdom (Isaiah 11:4). Therefore, “the neediest people shall exult in the Holy One of Israel” (Isaiah 29:19). The great eighth-century prophet of social justice, Amos, exhorted, against those who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth and crush the needy by placing levies on their grain and using false balances11: “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24). According to Ezekiel, not to aid the needs of the poor and needy was a sin comparable to the guilt of Sodom (Ezekiel 16:49). To Zechariah, a postexilic prophet, YHWH declared to his people, “Render true judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another, do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien or the poor” (Zechariah 7:10). In a developed theology of the poor, the poor are clients of YHWH. They are open to God, they desire to serve God, and they are humble, wrote a contemporary theologian.12


The “Poor” in the Psalms and Proverbs

The Psalms, an ancient hymnal covering five centuries from the Canaanite period to after the Exile, are the poetic expressions of ideals and concerns of the nation. Much is revealed about the soul and hope of the poor.

Repeatedly, psalm writers addressed unnamed wicked persons who persecuted the poor (Psalm 10) and laid in wait for them (Psalm 9). They confounded the plans of the poor (Psalm 14), drew swords and bows against them (Psalm 37), and pursued them to their deaths (Psalm 109). The poor and needy must not be forgotten (Psalms 9; 74); the voice of the poor and needy groan (Psalm 12), and they are lowly and in pain (Psalm 69). Three times a psalmist asserted, “As for me, I am poor and needy” (Psalms 70; 109).

In various psalms, there is also hope and justice to be realized for the poor. “Happy is he who considers the poor,” . . . “the King defend the cause of the poor,” and advice to give justice to the weak and orphan, maintain the right of the lowly and destitute, rescue the weak and needy, deliver them from the hand of the wicked” (Psalm 82). The hope of the poor lies in the Lord: “He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap” (Psalm 113); “I will satisfy the poor with bread” (Psalm 132). And there is this assurance that echoes the words of Job: “I know that the Lord maintains the cause of the needy and executes justice for the poor (Psalm 140).

In contrast with the Psalms, the Proverbs from various writers and sources provide a more pragmatic view of poverty and the poor. Overall, poverty is associated with laziness: “A slack hand causes poverty, but the hand of the diligent makes rich” (Proverbs 10:4), and “the wealth of the rich is their fortress, and the poverty of the poor is their ruin” (Proverbs 10:15). But the poor are up against stiff challenges: “the field of the poor may yield much food, but it is swept away through injustices” (Proverbs 13:23); “the poor are disliked even by their neighbors, while the rich have many friends” (Proverbs 14:20); and “the rich rule over the poor and the borrower is the slave of the lender” (Proverbs 22:7). The poor are sternly warned not to steal because that would profane the name of God (Proverbs 29:9).

On the positive side among the Proverbs, the poor are said to walk in integrity (Proverbs 28:6), though the ruler who oppresses them is like a beating rain that leaves no food (Proverbs 28:3). Two theological realities are of paramount importance in the collections of proverbs: “Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker, but those who are kind to the needy know him.” And “the rich and the poor have this in common: the Lord is the maker of them all” (Proverbs 22:2).

The Apocryphal books also comment on the poor. For instance, “Bread is the life of the poor; who robs him of it murders him” (Ecclesiasticus 34:21). In a succeeding passage, the sage declares, “the bread of charity is life itself for the needy” (34:25).


Jesus’s Preference for the “Poor”

Christians believe that Jesus fulfilled the messianic expectations of postexilic Judaism. Early in the gospel narrative, the preference Jesus later expressed for the poor may be seen in words in Mary’s Magnificat: “He has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away hungry (Luke 1:51–52).

In his persona, Jesus was a poor person. He was born of poor parents who were at least twice refugees. He was said to have no permanent home (Matthew 8:20; John 7:53) and no money to pay a tribute (Matthew 17:27), and his body was buried in a borrowed grave (Matthew 27:57–61). There is little wonder why he targeted his preaching of the good news to the poor (Matthew 11:5; Luke 7:22).

Jesus was well aware of the extent of poverty in the world at large. In recalling Deuteronomy 15:11, “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth,” he observed, “the poor you have always with you” (Matthew 26:11; Mark 14:7; John 12:8). To alleviate the plight of the ever-present poor, the disciples, following a contemporary ethic, chastised Mary, the sister of Lazarus, for not selling costly ointment to assist the poor (Matthew 26:9). To a young ruler, Jesus challenged, “There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven”(Luke 18:22).13

Early in his public ministry, Jesus took to himself the words of the Prophet Isaiah (61:1–2), “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.” He identified three classes of the poor: captives (to be released), the blind (recovery of sight), and the oppressed (freedom). Prisoners were poor by virtue of their captivity, the blind were paupers by virtue of their disability, and Israel was oppressed by a brutal Roman government that enabled widespread poverty. Jesus declared the year of the Lord’s favor, to be focused on the poor (Luke 4:18–19).14

Jesus taught in stories and parables, the latter a metaphorical device that used narrative characters in life settings to convey moral truths. Opposite the treasury in Jerusalem, for instance, he reflected on a poor widow who gave sacrificially out of her poverty all she had to live on (Mark 12:42–44; Luke 21:1, 2). In a story about a Pharisee who gave a dinner, he advised, “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed because they cannot repay you” (Luke 14:12–14, 21). Several of his parables involve slaves given opportunities to manage resources, as in Luke 19:11–27.

Several of Jesus’s statements involving the poor are widely quotable foundation resources for the Christian tradition. At the penult of his concern in the Beatitudes, his words, “Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled (Luke 6:20–21), resonate across the centuries and cultures.15 In two instances, Jesus placed the highest priority on asset distribution for those who would follow him, even beyond keeping the commandments: some went away shocked, sad, and grieving because, as Jesus observed, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:21; Luke 18:23–25). In his own earthly ministry, Jesus believed he had begun to fulfill God’s intention for the poor: “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them” (Luke 7:22).


The Contribution of Paul

Paul’s idea of poverty was cradled in his Pharisaic Judaism.16 He understood the influence of almsgiving: “If I give away all my possessions . . . (1 Corinthians 13:3).17 To the Galatian Christians, Paul reported that the apostolic validation of his ministry from Peter, James, and John was that “they asked only one thing, that we remember the poor, which I was eager to do” (Galatians 2:9–10). His interpretation of the incarnation of Christ was in terms of economic and social contrasts: “For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). Because of the relative richness of the Corinthian Christian community, he urged generous almsgiving: “Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything you may share abundantly in every good work. As it is written, He scatters abroad, he gives to the poor” (2 Corinthians 9:7–9a).18

In contrast to his theology of almsgiving, however, there is the work ethic that appears in a late Pauline letter. Concerned for reputed idleness in the congregation at Thessalonica, he connected relief with work: “Anyone unwilling to work should not eat. For we hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living. Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right” (2 Thessalonians 3:10–13).

The Development of a Christian Response to the Poor

The Roman world, the cradle of the early Christian community, was witness to widespread examples of poverty in a context of great wealth. The keys to Roman wealth were conquest, by which goods and labor flowed into imperial coffers and the upper classes, and slavery. Slaves built the public improvements, worked the mines, and toiled in the craft shops throughout the empire. Slavery was concentrated in the urban areas. Next to the slaves were the farmhands who constituted a rural presence of the poor. The Roman Censor, Cato, advised, “The slave should have a tunic 3 1/2 feet long, a blanket, and a stout pair of wooden shoes every second year. He should not go hungry, but his food ration should be reduced when he is sick. When he becomes sickly or old he should be sold.”19 From studies of the poor classes in the capital city, it has been estimated that by the second century, of a total population of 1.2 million, between 150,000 and 175,000 people received free grain through public assistance.20

In the apostolic church, income inequality was evident as elsewhere, perhaps more acute in the eastern part of the empire. One of the earliest accounts of the socioeconomic interior of Christianity came from Celsus, a pagan author, who characterized Christians as “foolish, dishonorable, slaves, women and children, the most illiterate and bucolic yokels.”21 Wayne Meeks has described the stratification in the Christian communities and concluded that, while the top and bottom strata are missing, the middle levels were well represented. Some in the Jerusalem congregation, for instance, were people of means, and others were laborers and fishermen.22 Several owned homes; some were slaves and servants.

The early Christians arrived at a plan to hold all goods in common, selling their possessions and goods and distributing them to all as any had need (Acts 2:45–46). The need for food became acute, and particularly among the widows, and the apostles chose seven deacons to administer the distribution of food (Acts 6:1–6). Thus, the earliest recognition of the poor in the New Testament community was within the church itself, and meeting this challenge was a local assembly function.

By the second and third decades of the church, an interlocking community was established, and news and resources flowed freely. Among the Pauline churches, “love for the saints” extended widely (Eph. 1:15; Phil. 4:15; Col. 1:4). A special note should be made of the famine in the Mediterranean world in the 40s, during the reign of Emperor Claudius. The believers in Judea and Jerusalem were in great need, which was met in part by relief from the growing Christian communities sent through Barnabas and Saul (Romans 15:25–29).

An important clue about Christian responses to the poor and poverty may be found in the practice of almsgiving. Almsgiving, or making individual contributions to alleviate the circumstances of the poor, is a practice widely recognized across religious traditions. For Christians, almsgiving has roots in the Hebrew Scriptures (Psalms 40:41 and Proverbs 19:17).23 Jesus himself is said to be the recipient of the gifts that merit a treasure in heaven (Luke 12:33), and through his example, Christians recall that he lived by alms and gave alms to those poorer than himself (John 13:29).24 By giving to the destitute, almsgiving gave evidence of the boundless care of God for all mankind.25

Early in the apostolic era, almsgiving provided the first recorded miracle of the Christian community when Peter and John encountered a beggar at the Temple (Acts 3:6). In somewhat of a contrast, it would appear from Galatians 6:10 that the needs of the poor in the household of faith took precedence over “doing good to all men.” It is said that Paul worked for the needs of others as well as his own (Acts 18:3) and that he organized collections for the poor (1 Corinthians 16:1) to break down prejudices between classes and ethnic groups among the churches (2 Corinthians 8, 9). The Apostle James advised the church at Jerusalem,



Religion that is pure and undefiled by God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress. . . . What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill, and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that”? (James 1:27; 2:14–16).

The writer of the Epistle of 1 John even presented a general principle of sharing resources and the love of God: “He who has the goods of this world and sees his brother in need and closes his heart to him, how does the love of God abide in him?” (1 John 3:17). Giving alms is considered obligatory in the Catholic tradition, and among Orthodox Christians, almsgiving for the sake of Christ, is connected with prayer and fasting.26 Almsgiving, or “contributing to the poor,” among Protestants is more of a voluntary spiritual exercise.27

In the next five centuries, Christian concern and relief for the poor were primarily directed at those in organized parishes. It was the task of the bishops to distribute relief. By 250, bishops, as “lovers of the poor,” commonly organized charity and poor relief, becoming the chief charitable institution in communities, with buildings and estates to maintain.28 Widows, registered in the churches as an honored order, were to be cared for and constituted a significant group of destitute persons.29 Peter Brown has aptly stated of the later third century, “Christians were known to look after their own. The churches had created systems for the care of unprotected and afflicted fellow-believers that grew like thick layers of bark around every Christian community.”30

A reading of 1 Clement and Polycarp’s letter to the Philippians reveals how care for the poor was underscored in the immediate postapostolic period. Polycarp instructed, “And let the presbyters be compassionate and merciful to all, bringing back those that wander, visiting all the sick, and not neglecting the widow, the orphan, or the poor, but always providing for that which is becoming in the sight of God and man,” perhaps mirroring Paul’s instructions in Romans 12:17 and 2 Corinthians 8:31. Clement actually laid a theological foundation for concern for the poor: “For the oppression of the poor, and for the sighing of the needy, will I now arise, says the Lord: I will place him in safety; I will deal confidently with him.”31

The followers of Aristides, a second-century Athenian apologist, coordinated wide areas of relief and mercy and practiced fasting to supply the needy with food.32 Almsgiving became almost sacramental in response to Emperor Constantine’s law of 321 that allowed unrestricted gifts to the church as an insurance against the flames of hell. Gifts were lavish and formal to meet the needs of the poor. St. Augustine treated such gifts as essentially business transactions, according to one historian.33 When the political tide turned against such activities, as in the case of Emperor Julian (the Apostate), Arians were reminded that poverty was a virtue, and they had to sell all their possessions. Likewise, virgins and widows had to repay their subsidies, becoming a burden to the community.34

When the empire crumbled, the slaves were captured by barbarians or freed to get subsistence wherever they could find it. Most gradually became part of serfdom, a permanent labor class tied to the land and bound to particular masters for generations. They lived in remote villages, meeting only a few hundred people in all of their lives, clothed in skins, living in one-room thatched cottages covered with mud. Food was plentiful when harvests were good, but disease, famine, and marauders were constant threats to survival.35 By the eleventh century, with the revival of trading and larger towns, gradual amelioration of poverty took place through opportunities to become artisans and to enjoy the mobility of labor. The continuing causes of poverty were the large numbers of unskilled workers, landless peasants, unemployment, climate changes, and epidemics. Churches were the central foci of welfare in communities.

By the fourth century, a quite well-developed theological logic of managing the poor had evolved. Christian preaching encouraged the rich to reach out to the poor, linking the top to the bottom of society. Churches met their internal needs and went beyond to the boundaries of society, where throngs of public beggars were found. Peter Brown refers to this connection as between “mighty palaces and beggars’ hovels.” Ambrose of Milan became a spokesman for this advocacy of the oppressed poor, thus “pauperizing the poor.”36 His De Officiis was a handbook for clergy and their pastoral duties in which he explained how they should discriminate among classes of poor folk who sought assistance: among faithful Christians, there were the old and sick, and those who fell into want through no fault of their own. For Ambrose, after one’s love for God, there was a special obligation of a man to support his own parents, then his children, then the other members of his family, and then strangers.37 Ambrose’s contemporary, St. Augustine, further opined that the almsgiver must first purify his heart and turn from wickedness: this he believed was giving freely from the heart.38

As Christian Europe segmented into dynastic kingdoms, the care of the poor fell to a combination of the Church, the state, craft guilds, confraternities, hospitals, and informal networks.39 Miserabiles personae (“wretched persons”), as they were called, included large numbers of medieval peasants because of the primitive state of agricultural technology. In years of a bad harvest, farmers would know real hunger. Poor people in the Middle Ages lived hard, monotonous lives, with dull, unvaried diets, providing little more than the bare necessities for subsistence. Poor people were clustered in villages, rooted in their own land, with a male life expectancy of 30 years, thus producing a visible population of widows and orphans. In the midst of such villages were the parish churches, Christian religious centers, and by extension the resources of the dioceses, whose concern for the poor was paramount. As St. Augustine observed, “The things of which we have charge do not belong to us but the poor.” The properties of the Church were the “patrimony of the poor.”40

In his study of medieval Italy, John Henderson has noted that underpinning all these systems lay the highest theological virtue, charity, which provided the moral justification for the preservation of the peace and the maintenance of order and the Buon Comune.41 Again, the distinction between voluntary and involuntary poor is relevant. There were those who chose to imitate Christ (as a monk or a pilgrim) and take a vow of poverty and those who were truly poor. Three broad categories were recognized in medieval and early modern Europe: endemic, epidemic, and episodic. Following Henderson’s categories, endemic poverty included the elderly and sick; epidemic pertained to those who fell below minimum subsistence due to severe dearth or disease, like the Black Death; and episodic described vulnerable phases of the life cycle, abandoned children, too-large families, old age, and sickness or unemployment of heads of households.42 A Dominican friar aptly defined the medieval poor: “They are poor because they do not have enough on which to live.”43

Thomas Aquinas added definition and categories to the obligations of almsgiving and poor belief. He wrote of the connection of almsgiving to mercy and classified the corporal and spiritual acts of mercy.44 The corporal acts of mercy are directed almost entirely at the poor: feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, harbor the stranger, visit the sick, ransom the captive, and bury the dead. The tithes collected on the bases of such ethical applications of the Gospel often constituted an ecclesial largesse from which the poor could theoretically expect a fourth or third part to subsidize their needs, often in competition with the costs of upkeep for the clergy, appropriations to monasteries, and building projects.

By the 13th century, the Church had developed a quite sophisticated understanding of poverty and the poor. Poverty was not a kind of crime, and it is not evil or morally reprehensible, the decretals explained. Canonists sought to minimize the disadvantages that the poor suffered, such as Pope Honorius III’s decree that poor litigants were to be supplied with court-appointed legal counsel and, if infirmed, they were exempted from appearance at court. The poor were often excused from appearing due to the loss of productive labor, and they were exempt by papal decree from paying the substantial court fees in medieval justice.

Still further, the Third and Fourth Lateran Councils (1179 and 1215, respectively) provided an educational benefit for the poor:



Since the Church of God, like a devoted mother, is bound to provide lest the poor who cannot be helped by the labors of their parents should lose the opportunity of studying and profiting[,] . . . a suitable benefice is to be provided in each cathedral church for a master who shall give free instruction to the clerics of the church and to poor scholars.45

Such “cathedral schools” provided a pathway to master’s and doctoral canon law degrees and administrative service for churchmen and kings. Resources for such benefices came from superfluous wealth that Christian theology declared was owed to the poor: “Feed the poor, if you do not feed them, you kill them. . . . Our superfluities belong to the poor. . . . A man who keeps for himself more than he needs, is guilty of theft.”46

In early modern Europe, even with increased demand for goods that trickled down to the field laborers, poverty gradually rose in Western Christian Europe. This was due to the population outgrowing arable land and the increased populations in cities. Over the next three centuries, industrialization exacerbated the circumstances of the poor, many of whom flocked to low-wage jobs and deplorable living conditions in the cities. Christian states were forced to develop poor legislation because the conditions exceeded the resources of the Church. As noted below, in England, for instance, this resulted in a series of laws, from 1487–1601, that employed Church structures and Church leaders to administer various forms of relief. By the 19th century, industrial depressions and immigration had ensured a significant poverty class from Ireland to Spain.

Christian Intentional Outreach to the Poor


Roman Catholic Orders

In addition to the practice of almsgiving and distribution through the bishops to the community, Catholic religious orders both exemplified poverty and distributed to the truly poor. Among many of these orders, the term evangelical poverty realized the commandment to love one’s neighbor. An abundance of love led to apostolic action in the works of mercy. St. Dominic was a prime example of poverty for the order he founded.47 His followers exchanged their possessions for contemplation, and the proceeds were distributed among the poor. Under the influence of early Dominicans, kings were persuaded to donate their rich garments plus money to the poor.48

Similarly, Bernard of Clairvaux, the Order of Grandmont founded by Stephen of Muret, the Benedictine Rule, Cistercians, Hospitallers, Augustinians, and the lay movements of the Beguines and Beghards assumed roles in meeting the needs of the poor in Christian Europe. In the High Middle Ages, newer religious orders included the Franciscans (Francis held that “Lady Poverty” was the Bride of Christ) and the Dominicans, who adopted mendicant poverty to accompany their preaching missions.49 While the Franciscans seemed not to have any particular rule about the care of the sick and the poor, from time to time, individuals raised money for establishing foundling hospitals.50 In the 16th century, Fra. Felice da Cantalice of the Capuchins used his considerable experience as an organizer of goods for his friary to assist feeding the poor in Rome, who in his mind were a priority above his own friars.51


The Age of Reform

The first half of the 16th century represents a fundamental shift in the ways in which the Christian community faced and addressed the issues of the poor and poverty. In 1500, assistance to poor within the Christian tradition involved monasteries, fraternities, parish resources, almshouses, and church collections. In contrast, the role of the state was to provide regulations for labor and punishment for beggars and vagrants. The medieval systems were inadequate, and in the first three decades of the 16th century, there was a noticeable trend toward government intervention and centralization. As Paul Slack has observed, across Europe, new institutions for poor relief were established in a variety of cities, such as Lyons, Ypres, Venice, Strasbourg, and Geneva.52

Once again, visionary thinkers in the Christian community led the way. Of particular note were the writings of Erasmus, Thomas More, and Juan Luis Vives. In Erasmus’s treatises, The Well-to-Do-Beggars (1524) and Beggar Talk (1524), he expressed concern for “sturdy beggars, rogues, vagabonds, homeless and diseased wretches” that constituted an “ugly problem” and major evil.53 In Utopia (1516), Thomas More examined poverty as a social danger and an injustice and took the next step in urging public responsibility for poor relief.54

A major new Christian direction was also seen in Juan Luis Vives. He was a Spanish scholar and teacher at Leuven and Oxford and was much influenced by Erasmus and More. At the request of the City of Bruges, in his 1526 letter, De subventione pauperum (On Assistance to the Poor), Vives developed a proposal for public assumption of care for the poor.55 He continued to believe that individuals still had a sacred obligation to give to the poor as an act of piety. But, in reality, as the Church had failed to exercise meaningful charity, magistrates should imitate the examples of the Greeks, Romans, and Jews in forbidding begging, providing welfare for the poor, and producing good citizens.56 His principles were influential in England, Scotland and the German states.

Among the Protestant Reformers, a number of changes occurred. For Martin Luther, a concern for the care of the poor was foundational to the personal piety and the nature of church and ministry. In his “Ninety-five Theses,” Luther wrote, “he who gives to the poor or lends to the needy does a better deed than he who buys indulgences.”57 Commenting on Galatians 2:10, he wrote, “Next to the preaching of the Gospel a true and faithful pastor will take care of the poor. Where the Church is, there must be the poor for the world and the devil persecute the Church and impoverish many faithful Christians.”58 In Luther’s hometown, Wittenberg, begging was prohibited (he had many times been cheated by beggars), and he urged a ban on begging in all Christendom. Every town should support its own paupers, but not those from other towns, he thought.

Martin Bucer was a leading Reform thinker with respect to the poor. His influence was most significantly felt in Strasbourg and Cologne, before he was exiled in England. Bucer was concerned to underscore the care of the poor through the Church, especially by an effective deaconry. The deacons were stewards of the poor chests in each congregation and needed to keep abreast of the entire congregation’s needs. In a longer view, Bucer favored raising children to have a trade that would be useful to the commonwealth and make them a true member of the Body of Christ. He was harsh in his denunciation of begging and beggars’ houses, and he urged magistrates to develop efforts to control the wandering poor.59

In John Calvin’s Geneva, the work of the deacons was also central to Calvin’s program to give practical expression to the teachings of the New Testament.60 The city leaders took a comprehensive view of the city’s needs, not only feeding and providing clothing for the poor, but also providing housing, jobs, and training. Housing was provided for the elderly, orphans were placed with families, and hospitals were built for the care of the sick and victims of the plague, as well as a unique home-care program. The source of the funds for this transformational undertaking was the proceeds from the confiscation and sale of Roman Catholic properties.61 Beyond the ranks of the elect, begging was strictly forbidden, and care for the poor who passed through the town was also to be maintained.

In 1523, at the beginning of his pastorate at the Grossmünster in Zurich, Huldrych Zwingli faced growing issues in Zurich over the collection of tithes and payments to the poor. For him, based on Matthew 22:39, tithes are the resource for community care of the poor: each congregation gives tithes to support its poor people. He was silent on almsgiving, which he saw as an individual gift, not a communal relationship. Zwingli saw the poor as brothers, members in the larger Christian community. In the end, he rejected any idea that redistributed wealth, as in the ancient church in Jerusalem. Rather, he thought the condition of the poor constituted an authentic moral obligation.62 Specifically, he wanted to turn convents into shelters and hospitals for the poor. An important innovation in Zwingli’s thought was to designate the poor as “images of God,” in contrast with artistic images in churches that were “images of man.” Based on his interpretation of Genesis 1:27, he reminded his fellow citizens that the true image of God was man. Graphically, three of his noteworthy sermons were printed with illustrations depicting Jesus with poor people. He cited captions such as “Come to me all you who labor and are burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).63

Many Anabaptist sects practiced communal living or shared resources as part of their central characteristics. The Hutterian Brethren lived as a community and followed the Jerusalem model. For them, there could be no poor among the people.64 Menno Simons, the leader of the largest collection of Anabaptists, wrote in a major statement concerning the poor and imitating the medieval corporal acts of mercy,



True evangelical faith is of such a nature it cannot lie dormant, but spreads itself out in all kinds of righteousness and fruits of love; . . . it is not customary that an intelligent person clothes and cares for one part of his body and leaves the rest destitute and naked. Oh no. The intelligent person is solicitous for all his members. Thus it should be with those who are the Lord’s Church and body. . . . They show mercy and love as much as they can. No one among them is allowed to beg. They take to heart the needs of the saints. They entertain those in distress. They take the stranger into their houses. They comfort the afflicted; assist the needy; clothe the naked; feed the hungry; do not turn their face from the poor; do not despise their own flesh. (Isaiah 58:7, 8)65

Christian Nationalism and State Responses to Poverty

One could conceive of state poor laws and efforts in a Christian monarchy as a Christian response to poverty. An elaborate sequence of laws pertaining to meeting the needs of poor people in England and Wales grew out of a cultural concern and national responsibility for the poor. In the 11th century, King Edward the Confessor began a tradition by ending the ancient Danegelt (taxes to support the poor) and using his own royal patrimony to give generously to the poor.66

Later, under the English Tudor dynasty, kings and queens of a Christian orientation took various measures with the support of Parliament to mollify the increasing effects of poverty in England and Wales. Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries led to the loss of a resource for poor assistance. In 1547, the Parliament of Edward VI passed a Vagabonds Act that continued weekly parish collections for the poor.67 Five years later, the Poor Act of 1552 created a Register of the Poor that set criteria for receiving poor relief: the old, the young, or those too ill to work. In 1555, Queen Mary I passed a Poor Act requiring beggars to display badges.68

A new era ensued when Queen Elizabeth I authorized an Act for the Relief of the Poor in 1563, followed by a subsequent Poor Act in 1575 that required every parish to have a store of wool, flax, hemp, and iron so that poor persons would have work materials and the Act for the Relief of the Poor in 1597. A similar piece of relief legislation emerged in Scotland in 1579.69 The comprehensive Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 used the local parishes to raise taxes to support poor relief. Each parish provided food (the parish loaf) and clothing, and a limited number could live in almshouses. The Church’s involvement included the basis of the 15,000 parishes for administration, each with an overseer of the poor. Based on delineation between the “impotent poor” and those who refused to work (a difference first suggested in the early Christian Church), the Elizabethan Laws constituted what came to be known as the Old Poor Law system.70 This system prevailed until major revision in 1834 and again after World War II. The net result of the poor laws was to transfer primary responsibility in England and Wales (and later British dominions) from the Christian church to the nominally Christian state.

The contributions of Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) are of note in the evolving British response to the poor. Bentham, an Anglican, and Mill, a Nonconformist, are historically associated with the economic school of Utilitarianism that was concerned with social, political, and economic dimensions of public policy and ethics. Both were critical of the Old Poor Law system, and both influenced reform in 1834. Bentham supported poor relief for humanitarian reasons and because of public security. He believed that relief should be limited to the necessaries of life. Mill, an understudy of Bentham, continued the distinction between the deserving and undeserving poor, and his ideas had major import in 1834. For him, poor relief, including education, was a matter of population control.71

Voluntarist Christian Poor Relief Organizations

Following World War II, notably but not exclusively among English-speaking Christians, voluntary associations of Christians (also called parachurch organizations) responded to focused concerns of a domestic and international scope. Refugees, poverty, hunger and malnutrition, disease, and the results of political upheavals created an energetic agenda. This voluntarist stream of Christian endeavor involved Christian laymen and laywomen who were also active in their respective churches but wanted to go beyond virtual activity to direct hands-on engagement.72 This inevitably led to new understandings and responses to poverty and the poor.

The leading Christian voluntarist organization has been the U.S.-based Christian charity World Vision. Founded in 1950 in California by Robert W. Pierce, it has focused on meeting emergency needs in crisis areas of the world by providing aid, social welfare, and leadership development. Additionally, Feed the Children, organized in 1979 by Larry Jones of Oklahoma, now manages a relief network that works with corporations and governments in a compassion ministry. From a British base, the TEAR Fund, a 1968 result of social concern from leading Anglican Evangelical John R. W. Stott, provides relief and self-development globally, and Christian Aid employs volunteers in service and relief projects in cooperation with the Council of Churches for Britain and Ireland. Similarly, but more ecclesial in structure, the Conference of European Churches has a bureau dedicated to migrants in Europe, and the World Council of Churches has a program, Economy of Life for All Now, that is an ecumenical Action Plan for a New International Financial and Economic Architecture.

Other Christian voluntary organizations that primarily focus on the world’s poor include Catholic Charities, a network of Catholic-related agencies that assist the poor; Mennonite World Relief; Baptist World Aid; Lutheran World Relief; Presbyterian World Service and Aid; Friends World Service Committee; the Primate’s World Relief and Development Fund (Anglican Church of Canada); Canada Without Poverty; and the Act Alliance (affiliated with the United Church of Canada).

Alleviating Poverty: Social Gospel, Liberation Theology and UDHR

Among various groups of Christians, the primary response to the poor has been to care for the needs of the poor within the religious community. With the development of a comprehensive parish system, virtually covering Europe and later the Americas, the religious community became synonymous with society at large. Through almsgiving, this put limitations on distribution. Beyond this, globalization brought awareness and geopolitical connectedness from self-sustaining portions of the world to the overpopulated and oppressed regions, and important Christian thinking emerged to attempt to alleviate poverty, or at least to transform the economic and social conditions underpinning poverty.

A major new step with regard to the overall problem of the poor and poverty from a Christian perspective was taken by Walter Rauschenbusch and others in advancing a “social” gospel. Rauschenbusch was a German American Baptist minister who became a professor of theology at Rochester (NY) Theological Seminary in 1889. Much influenced by British advocates of social Christianity73 and American economic and social reformers,74 Rauschenbusch published his classic Christianity and the Social Crisis in 1907. In that book and five succeeding works, Rauschenbusch analyzed the growing disparity between the rich and the poor in Western societies and reinterpreted the New Testament gospel as primarily a call for social transformation. For him, the conditions of those in poverty had reached a “crisis”:



Poverty leaped forth simultaneously with wealth. . . . Here, then, we have the incredible paradox of modern life. The instrument by which all humanity could rise from want actually submerged a large part of the people in perpetual want and fear. When wealth was multiplying beyond all human precedent, an immense body of pauperism with all its allied misery was growing up and becoming chronic. . . . Poor food and cramped rooms lowered the vitality of the people.75

Rauschenbusch joined a host of U.S. Progressive Era critics, theologians, and politicians who decried child labor, the exigencies of urban tenement housing, depressed wages, and capital accumulation by a few elites.76 His solution included far-reaching reforms, such as an eight-hour workday, a single tax, municipal ownership of utilities and railroads, and closing the gap between labor and capital in general. For him, the churches were the primary catalysts for social change because they were planted everywhere, and they purported to be faithful to the teachings of Jesus Christ.77 Rauschenbusch was himself an evolved Evangelical Christian, but his work became captive to liberal Protestantism. Thus, his long-lasting impact was among ecumenical Protestant organizations, liberal theological schools and universities, and the ongoing debate over the role of government in meeting the needs of the lower classes. In Canada, he was directly influential in the creation of a national health care program through a political party led by a visionary national leader.78

A leading voice among those who have tackled the macrocosmic issues from an Evangelical Christian perspective is Ronald J. Sider, in the Canadian Church of the Brethren tradition, academically trained as a Reformation scholar. In his role as a professor at Messiah College’s urban Philadelphia campus, Dr. Sider identified with the urban poor by living in their neighborhood and mentoring students in relief and development projects. Later, as a professor of Christianity and culture at Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary, he joined with a sociologist, Anthony Campolo, to found several activist organizations dedicated to various justice issues, including poverty. Through his best-selling book, and Evangelicals for Social Action and Justlife, Sider has transformed attitudes from local congregations to the World Council of Churches.

Sider bases his program on a solid biblical foundation. Inspired by such prophetic passages as Amos 5:24 and Luke 13:20–21, he wants to move from “ambulance drivers to tunnel builders,”79 by which he means achieving a carefully developed political philosophy. Because economic transformation involves statecraft, Christians must weigh in on changing economic structures by influencing democratic decision making and a more just economy based on the biblical affirmation that God is on the side of justice for all. For Sider, that begins with evangelism, which underscores his Evangelical identity.

Sider believes that evangelism is central to social change. A personal, living relationship with God in Christ is transforming. Second, Sider believes that Christians (and other religions!) must set aside fatalistic attitudes toward poverty in favor of a theology that affirms the goodness of the created, material world and teaches that the Creator and Lord of history demands justice now for the poor of the earth. Through missions that emphasize “the whole gospel for the whole world,” changed social structures in developing countries will result.80

A keen student of history himself, Sider recognizes the reduction of the Church’s role in meeting the needs of the poor and how governments and megacorporations have assumed a lead role. He embraces the Millennium Declaration and Development Goals of the United Nations. These include specific goals of sharply reducing poverty living standards, alleviation of hunger, reducing the mortality rate, stopping the spread of lethal diseases, and improving the world’s water supply and basic sanitation. Sider offers four strategies: correcting problems. such as providing the poor with basic capital in market economies; striving to make international trade more fair; reducing the international debt of the poorest nations; and caring for the Creation to produce a sustainable environment.81 Over a half million copies of Sider’s work are in print over a five-decade period.


Christian Liberationist Thinkers

During the same period, Roman Catholic thinkers in the Latin American context developed an entirely new school of Christian thought and activism, liberation theology. Among its major thinkers have been Gustavo Gutiérrez, Miquel Bonino, and Jan Sobrino. Included in this circle is Jorge Mario Bergoglio, the present Pope Francis I.

Gutiérrez, an original liberationist, discusses poverty as a form of Christian witness. By taking up the definition of poverty as a spiritual condition, he finds that it is an interior detachment from the goods of this world that amounts to availability to the Lord. Voluntary impoverishment, as foretold in Isaiah, incarnated in Jesus Christ, and encouraged by St. Paul, becomes an act of love and liberation—love of neighbor, solidarity with the poor, and identification with those who suffer misery and injustice. Those who identify with the poor will run personal risks and put their lives in danger. The Church can adopt spiritual poverty and denounce every form of injustice. So, for Gutiérrez, poverty can be Evangelical, producing solidarity and protest.82 Another original liberationist, Enrique Dussel, has pointed out how this theology of liberation, wrought in the Latin American culture of the poor, has influenced North American blacks, Mexican Americans, black Africans, and even some Asians and is destined to become the universal theology of the oppressed.83

Dussel, himself a political refugee, has quite effectively analyzed the Church’s historic and contemporary responses to the problem of the poor and reached some startling conclusions. First, he rejects the notion that people are the poor by the eternal will of the gods, a position advanced by Aristotle and carried through by the 16th-century Spanish conquistador Ginés de Sepúlveda. Likewise, the Greek argument is set aside, namely, that the poor are poor by natural inclination, evil disposition, vagrancy, or want of virtue.

On the positive side ethically, Dussel believes that feeding the hungry is a spiritual activity that is against the satanic reign of this world and exhibits the reign of God. This in turn makes the poor agents or active subjects of the reign of God. They receive the good news as blessed by God because they are poor. “Liberating the poor” is an absolute injunction that breaks down an oppressive system. Everyone knows who are the poor and oppressed, asserts Dussel, and everyone must discover the new poor, the “here and now” poor. In the end, he believes the true God is the God of the poor, the criterion of the discernment of the word of God is the standpoint of the poor, and, most emphatically, the poor are Christ here and now.84


A Theology of Transformation: Martin Luther King Jr.: Justice and Equity

Doubtless at the pinnacle of contemporary Christian thinkers who have made inroads into questions of poverty and the poor are Martin Luther King Jr., Bishop Desmond Tutu, and Mother Theresa.

King, a Baptist minister from a middle-class background, approached issues of poverty from the base of justice. For him, the words of the ancient prophet of Israel were compelling, “Let justice roll down like the waters.” Keenly aware of his racial roots in slavery and his parentage in strict segregation, King saw firsthand the reality of Southern black poverty. In white schools, he learned of Walter Rauschenbusch and the social gospel and of the limits of liberal Christian theology that was far too idealistic.85

The notion of a beloved kingdom in which social and economic justice were practiced was at the heart of King’s vision. He began to identify with the plight of sharecroppers and sanitation workers, and he was planning a major national Poor Peoples’ Campaign at the time of his death. Numerous speeches connect King with the plight of the poor in the United States.


Universal Declaration of Human Rights

It may seem odd to include the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in an essay devoted to Christian responses to the poor and poverty, but in fact there were particular Christian influences in the background and crafting of the UDHR that have roots in the Christian tradition. UDHR Articles 23 and 25 specifically relate to issues of poverty and the poor. Building up to the 1948 declaration, there were several Christian organizations that considered the implications of certain human rights for world order, including Lutherans, a coalition of Baptists, and the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in the United States. Two of the key writers of the first drafts of the Declaration were practicing Christians: John Humphrey (United Church of Canada) and Charles Malik (an Orthodox Christian) of Lebanon. Behind-the-scenes advocacy was also seen from O. Frederick Nolde, an American Lutheran professor and ecumenist, and Monsignor Giuseppi Roncalli, a papal nuncio and later Pope John XXIII. Even more relevant was the role that Eleanor Roosevelt played as chair of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights. She was an American Episcopalian Christian.

Following the formal UN ratification process, numerous Christian groups rallied to support the human rights movement, including the World Council of Churches, the Commission of the Churches on International Affairs, Vatican II, and international Protestant organizations, such as the Lutheran World Federation, the World Methodist Council, the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, and the Baptist World Alliance.86

Summary

Christianity inherited a theology and set of practices from its Judaic religious origins. A Christian interpretation of the Old Testament reveals an intergenerational, widespread existence of poverty that God’s people are to reckon with. The Lord is said to protect the poor and punish those who exploit the poor. The Psalms offer comfort and hope to those in poverty, and the prophets cry out in protest against the oppressors. In the coming Messianic kingdom, the poor will be blessed.

Jesus of Nazareth, seen by Christians as God’s Messiah, ushered in a theological understanding of the poor that was consistent with the Old Testament, but he also offered hope. He declared that God has a preference for the poor, and he connected the poor with qualities of the Kingdom of God. In his incarnation, Jesus was identified with the poor throughout his life. Further, he challenged his disciples to live according to an ideal of poverty. His disciples moved Jesus’s teachings into communities of faith that practiced various models of concern for the poor inside and outside the Christian movement: almsgiving, collections for the needy, and care for vulnerable persons, such as widows and orphans.

The Church of the apostles transitioned to the Church of the bishops. From the full realization of the role of bishops, the Church became a major charitable institution, receiving bequests and distributing generously. The Christian Church developed a reputation in Europe and North Africa as the leading charitable resource for the poor and those made destitute by disasters or conflicts. During the medieval period, religious orders emerged to both model Christ’s example of poverty and aid in its relief.

The Reformers carried forth the ancient traditions of the Eastern and Western churches in meeting economic needs of the poor within their midst and the communities at large. For Luther, it was a matter of pastoral ministry; for Calvin, the diaconate in Geneva (and by extension Scotland and North America) organized and distributed to the poor. Zwingli developed the most elaborate theological conceptualization of outreach to the poor among the magisterial Reformers. Finally, the Anabaptists largely circumvented the issue by ensuring there were no poor in their communities and withdrawing from the world about them.

The largest concept of responding to poverty and the poor to come from the early modern period was the declaration or enactments of politically Christian monarchies. The Tudors well exemplify this in England. A national concern for alleviating poverty flowed into the 18th and 19th centuries through royal bounties and established church missions. A significant uplift in concern and effort was the result of voluntary societies in England, Scotland, and Germany in the 18th century. This benevolent march covered many aspects of poverty, including orphans, indigents, the sick, and the chronically unemployed.

Due to the exigencies of displaced persons and urban blight, the 20th-century Christian churches surrendered their compassion for the poor to the state. Through legislation, supported by church bodies and ecumenical organizations, government relief programs and international efforts, like through the United Nations, assumed what had previously been a Christian endeavor. International voluntary agencies with a Christian orientation continued to be part of the picture.

From their beginnings, two millennia ago, Christians have responded in six ways to the reality of poverty and the poor. First by understanding the continuous nature of poverty and declaring their compassion for the poor and their opposition to the forces that produce and sustain poverty. Second, Christians have met the needs of the poor within their own communities, responding to the teachings and example of Jesus. Third, the institutional Christian Church became a major resource in distribution of poor relief, first through the bishops and later through religious orders and ecclesial structures. Fourth, Christians, individually and collectively, have positively influenced governments to make the poor a focused concern. Fifth, a minority of Christians have embraced ideas and efforts to alleviate poverty from the human experience. And, finally, many Christians nourish an eschatological vision of a life in the world to come, where there are no poor and poverty has been eliminated.



Primary Documents


Select Passages from the Hebrew Scriptures

The Hebrew Scriptures, covering over 1,000 years of literary development, reflect a variegated perspective on the nature of poverty and Yahweh’s concern for the poor. In the first three centuries of Christian development, the Christian community adopted the Hebrew Scriptures and translated them into several usable languages in the Mediterranean world. The following selections pertain to poverty and the poor.

Genesis

Now there was a famine in the land. So Abram went down to Egypt to reside there as an alien, for the famine was severe in the land. (12:10)

Now there was a famine in the land, besides the former famine that had occurred in the days of Abraham. And Isaac went to Gerar, to King Abimelech of the Philistines. The Lord appeared to Isaac and said, “Do not go down to Egypt; settle in the land that I shall show you. Reside in this land as an alien, and I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to your descendants I will give all these lands and I will fulfill the oath that I swore to your father Abraham. (26:1–3)

Now the famine was severe in the land. And when they had eaten up the grain that they had brought from Egypt, their father said to them, “Go again, buy us a little more food.” (42:1–2)

Deuteronomy

There will, however, be no one in need among you, because the Lord is sure to bless you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you as a possession to occupy. . . . Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, “Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.” (15:4, 11)

1 Samuel

So Saul’s servants reported these words to David in private. And David said, “Does it seem to you a little thing to become the king’s son-in-law, seeing that I am a poor man and of no repute.” (18:23)

2 Kings

But the captain of the guard left some of the poorest people of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the soil. (25:12)

Jeremiah

But Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard left some of the poorest people of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the soil. (52:16).

Amos

Thus says the Lord: For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; because they sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals—they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and push the afflicted out of the way . . . they drink wine bought with fines they imposed. (2:6–7, 8)

Psalms

For the needy shall not always be forgotten, nor the hope of the poor perish forever. (9:18)

O Lord, you will hear the desire of the meek; you will strengthen their heart, you will incline your ear to do justice for the orphan and the oppressed, so that those from earth may strike terror no more. (10:17–18)

Do not let the downtrodden be put to shame; let the poor and needy praise your name. (74:21)

They have distributed freely, they have given to the poor; their righteousness endures forever; their horn is exalted in honor. (112:9)

Proverbs

Whoever is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, and will be repaid in full. (19:17)

The rich and the poor have this in common: the Lord is the maker of them all. (22:2)


Source: The Holy Bible containing the Old and New Testaments: New Revised Standard Version (Grand Rapids, MI: World Publishing, 1997).


Select Passages from the New Testament

The New Testament is the authoritative Scriptures of the Christian tradition. Its 27 “books,” or divisions, include four lives of Jesus, letters of the Apostle Paul and his following, general letters, a historical narrative, and an apocalyptic poem. The words and teachings of Jesus constitute a kind of “canon within a canon” that is especially authoritative for the Christian community. Together with the canonical Hebrew Scriptures, the Old and New “Testaments” constitute the Christian Bible, drawing internally upon each other.

Matthew

Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers arte cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. (11:4–5)

For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me. (26:11)

Mark

He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny. Then he called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” (12:41–44)

Luke

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. (1:52–53)

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (4:18–19)

Then he looked up at his disciples and said: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.” (6:20–21)

And he answered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.” (7:22)

He also said to the one who had invited him, “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” . . . “Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame.” (14:12–14, 21)

John

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many dwelling places (in KJV, “mansions”). If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am there you may be also. And you know the way to the place where I am going.” (14:1–4)

Pauline Writings

If I give all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. (1 Cor. 13:3)

Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work. As it is written, “He scatters abroad, he gives to the poor; his righteousness endures forever.” (2 Cor. 9:7–9)

They asked only one thing, that we remember the poor, which was actually what I was eager to do. (Gal. 2:10)

For even when we were with you, we gave you this command: Anyone unwilling to work should not eat. For we hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living. Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right. (2 Thess. 3:10–13)

Epistle of James

Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. (1:27)

If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. (2:15–17)

Acts of the Apostles

All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. (2:44–45)

The Revelation to John

The angel who talked to me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city and its gates and walls. The city lies foursquare, its length the same as its width; and he measured the city with his rod, fifteen hundred miles; its length and width and height are equal. He also measure[d] its wall, one hundred forty-four cubits by human measurement, which the angel was using. The wall is built of jasper, while the city is pure gold, clear as glass. The foundations of the wall of the city are adorned with every jewel; the first was jasper, the second sapphire, the third agate, the fourth emerald, the fifth onyx, the sixth carnelian, the seventh chrysolite, the eighth beryl, the ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the eleventh jacinth, the twelfth amethyst. And the twelve gates are twelve pearls, each of the gates is a single pearl, and the street of the city is pure gold, transparent as glass. (Rev. 21:15–21)


Source: The Holy Bible containing the Old and New Testaments: New Revised Standard Version (Grand Rapids, MI: World Publishing, 1997).

Early Christian Worship and Charity

Justin Martyr (100–165), an early Christian apologist, detailed the program of worship in a typical Christian community of the second century. Noteworthy in this selection from Justin’s First Apology are the elements of voluntary giving; the care of widows, orphans, and the sick given to deacons; and the collection for the poor being deposited with the leader of the assembly. The distribution covered strangers, prisoners, and, broadly, all those in need.

And we afterwards continually remind each other of [our common faith]. And the wealthy among us help the needy; and we always keep together; and for all things wherewith we are supplied, we bless the Maker of all through His Son Jesus Christ, and through the Holy Ghost. And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things. Then we all rise together and pray, and, as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and water are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the people assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution to each, and a participation of that over which thanks have been given, and to those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. And they who are well to do, and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected is deposited with the president, who succours the orphans and widows and those who, through sickness or any other cause, are in want, and those who are in bonds and the strangers sojourning among us, and in a word takes care of all who are in need. But Sunday is the day on which we all hold our common assembly, because it is the first day on which God, having wrought a change in the darkness and matter, made the world; and Jesus Christ our Saviour on the same day rose from the dead. For He was crucified on the day before that of Saturn (Saturday); and on the day after that of Saturn, which is the day of the Sun, having appeared to His apostles and disciples, He taught them these things, which we have submitted to you also for your consideration.


Source: Justin Martyr, “The First Apology of Justin,” in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, edited by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Buffalo: Christian Literature Co., 1885).


St. Augustine’s Observations on the Poor

Augustine of Hippo (354–430) wrote extensively on the condition of poverty, both voluntary and observed. In the first selection from the Homilies, he contrasts the circumstances of the rich and the poor and builds upon the Old Testament idea that God is the creator of both. In the second selection, from the Moral Treatises, he addresses those who have taken the vow of poverty and encourages their patience in light of eternal blessings of felicity and bliss.

The Poor and the Rich

I have admonished the rich; now hear, ye poor. Ye rich, lay out your money; ye poor, refrain from plundering. Ye rich, distribute your means; you poor, bridle your desires. Hear ye poor, this same Apostle; “Godliness with sufficiency is a great getting.” Getting is the acquisition of gain. The world is yours in common with the rich; you have not a house in common with the rich, but ye have the heaven in common, the light in common. Seek only for a sufficiency, seek for what is enough, and do not wish for more. All the rest is a weight, rather than a help; a burden, rather than an honour. “Godliness with sufficiency is great gain.” First is godliness. Godliness is the worship of God. “Godliness with sufficiency. For we brought nothing into this world.” Didst thou bring anything here? Nay, not even did ye rich bring anything. Ye found all here, ye were born naked as the poor. In both alike is the same bodily infirmity; the same infant crying, the witness of our misery. “For we brought nothing into this world” (he is speaking to the poor), “neither can we carry anything out. And having food and covering, let us be therewith content.”

. . .

God made both the rich and poor. Scripture says, “The rich and the poor meet together, the Lord is the Maker of them both.” The rich and the poor meet together. In what way, except in this present life? The rich and the poor are born alike. Ye meet one another as ye walk on the way together. Do not thou oppress, nor thou defraud. The one hath need, the other has plenty. But the Lord is the Maker of them both.” By him who hath, He helpeth him that needeth; by him who hath not, He proveth him that hath. We have heard, we have spoken; let us fear, let us take heed, let us pray, let us attain.


Source: Saint Augustine, “Sermon of Saint Augustine,” in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, vol. 6, edited by Philip Schaff (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1888), 368.

Patience in the Life of Poverty

Cry we therefore with the spirit of charity, and until we come to the inheritance in which we are alway to remain, let us be, through love which becometh the free-born, not through fear which becometh bondmen, patient of suffering. Cry we so long as we are poor, until we be with inheritance made rich. Seeing how great earnest thereof we have received, in that Christ to make us rich made himself poor; Who being exalted unto the riches which are above, there was sent One Who should breathe into our hearts holy longings, the Holy Spirit. Of these poor, as yet believing, not yet beholding; as yet hoping, not yet enjoying; as yet sighing in desire, and not yet reigning in felicity; as yet hungering and thirsting, not yet satisfied: of these poor, then, “the patience shall not perish forever: not that there will be patience there also, where aught to endure shall not be; but “will not perish,” meaning that it will not be unfruitful. . . Labor then is said not to perish (or be lost), not because it lasts perpetually , but because it is not spent in vain.

So also the patience of the poor of Christ (who yet bare to be made rich as heirs of Christ) shall not perish for ever: not because there also we shall be commanded patiently to bear, but because for that which we have here patiently borne, we shall enjoy eternal bliss. He will put no end to everlasting felicity, Who gives temporal patience unto the will: because both the one and the other is of Him bestowed as a gift upon charity, Whose gift that charity is also.


Source: Saint Augustine, “On Patience,” in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, vol. 3, edited by Philip Schaff (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1888), 535–536.

Almstaking in the Franciscan Tradition

The Friars Minor, founded in 1210 by St. Francis of Assisi (1181–1226), practiced the rule of poverty and relied on begging to meet their subsistence needs. This excerpt from the Rule of St. Francis details the lifestyle predicated upon an interpretation of the life of Christ.

9.—Of asking for Alms.

Let all the brothers strive to follow the humility and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ, and let them remember that we ought to have nothing else in the whole world, except as the Apostle says: “Having food and wherewith to be covered, with these we are content.” And they ought to rejoice when they converse with mean and despised persons, with the poor and the weak, with the infirm and lepers, and with those who beg in the streets. And when it may be necessary, let them go for alms. And let them not be ashamed thereof, but rather remember that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Living and Omnipotent God, set His face “as a hard rock,” and was not ashamed, and was poor, and a stranger, and lived on alms, He Himself and the Blessed Virgin and His disciples. And when men may treat them with contempt, and refuse to give them an alms, let them give thanks for this to God, because for these shames they shall receive great honor before the tribunal of our Lord Jesus Christ. And let them know that the injuries shall not be imputed to those who suffer them, but to those who offer them. And alms is an inheritance and a right which is due to the poor, which our Lord Jesus Christ purchased for us. And the brothers who labor in seeking it will have a great recompense, and they will procure and acquire a reward for those who give; for all that men leave in this world shall perish, but for the charity and alms deeds they have done they will receive a reward from God.

And let one make known clearly his wants to another, in order that he may find and receive what are necessary for him. And let everyone love and nourish his brother as a mother loves and nourishes her son, in so far as God gives them grace. And “let not him that eateth despise him that eateth not; and he that eateth not, let him not judge him that eateth.” And whensoever a necessity shall arise, it is lawful for all the brothers, wherever they may be, to eat of all food that men can eat, as our Lord said of David, who “did eat the loaves of proposition, which was not lawful to eat but for the priests.” And let them remember what the Lord says: “and take heed to yourselves, lest perhaps your hearts be overcharged with surfeiting and drunkenness, and the cares of this life: and that they come upon you suddenly. For as a snare shall it come upon all that sit upon the face of the whole earth.” And in like manner in time of manifest necessity let all the brothers act in their needs, as our Lord shall give them grace, for necessity has no law.


Source: The Writings of St. Francis of Assisi, translated by Paschal Robinson (Philadelphia: Dolphin Press, 1906), 43–44.

Luther on the Poor

Martin Luther (1483–1546), premier among Christian Reformers, advised the German princes that begging must be brought under control and every town should provide for its poor. He was a strong advocate of work ethic as the basis of caring for the poor. Not surprisingly, Luther followed St. Paul’s dictum in 2 Thess. 3:10.

It is one of the most urgent necessities to abolish all begging in Christendom. No one should go about begging among Christians. It would not be hard to do this, if we attempted it with good heart and courage: each town should support its own poor and should not allow strange beggars to come in, whatever they may call themselves, pilgrims or mendicant monks. Every town could feed its own poor; and if it were too small, the people in the neighbouring villages should be called upon to contribute. As it is, they have to support many knaves and vagabonds under the name of beggars. If they did what I propose, they would at least know who were really poor or not.

There should also be an overseer or guardian who should know all the poor, and should inform the town-council, or the priest, of their requirements; or some other similar provision might be made. There is no occupation, in my opinion, in which there is so much knavery and cheating as among beggars; which could easily be done away with. This general, unrestricted begging is, besides, injurious for the common people. I estimate that of the five or six orders of mendicant monks each one visits every place more than six or seven times in the year; then there are the common beggars, emissaries, and pilgrims; in this way I calculate every city has a blackmail levied on it about sixty times a year, not counting rates and taxes paid to the civil government and the useless robberies of the Roman see; so that it is to my mind one of the greatest of God’s miracles how we manage to live and support ourselves.

Some may think that in this way the poor would not be well cared for, and that such great stone houses and convents would not be built, and not so plentifully, and I think so too. Nor is it necessary. If a man will be poor he should not be rich; if he will be rich, let him put his hand to the plough, and get wealth himself out of the earth. It is enough to provide decently for the poor, that they may not die of cold and hunger. It is not right that one should work that another may be idle, and live ill that another may live well, as is now the perverse abuse, for St. Paul says, “If any would not work, neither should he eat” (2 Thess. 3:10). God has not ordained that any one should live of the goods of others, except priests and ministers alone, as St. Paul says (1 Cor. 9:14), for their spiritual work’s sake, as also Christ says to the Apostles, “The labourer is worthy of his hire” (Luke 10:7).


Source: Martin Luther, Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Respecting the Reformation of the Christian Estate, Harvard Classics, vol. 36 (New York: P. F. Collier & Son, 1910).

Martin Bucer on Deacons and the Poor

Martin Bucer (1491–1551) was one of the first generation of Protestants whose reforms were centered in Strasbourg 1523–1538 and then Cologne 1539–1547. He was exiled to England and became Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge University 1549–1551, where he influenced reforms in the Church of England. The following selection, published posthumously, gives instruction about the role of deacons in caring for the poor.

The ORDER OFF THE prouision for the poore.

AMYGTIE God that setteth up the Humble, and pullet downe the Proude, that gyueth richesse, ad taketh it away, plainlie commaundeth his people, that theisbulde not suffer any to lacfe emong theim. Whiche commaundement the primatyue Church of Christe at Hierusalem kept with all reuerence and deution: wherbie there was such aboundaunce of Almse geun by Good men, as relieued eueryemans necessitie, and so emonge theim there was not one, that was not prouided for.

Afterwarde, that this prousion and gathering for the poore might be thde better loked unto, and contynew, the Apostlles inspired with the hollie goste, by consent of the hole congregation, appointed to that Ministerie seuen Men of honest reporte and fame, full of the hollie goste, and wisdom, on whom theilayde their hands, for a signe of their admission. And so this ordenaunce and prousion for the poore was a uery deuoutlie obserued, till Antichrist with his fluddes of wyckedues, ouerflowed the Churche of Christ. Those that were called to that hollie minusterie, were named the DEACONS of the Churche: who albeit theiought to be assistaunt to the elders of the Congregation, in the conseruation and execution of the Discipline of Christe, and the Administration of the Sacramentes: yet their chief Office and duetie was, to kepe the names of the poore in the Congregation of the Christians, toknowe euerye mans lif, and behauiour, And of the commen Almose of the faithfull, to distribute to euery one, asmuche as was sufficient for his necessarie reliffe. For those that may gette their lyuinge by their labour and trauayl , and wil not, ought to be put out of the Churche: He that do the not labour, let him not eate, saith the Apostell, ith then it is the comaundement of god, to reliue the poore and neadie, and to see that none lacke: all suche as mynde fullie to receaue the Kingdom of Christe, ought to labour earnestlie, that this ordenaunce be restored in to Christes Churche. For those that haue the goodes of the worlde and see their Brethern lacke, and haue not compassion on theim: the loue of God dothe not dwell in theim, and so also neither the Kingdom of Christ is in theim. . . .

By the whtche meanes it shalbe preuented, that these wicked Begginge houses, and subtiltie off Hypocrites, shall not take from thee nedie membres of Christ, the Almose that is due to them: nor Ambition of mans praise, and thanckes, nor uayne glorie, shall defile the right office of Almose, whiche euell how muche it ought to be eschued, Christ uery playnlie taught, when he commanded, so to geuve Almose, as the left hande may not knowe, what the right hande dothe. This may be done, if euerie man put into the Comen Chest, or Boxe of the Churche, to the use of the poore, asmuche as he may spare of that God gueth him. For when euery man him self will distribute his owne Almose, frist the Institution of the hollie gost, and the lawfull Communion, compainie, and Fellowship of Saintes is broken. Besydes thalmose due to the little ones of Christ, and so to Christ himself, is giuen oftener to the unwothie, then to the worthie (for euery man can not knowe and trie such poore people as he meeteth sodenlie) and also suche as benot meete to haue Almose, come better instructed to beg, yea, as it were to wringe out the Almose of A mans Purse with paynted words, then those to whom it onlie ought to be geuen. Moreouer when A man gueth Almose with his owne hande, he doth hardlie put out of his mynde the defyre of mens thackes and uayne prayses which uaine rewarde when he receaueth of men: he may not loke for the true and perfect rewarde of god. And fynallie, when it is most certain, that such as gyue theim sels wilfullie to the trade of Begginge, be geuen and bent to all myschieff: what other thinge do thei that nourishe theim, then mayneeyne and encredce the greatest pestilences and destructions off A commenwelthe? . . .

And it is not ynough for the liberalitie of Christians, to geue onely meate, harbor, and clothing to such as be in extreme necessitie: but also they ought liberallie to geue of the giftes, God hathe guen theim, wherewith godly maydens mariable, who for lack of dowrie remayne long unmarried, maye be in tyme married, and coupled with honest men, and also that wittie Children, that lack frendes, may be brought up to studie to serue in Christes Churche. Besydes, good Christians, that lack wherewith to exercise their craftes, maybe therwith holpen, partlie by gifte, palie by loane, as ther may come profet of their Artes, and thei may be the better able to nourish, and bring up their children for the lorde, and to make theim profitable membres of the comen welthe. For it is not ynough for the Congregations off Christ to prouyde, that men may onlie lyue, but that thei may lyue to the Lorde, for a certyn and mutual profit betweene themsels, and of the Churche, and commen welthe. And therefore all Congregations ought to prouyde, that all those that be baptized in Christe, be uertuouslte brought up from their childehod, and taught good Artes, that euerie one, according to his portion, may bring forth somewhat, to profit the comen welthe, and to declare himself to others a true, and profitable member off Christ. . . .

Remembre the poore, and God wil remember you: Forget the poore, and God will not forget you.


Source: Martin Bucer, A Treatise How Almose Ought to Be Distributed (n.p., 1557), 1–2

John Calvin and the Theocratic Community

John Calvin (1509–1564) was a leader in the creation of an authentic and comprehensive Christian community in 16th-century Geneva. His concern for the poor and under-privileged reached to all classes and kinds of the poor population. Concerned for the sick and indigent, he was nevertheless harsh in excluding those who loitered and refused to work. He was characteristically generous to those who passed through the city. Geneva was a model commonwealth, intermingling the spiritual and civil administration with the needs of the poor.

A. The Institutes

The care of the poor was committed to deacons, of whom two classes were mentioned by Paul in the Epistle to the Romans, “He that giveth, let him do it with simplicity;” “he that showeth mercy, with cheerfulness” (Rom. 12:8). As it is certain that he is here speaking of public offices of the Church, there must have been two distinct classes. If I mistake not, he in the former clause designates deacons, who administered alms; in the latter, those who had devoted themselves to the care of the poor and the sick. Such were the widows of whom he makes mention in the Epistle to Timothy (1 Tim. 5:10). For there was no public office which women could discharge save that of devoting themselves to the service of the poor. If we admit this (and it certainly ought to be admitted), there will be two classes of deacons, the one serving the Church by administering the affairs of the poor; the other by taking care of the poor themselves. For although the term diakonia has a more extensive meaning, Scripture specially gives the name of deacons to those whom the Church appoints to dispense alms, and take care of the poor, constituting them as it were stewards of the public treasury of the poor.


Source: John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, translated by Henry Beveridge, vol. 2, book 4 (Edinburg: Calvin Translation Society, 1845), 322.

The Elizabethan or Old Poor Act

In European Christian states, it was assumed that the relief of the poor was a precept of Christian charity. The national Churches following the Catholic Church vigorously protected the right to care for and protect the poor, and this fell under ecclesiastical rather than civil law. Beginning in 1349–1350, during the reign of Edward III, the English parliaments responded to the growth of poverty and begging with statutes that gradually identified, licensed, and controlled begging and vagabondry. The poor laws were a parish-based system. In 1547, weekly collections for the poor were codified; in 1552, registers of the poor were set up in every parish; and under Elizabeth I, in 1563, “An Act for Relief of the Poor” ratified punishment for refusal to contribute to the collections. The culmination of the Old Poor Laws came in 1597–1601 with the Elizabethan Act (43 c.2), which drew all of the previous acts together, and that remained in focus until 1834, when it was substantially changed in the Reform Laws.

Reginae Elizabethae Anno 43 Chapter 2

An Act for the Relief of the Poor

Be it enacted by the authority of this present parliament, that the churchwardens of every Parish, and four, three or two substantial householders there, as shall be thought meet, having respect to the proportion and greatness of the same Parish and Parishes to be nominated yearly in Easter week, or within one month after Easter, under the hand and seal of two or more Justices of the Peace in the same County, whereof one to be of the Quorum, dwelling in or near same Parish of division where the same parish doth lie, shall be called Overseers of the poor of the same Parish, and they, or the greater part of them shall take order from time to time, by and with the consent of two or more Justices of Peace, as is aforesaid, for setting to work of the children whose parents shall not by the said Churchwardens, and Overseers, or the greater part of them, be thought able to keep and maintain their children. And also for setting to work all such persons married or unmarried, having no means to maintain them, or no ordinary and daily trade of life to get their living by, and also to raise weekly or otherwise (by taxation of every Inhabitant, Parson, Vicar, and other, and of every occupier of Lands, Houses, Tithes impropriate, or Propriations of Tithes, Coalmines, or saleable underwoods in the said Parish, in such competent sum and sums of money as they think fit) a convenient stock of Flax, Hemp, Wool, Thread, iron, and other necessary ware and stuff to set the poor on work, and also competent sums of money, for, and towards the necessary relief of the lame, impotent, old, blind, and such other among them being poor, and not able to work, and also for the putting out of such children to be apprentices, to be gathered out of the same Parish, according to the ability of the same parish, and to do and execute all other things, as well for the disposing of the said stock, as otherwise concerning the premises, as to them shall seem convenient.


Source: A. F. Bland, P.A. Brown, and R.H. Tawney, eds., English Economic History: Select Documents (New York: Macmillan Company, 1919), 380–381.

Walter Rauschenbusch and the Social Gospel

Walter Rauschenbusch (1860–1918) was an American theologian and social reformer who addressed the problems of industrialization and urbanization at the turn of the 20th century. Rauschenbusch observed a new form of poverty and argued with English Social Christians that the churches has a responsibility to ameliorate the conditions of poverty, His book, Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907), excerpted below, was considered a dangerous book and the most important reforming agenda of the Social Gospel movement. Rauschenbusch’s ideas influenced Martin Luther King Jr. in the next generation.

It used to be a fine thing to mark how the richer food and freer life in our country increased the stature and beauty of the immigrant families. America meant a rise in the standard of living, and hence an increase in physical efficiency. The rapid progress of our country has been due to the wealth of natural resources on the one side and the physical vigor and mental buoyancy of the human resources on the other side.

Today there are large portions of the wage-earning population of which that is no longer true. They are not advancing, but receding in stamina, and bequeathing an enfeebled equipment to the next generation.

The human animal needs space, air, and light, just like any other highly developed organism. But the competitive necessities of industry crowd the people together in the cities. Land speculation and high car fares hem them in even where the location of our cities permits easy expansion. High rents mean small rooms. Dear coal means lack of ventilation in winter. Coal-smoke means susceptibility to all throat and lung diseases. The tenement districts of our great cities are miasmatic swamps of bad air, and just as swamps teem with fungous growths, so the bacilli of tuberculosis multiply on the rotting lungs of the underfed and densely housed multitudes. The decline in the death rate with the advance in sanitary science, the sudden drop of the rate after the destruction and rebuilding of slum districts in English cities, prove clearly how preventable a great proportion of deaths are. The preventable decimation of the people is social murder.


Source: Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New York: Macmillan Co., 1907), 239–240.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Poverty and the Poor in Islam

Nael Abd El Rahaman

Understanding the meaning of poverty and the poor from an Islamic perspective touches on many religious values, most of all the character of God as a provider and the relationship of humans to God.

We begin, therefore, with the nature of God and God’s creation. According to the Islamic tradition, the sole reason for God to create humans is to worship God. “And I (Allah) created not the jinn1 and mankind except that they should worship Me (Alone).” (Qur’an, Adh-Dhariyat: 56).2 The Qur’an further informs humans that God does not need from his creation any provision, for instance, God does not require food. It is Allah who is the Provider and the firm possessor of strength. In this surah,3 Allah informs humans not to worry about anything, for he alone is the provider and the sustainer of the world. The only thing that a human should be concerned about is one’s obligation to worship Allah.

However, by observation, one can see that there are many individuals, including believers, who are suffering in life. Many are living in poverty, and some are not able to fulfill the minimum requirements to live what is considered a good life. To understand the promise that God has made to humans, one needs to understand several theological concepts before discussing how Islam has dealt with the problem of human poverty and the poor.

God, the Sole Provider

The sole reason that God created humans is to worship Him. Therefore, God made the earth suitable for human life. God also promised that if humanity places its trust in God, then God will support them and sustain their living. Worshiping God is more than accepting the Six Pillars of Iman and maintaining the five pillars of Islam; it is also devoting with respect and humbleness every action in one’s life to be in harmony with what God requires.4 Doing so and putting one’s trust in God will result in gaining his support, which will lead to a better life for all people. This includes those who are rich and those who are poor. An important hadith5 that shows this concept is the one mentioned in Sunan Al Tirmidhi. The importance of this hadith lies in truthfully trusting God, so God will provide humanity with their needs according to his wisdom: “Can’t you see that He provides birds? They leave their nests and fly hungry, then they come back full.”6

The Arabic words mentioned in the hadith, Al-Tawakol and rizq, are key to understanding how Islam looks at God as a provider and a sustainer. One of God’s names is Al-Razzaq. The name comes from the word rizq, meaning “livelihood, provision, a means of living, a blessing or boon of God,” which are appropriate and beneficial. Therefore, Al-Razzaq is the one who gives the rizq unconditionally and takes it upon himself, according to his wisdom, to deliver what is appropriate for each human being to achieve his goal in this life. To quote the Qur’an, “And in the heaven is your provision, and that which you are promised. Then by the Lord of the heaven and the earth, it is the truth (i.e., what has been promised to you), just as it is the truth that you can speak” (Qur’an, Adh-Dhariyat: 22, 23).7 As a name, Al-Razzaq can also mean that God’s gifts are not limited; they are continuing gifts, and what he provides sustains everything. This includes all God’s creation: humans, animals, plants, and everything on the earth. “And no moving (living) creature is there on earth but its provision is due from Allah. And He knows its dwelling place and its deposit (in the uterus, grave). All is in a Clear Book (Al-Lauh-Al-Mahfuz—the Book of Decrees with Allah)” (Qur’an, Hud: 6).8

The other important term to be aware of is Al-Tawakol. This term means to put one’s trust in God so that He will provide him with rizq. That can give one a sense of peace of mind when we comprehend that, according to God’s wisdom, humans will receive what is good and adequate. “No one will die with out getting his full share of rizq, do not fear that it is coming slowly, fear God and receive your rizq with good manners. Take what is pure (halal), and leave what is unclean (haram).”9 However, one should use all the permitted means possible within one’s abilities to gain that rizq. The previously mentioned hadith in Sunan Al Tirmidhi demonstrates this understanding by showing that birds should leave their nests to get their rizq that God designed for them. If the birds did not do what they are suppose to do, flying and looking for their food, then they will not get it. The same understanding is applied to humans. Their rizq is guaranteed by God; however, they must do their best to collect it. Even for the poor man who is not capable, that man must do what he can do to obtain his rizq. For example, he should let the government or a charity organization know about his condition so they will be able to provide him with his needs.

Gaining the Promised Rizq

To gain the rizq is to put trust in God that God will provide. “And whosoever fears Allah and keeps his duty to Him, He will make a way for him to get out (from every difficulty). And He will provide him from (sources) he never could imagine. And whosoever puts his trust in Allah, then He will suffice him. Verily, Allah will accomplish his purpose. Indeed Allah has set a measure for all things” (Qur’an, At-Talaq: 2, 3).10 God’s gifts to humanity are not limited to gold, silver, livestock, or any other means of wealth. Life, health, hearing, sight, offspring, peace, and the ability to think and learn are among the gifts of God. In addition, the rizq can be spiritual. The reality is that if one observes human life, one can see people in many different areas of the world are living in poverty. The Islamic tradition does not ignore that reality. In fact, the Qur’an informs, “And Allah has preferred some of you to others in wealth and properties” (Qur’an, An-Nahl: 71).11

In his commentary, Al-Shawkani said that the rizq that God ordained to some of his people may be sufficient for thousands. Yet, He ordained that others may only get an insufficient for them, which caused them to ask other people to sustain them. God did not make that difference only in wealth; he made it in knowledge, understanding, body strength, appearances, health, and other categories.12 Al-Tabari notes that a person in poverty may say that God humiliated him by making him poor, and he may forget to thank God for the health and the perfect organs and the perfect body parts that He gave him.13 Nevertheless, one of God’s wisdoms is revealed in surat Ash-Shura, in which God says, “And if Allah were to enlarge the provision for His slaves, they would surely rebel in the earth, but He sends down by measure as He wills. Verily, He is, in respect of His slaves, Well-Acquainted, All-Seer (of things that benefit them)” (Qur’an, Ash-Shura: 27).14 That is to say, if God gave them a lot, then some people will start to ask for more. The Prophet said, if the son of Adam owned a valley of gold, then he will seek to have two. The only thing that fills his mouth is sand, and Allah pardons those who repent.15 Likewise, Ibn Abbass taught that human rebellion is to ask a rank after a rank, animal after animal, and clothing after clothing. Then, in his commentary, Al-Qurtobi said that if God gave humans an equal share of wealth, then no one will do any thing to any one (i.e., no one will be able to hire a craftsman to do something for him).16

According to Islamic teachings, God created people and divided His gifts among them fairly and justly according to His wisdom. As well, He guaranteed He would sustain them. Humans are required to explore the earth to secure what God has intended for them. “He it is Who has made the earth subservient to you (i.e., easy for you to walk, to live, and to do agriculture on it); so walk in the paths thereof and eat of His provision. And to Him will be the Resurrection.” (Qur’an, Al-Mulk: 15).17 Nevertheless, whether it is little or more, each person will get his or her share. The aim of this life is not to enjoy the material world. Rather, it is to use one’s time in this world to live according to the well of God. The reward is acceptance by God.

However, they should work to gain the acceptance of God. Being wealthy or poor is not a sign of God’s acceptance; wealth and poverty can be a trial. “As for man, when his Lord tries him by giving him honour and bounties, then he says (in exultation): ‘My Lord has honoured me.’ But when He tries him by straitening his means of life, he says: ‘My Lord has humiliated me!’” (Qur’an, Al-Fajr: 15, 16).18 In fact, being poor is better in some situations. The Prophet has said that the poor masakeen will be the first to get into Janna (“paradise”): they will enter it 40 years before the wealthy.19 In another hadith, the Prophet says that the poor fuqara will enter the Janna a half day earlier than the wealthy; that is 500 years.20 Also, the fuqara will be the first to cross the road over the Hill Fire toward Paradise.21 The difference between humans in their rizq is for the best of each individual. Al-Tabari stated that Allah expanded the rizq for some people because it is the only way for some to succeed in this life and achieve the goal of his creation. Yet, God also restrains and tightens the rizq for others because it is the only way for them to succeed in this life and achieve the goal of their creation.22

Who Are the Poor According to the Islamic Tradition?

Because it is a responsibility and an obligation in Islamic societies, charity served as one way to solve the problem of poverty.23 While zakat is restricted to be given to eight kinds of beneficiaries, sadaqah is a larger concept. However, both favor the poor. But who are the poor in Islam?

In Arabic, poverty is faqr, and the equivalent of the word poor is faqir or miskeen. However, faqir and miskeen can be ambiguous in different texts. Usually, these terms refer to material poverty. But that does not limit them from including a spiritual sense. The words faqr and faqir, or its plural fuqara, are mentioned 13 times in the Qur’an. Faqr is the infinitive; it is mentioned one time in surat Al-Baqarah, where the Qur’an says, “Shaitan (Satan) threatens you with poverty and orders you to commit fahsha (evil deeds, illegal sexual intercourse, sins); whereas Allah promises you Forgiveness from Himself and Bounty, and Allah is All-Sufficient for His creatures’ needs, All-Knower” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 268).24 The word faqir or the faqir is mentioned 5 times in Qur’an. The surat Al-Imran reads, “Indeed, Allah has heard the statement of those (Jews) who say: ‘Truly, Allah is poor and we are rich!’ We shall record what they have said and their killing of the Prophets unjustly, and We shall say: ‘Taste you the torment of the burning (Fire).’” (Qur’an, Al-Imran: 181).25 The surat An-Nisa states,



And try the orphans (as regards their intelligence) until they reach the age of marriage; if then you find sound judgement in them, release their property to them, but consume it not wastefully and hastily, fearing that they should grow up, and whoever (amongst guardians) is rich, he should take no wages, but if he is poor, let him have for himself what is just and reasonable (according to his labour). And when you release their property to them, take witness in their presence; and Allah is All-Sufficient in taking account. (Qur’an, An-Nisa: 6)26

And in the same surah, it says, “O you who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to Allah, even though it be against yourselves, or your parents, or your kin, be he rich or poor, Allah is a Better Protector to both (than you). So follow not the lusts (of your hearts), lest you avoid justice; and if you distort your witness or refuse to give it, verily, Allah is Ever Well-Acquainted with what you do” (Qur’an, An-Nisa: 135).27 Surat Al-Hajj states, “That they may witness things that are of benefit to them (i.e., reward of Hajj in the Hereafter, and also some worldly gain from trade), and mention the Name of Allah on appointed days (i.e., l0th, 11th, 12th, and 13th days of Dhul-Hijjah), over the beast of cattle that He has provided for them (for sacrifice), [at the time of their slaughtering by saying: (Bismillah, Wallahu-Akbar, Allalhumma Minka wa Ilaik)]. Then eat thereof and feed therewith the poor having a hard time” (Qur’an, Al-Hajj: 28).28 And in the surat Al-Qasas, it says, “So he watered (their flocks) for them, then he turned back to shade, and said: ‘My Lord! Truly, I am in need29 of whatever good that You bestow on me!’” (Qur’an, Al-Qasas: 24).30

The plural fuqara, or the fuqara is mentioned seven times in the Qur’an. In surat Al-Baqarah, the Qur’an reads, “If you disclose your Sadaqat (almsgiving), it is well; but if you conceal them and give them to the poor, that is better for you. (Allah) will expiate you some of your sins. And Allah is Well-Acquainted with what you do” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 271).31 In the same surah, it says, “(Charity is) for Fuqara (the poor), who in Allah’s Cause are restricted (from travel), and cannot move about in the land (for trade or work). The one who knows them not, thinks that they are rich because of their modesty. You may know them by their mark, they do not beg of people at all. And whatever you spend of good, surely, Allah knows it well” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 273).32 In surat At-Taubah, it reads,



As-Sadaqat (here it means zakat) are only for the Fuqara (poor), and Al-Masakin (the needy), and those employed to collect (the funds); and to attract the hearts of those who have been inclined (towards Islam); and to free the captives; and for those in debt; and for Allah’s Cause (i.e., for Mujahidun—those fighting in a holy battle), and for the wayfarer (a traveler who is cut off from everything); a duty imposed by Allah. And Allah is All-Knower, All-Wise. (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 60)33

In surat An-Nur, it says, “And marry those among you who are single (i.e., a man who has no wife and the woman who has no husband) and (also marry) the Salihun (pious, fit, and capable ones) of your (male) slaves and maid-servants (female slaves). If they be poor, Allah will enrich them out of His Bounty. And Allah is All-Sufficient for His creatures’ needs, All-Knowing (about the state of the people)” (Qur’an, An-Nur: 32).34

In surat Fatir, it reads, “O mankind! It is you who stand in need35 of Allah. But Allah is the Rich (Free of all needs), the Worthy of all praise” (Qur’an, Fatir: 15).36 In surat Muhammad, it says, “Behold! You are those who are called to spend in the Cause of Allah, yet among you are some who are niggardly. And whoever is niggardly, it is only at the expense of his own self. But Allah is Rich (Free of all needs), and you (mankind) are poor. And if you turn away (from Islam and the obedience to Allah), He will exchange you for some other people and they will not be your likes” (Qur’an, Muhammad: 38).37 In surat Al-Hashr, it states, “(And there is also a share in this booty) for the poor emigrants, who were expelled from their homes and their property, seeking Bounties from Allah and to please Him, and helping Allah (i.e., helping His religion) and His Messenger (Muhammad). Such are indeed the truthful (to what they say)” (Qur’an, Al-Hashr: 8).38

Reading verses such as the above can lead one to reach a general understanding of the word faqr. That is the case in which a person needs something from someone else. In Sharia, faqr refers to faqr in wealth and a creature’s need for his or her creator.39 This meaning can be seen clearly in surat Muhammad: “Allah is Rich (Free of all needs), and you (mankind) are poor” (Qur’an, Muhammad: 15). The verse describes people by saying that they are poor because they are always dependant on God, and it describes God by saying that He is rich because He does not need anything to sustain Him.40

However, the verses can also show that faqr can be spiritual. That can be seen in surat Fatir: “O mankind! It is you who stand in need41 of Allah” (Qur’an, Fatir: 15). In his commentary, Al-Bagawi says that the meaning here is that mankind is in need for the grace of Allah.42 Al-Razi’s understanding is that while Allah called himself rich in this verse, He did not order His worship because He needs mankind; it is because of His compassion.43 Sayiid Qutb indicates that people need to be reminded that all are under the care of Allah. He streams His mercy on them, and He overwhelms them with his grace by sending messengers. Allah is thus exhibiting His mercy and generosity.44 That meaning can be also seen in a hadith45 mentioned in Sahih Al-Bukhari, where the Prophet said that being wealthy is not by accumulating wealth; the wealth is the soul’s wealth.46 In another hadith authenticated by Al-Albani, the Prophet asked one of his companions, “Do you think lots of wealth makes a person rich? The companion answered, yes. Then the Prophet asked again: Do you think shortage of wealth makes a person poor? The companion answer, yes. Then the Prophet said, the wealthy is the one with a rich heart, and the poor is the one with a poor heart.”47

Finally, faqr can be material. That is, those who can find little or none to sustain themselves. It is important to notice that the Qur’an described the fuqara by saying that fuqara are those who are having a hard time, those who are in need, those who are restricted and cannot move for trade or work, those who people think that they are rich because of their modesty, those who people may know by their mark, and those who do not beg or ask for charity.

The word miskeen, or the plural masakeen, are mentioned 23 times in the Qur’an. Miskeen or the miskeen is mentioned 11 times. In surat Al-Baqarah, it reads, “And as for those who can fast with difficulty (e.g., an old man), they have (a choice either to fast or) to feed a Miskin (needy person) (for every day missed)” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 184).48 In surat Al-Isra, it says, “And give to the kinsman his due and to the Miskin (needy) and to the wayfarer. But spend not wastefully (your wealth) in the manner of a spendthrift” (Qur’an, Al-Isra: 26).49 In surat Ar-Rum, it states, “So give to the kindred their due, and to Al-Miskin (the needy) and to the wayfarer. That is best for those who seek Allah’s Countenance; and it is they who will be successful” (Qur’an, Ar-Rum: 38).50 In surat Al-Mujadilah, it says, “And he who finds not (the money for freeing a slave) must fast two successive months before they both touch each other. And he who is unable to do so, should feed sixty Miskin (needy persons). That is in order that you may have perfect Faith in Allah and His Messenger. These are the limits set by Allah. And for the disbelievers, is a painful torment” (Qur’an, Al-Mujadilah: 4).51 In surat Al-Qalam, it reads, “No Miskin (needy man) shall enter upon you into it today” (Qur’an, Al-Qalam: 24).52 In surat Al-Haqqah, it says, “And urged not on the feeding of Al-Miskin (the needy person)” (Qur’an, Al-Haqqah: 34).53 In surat Al-Muddaththir, it states, “Nor we used to feed Al-Miskin (the needy)” (Qur’an, Al-Muddaththir: 44).54 In surat Al-Insan, it says, “And they give food, in spite of their love for it (or for the love of Him), to the Miskin (the needy), the orphan, and the Captive” (Qur’an, Al-Insan: 8).55 In surat Al-Fajr, it reads, “And urge not one another on the feeding of Al-Miskin (the needy)!” (Qur’an, Al-Fajr: 18).56 And in surat Al-Balad, it says, “Or to a Miskin (a needy person) cleaving to dust (out of misery)” (Qur’an, Al-Balad: 16).57 In surat Al-Maun, it states, “And urges not on the feeding of Al-Miskin (the needy)” (Qur’an, Al-Maun: 3).58

The word masakeen or the masakeen is mentioned 12 times in the Qur’an. In surat Al-Baqarah, it says, “And (remember) when We took a covenant from the Children of Israel, (saying): Worship none but Allah (Alone) and be dutiful and good to parents, and to kindred, and to orphans and to Al-Masakin (the needy), and speak good to people” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 83).59 And in the same surah, it reads, “Al-Birr is (the quality of) the one who believes in Allah, the Last Day, the Angels, the Book, the Prophets and gives wealth, in spite of love for it, to the kinsfolk, to the orphans, and to Al-Masakin (the needy)” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 177).60 And in the same surah, it states, “They ask you (O Muhammad) what they should spend. Say: Whatever you spend of good must be for parents and kindred and orphans and Al-Masskin (the needy) and the wayfarer, and whatever you do of good deeds, truly, Allah knows it well” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 215).61 In surat An-Nisa, it says, “And when the relatives and the orphans and Al-Masakin (the needy) arc present at the time of division, give them out of the property, and speak to them words of kindness and justice” (Qur’an, An-Nisa: 8).62 And in the same surah, it reads, “Worship Allah and join none with Him (in worship); and do good to parents, kinsfolk, orphans, Al-Masakin (the needy), the neighbour who is near of kin, the neighbour who is a stranger, the companion by your side, the wayfarer (you meet), and those (slaves) whom your right hands possess. Verily, Allah does not like such as are proud and boastful” (Qur’an, An-Nisa: 36).63

In surat Al-Maidah, it reads, “Allah will not punish you for what is unintentional in your oaths, but He will punish you for your deliberate oaths; for its expiation feed ten Masakin (needy persons), on a scale of the average of that with which you feed your own families, or clothe them or manumit a slave” (Qur’an, Al-Maidah: 89).64 And in the same surah, it says, “O you who believe! Kill not the game while you are in a state of Ihram [for Hajj or ‘Umrah (pilgrimage)], and whosoever of you kills it intentionally, the penalty is an offering, brought to the Ka’bah, of an eatable animal (i.e., sheep, goat, cow, camel) equivalent to the one he killed, as adjudged by two just men among you; or, for expiation, he should feed Masakin (needy persons), or its equivalent in Saum (fasting), that he may taste the heaviness (punishment) of his deed” (Qur’an, Al-Maidah: 95).65

In surat Al-Anfal, it states, “And know that whatever of war-booty that you may gain, verily, one fifth of it is assigned to Allah, and to the Messenger (Muhammad), and to the near relatives [of the Messenger (Muhammad)], (and also) the orphans, Al-Masakin (the needy) and the wayfarer, if you have believed in Allah and in that which We sent down to Our slave (Muhammad) on the Day of criterion (between right and wrong), the Day when the two forces met (the battle of Badr); and Allah is Able to do all things” (Qur’an, Al-Anfal: 41).66 In surat At-Taubah, it says, “As-Sadaqat (here it means zakat) are only for the Fuqara (poor), and Al-Masakin (the needy), and those employed to collect (the funds); and to attract the hearts of those who have been inclined (towards Islam); and to free the captives; and for those in debt; and for Allah’s Cause (i.e., for Mujahidun—those fighting in a holy battle), and for the wayfarer (a traveler who is cut off from everything); a duty imposed by Allah. And Allah is All-Knower, All-Wise” (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 60).67

In surat Al-Kahf, it says, “As for the ship, it belonged to Masakin (needy people) working in the sea. So I wished to make a defective damage in it, as there was a king behind them who seized every ship by force” (Qur’an, Al-Kahf: 79).68 In surat An-Nur, it states, “And let not those among you who are blessed with graces and wealth swear not to give (any sort of help) to their kinsmen, Al-Masakin (the needy), and those who left their homes for Allah’s Cause. Let them pardon and forgive. Do you not love that Allah should forgive you? And Allah is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful” (Qur’an, An-Nur: 22).69 In surat Al-Hashr, it reads, “What Allah gave as booty (Fai’) to His Messenger (Muhammad) from the people of the townships—it is for Allah, His Messenger (Muhammad), the kindred (of Messenger Muhammad), the orphans, Al-Masakin (the needy), and the wayfarer, in order that it may not become a fortune used by the rich among you” (Qur’an, Al-Hashr: 7).70

It is noteworthy that the word masakeen is mentioned only once in the same verse where the word fuqara is mentioned. It is also notable that giving or feeding the needy is one major reason for God’s forgiveness. In many cases, feeding them is obligatory for those who can’t fast. In other words, if a Muslim is not able to fast, which reminds him that there are some people around him who are hungry, he will be reminded of their situation by trying to find them and feed them. In addition, the word miskeen or the plural masakeen are showing a strong relation with atonement and God’s grace. Finally, the verses in which the words are mention show that dealing with them unjustly or without compassion is an unacceptable behavior.

The Difference between Faqir and Miskeen

Faqir comes from the root fqr. Fqr is the opposite of wealth. It describes the situation where a person cannot find what is sufficient for him and for his dependants. Fqr is the need or neediness,71 that is, the need to find what is essential for one’s well-being.72 Typically, Arabs describe a man who complains about his backbone as rajol fqr,73 or a man who complains from a pain in his vertebrae,74 as if the back discomfort is making him unable to work and gain his living.

Miskeen is derived from the root skn. Skn is the opposite of movement. Something can be described by this word if it ceases movement or if it calms down (i.e., wind, heat, cold, etc.).75 The word miskeen refers to the ones who have nothing, have a little that is insufficient, or are poor enough to limit their movement (i.e., made him saken).76 The word can also refer to the one who submitted with humility or modesty.77 Therefore, the two terms may have the same meaning: a person who is in need with different levels of neediness. Miskeen is more general in scope than faqir, and that is why it is used in the verses that are encouraging for repentance and atonement.

It is also notable that a miskeen can own something with value. In surat Al-Kahf, one sees that a group of masakeen owned a ship. “As for the ship, it belonged to Masakin (needy people) working in the sea” (Qur’an, Al-Kahf: 79).78 However, the two words, faqir and miskeen, have different meanings if they were mentioned in the same sentence. An example for that would be in surat At-Taubah: “As-Sadaqat (here it means zakat) are only for the Fuqara (poor), and Al-Masakin (the needy), and those employed to collect (the funds); and to attract the hearts of those who have been inclined (towards Islam); and to free the captives; and for those in debt; and for Allah’s Cause (i.e., for Mujahidun—those fighting in a holy battle), and for the wayfarer (a traveler who is cut off from everything); a duty imposed by Allah. And Allah is All-Knower, All-Wise” (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 60).79

Islamic scholars cite five sayings that describe the difference between faqir and miskeen. The first is that faqir is the one in need who does not ask other people for help. Miskeen is the one in need who requests help. The second is that the faqir is the one in need who has some kind of a permanent sickness or disability. Miskeen is the one in need who enjoys good health. The third is that faqir is the one in need who has emigrated, while the miskeen is the one in need who has not emigrated. The fourth is that the faqir is the one in need who is too weak to earn a living. The fifth is that the faqir is the one in need who is a Muslim, while the miskeen is the one in need who belongs to the people of the book (mainly Christians and Jews).80 Nevertheless, it seems more likely that the first is more accurate than the rest, as the word miskeen includes in its meaning submission and humility, which is the case when someone requests help from another.

It is important to notice that not every miskeen requests help from other people, and not every faqir forbids himself or herself from asking people for help. In addition, identifying a difference between the two words is valid only if both were mentioned in the same sentence. Otherwise, they can carry the same meaning. Therefore, the “poor” is defined as anyone who needs assistance. The “poor” who deserve material help are the ones who do not have enough to sustain themselves and their dependants. However, in a larger sense, all people are poor if one acknowledges that all people are in need of God’s help.

Causes of Poverty


Lack of Taqwa (“Piety”)

The meaning of Taqwa is to forbid oneself from acting in a way that shows less glorifying of Allah.81 According to the Islamic tradition, one of the most important reasons for poverty is not to fear Allah in one’s behavior. The fear of Allah is not to be afraid of Him; it is piety. It is the fear not to obey Him82: “And whosoever fears Allah and keeps his duty to Him, He will make a way for him to get out (from every difficulty). And He will provide him from (sources) he never could imagine” (Qur’an, At-Talaq: 2, 3).83 Al-Razi states that whoever becomes patient doing Allah’s orders and feared Him by protecting himself from doing what he forbade him to do, then that one will be under Allah’s protection; no one can cause harm to him. Allah created His creation to worship Him: “And I (Allah) created not the jinn84 and mankind except that they should worship Me (Alone)” (Qur’an, Adh-Dhariyat: 56). Whoever fulfilled his duty to Allah, then Allah is more honorable than not to fulfill his promise to protect him.85 Ibn Katheer has taught that the rizq will come to him from a place where he had never thought about.86 The Qur’an is clear: “And if the people of the towns had believed and had the Taqwa (piety), certainly, We should have opened for them blessings from the heaven and the earth, but they denied (the Messengers). So We took them (with punishment) for what they used to earn (polytheism and crimes)” (Qur’an, Al-Araf: 96).87 Al-Shawkani has taught that if they become pious and keep themselves from doing that which is forbidden, Allah will bestow on them the blessings of the sky and the earth.88


Absence of Repentance

Allah speaks in the Qur’an, “I said (to them): ‘Ask forgiveness from your Lord, Verily, He is Oft-Forgiving; He will send rain to you in abundance. And give you increase in wealth and children, and bestow on you gardens and bestow on you rivers’” (Qur’an, Nuh: 10–12).89 Al-Bagawi has taught that when Noah’s people kept on not believing in him, Allah did not send them rain, and He made their wives not to carry children. Noah asked his neighbors to repent and ask God for forgiveness so Allah would send rain in abundance.90 The Prophet Hud also asked his people to ask Allah for forgiveness and repent to him: “And O my people! Ask forgiveness of your Lord and then repent to Him, He will send you (from the sky) abundant rain, and add strength to your strength, so do not turn away as Mujrimun (criminals, disbelievers in the Oneness of Allah)” (Qur’an, Hud: 52).91 Al-Niysabori indicates that the reason that he asked his people to repent and ask forgiveness is not only to gain happiness in this life but to gain happiness in the Day of Judgment as well.92


Not Trusting Allah

Trust in Allah is Al-Tawakol, and as mentioned earlier, the Prophet said that if people truthfully trust God, then God will provide them with their needs according to his wisdom: “Can’t you see that He provides birds? They leave their nests and fly hungry, then they come back full.”93 However, a person should use all the means possible to gain and maintain what Allah has given him or her. In surat Al-kahf, God is telling us the story of Dhul-Qarnain94: “Verily, We established him in the earth, and We gave him the means of everything. So he followed a way” (Qur’an, Al-kahf: 84, 85).95 In this story, Al-Tabari has taught that Allah gave Dhul-Qarnain a branch of knowledge about everything. So, he followed what God had given him and went throughout the world.96 Al-Razi agrees with Al-Tabari. However, Al-Razi wrote that when Allah gave Dhul-Qarnain that knowledge, he combined it with all the means and reasons that enabled him to achieve his goals.97


Cutting Family Ties

Caring and connecting with family members is one way that may increase one’s wealth and gain the individual a happy long life. In addition, it is also a way to keep one’s memory alive and give the chance for the living family members to ask Allah for forgiveness on his behalf after death. The Prophet declares that whoever wants Allah to increase his rizq and to be remembered should remain connected with family members (i.e., keep good relations with relatives).98


Defying Allah

In the Qur’an, Allah asserts, “And (remember) when your Lord proclaimed: ‘If you give thanks (by accepting Faith and worshipping none but Allah), I will give you more (of My Blessings); but if you are thankless (i.e., disbelievers), verily My punishment is indeed severe.’” (Qur’an, Ibrahim: 7).99 Being thankful to God is to obey Him.100 Obeying God is a way of showing that one is thankful for the guidance that He has given to him. Following His guidance will lead one to succeed in this life and in the life hereafter. In addition, Allah promised that if one becomes thankful, that person will increase in grace even more.101


Remaining Unmarried

Ibn Abbass thought that Allah wanted and encouraged humans, free or slaves, to be married, and he promised that wealth is to be had in marriage.102 In the Qur’an, Allah says, “And marry those among you who are single (i.e., a man who has no wife and the woman who has no husband) and (also marry) the Salihun (pious, fit, and capable ones) of your (male) slaves and maid-servants (female slaves). If they are poor, Allah will enrich them out of His bounty. ‘Allah is All-Sufficient for His creatures’ needs, All-Knowing (about the state of the people)’” (Qur’an, An-Nur: 32).103


Restraint from Spending in Allah’s Cause

Giving and helping the poor is a way to maintain one’s wealth: “Say: ‘Truly, my Lord enlarges the provision for whom He wills of His slaves, and (also) restricts (it) for him, and whatsoever you spend of anything (in Allah’s Cause), He will replace it. And He is the Best of providers’” (Qur’an, Saba: 32).104 Whatever one spends to help one’s family, relatives, or any person in need will be replaced by Allah. In addition, Allah will reword one in the Day After for the good deed.105 The Prophet also said that wealth will never decrease because of sadaqah (charity).106 The Prophet also said that Allah said, O son of Adam, spend and I will spend on you.107 That is, Allah gives an assurance to those who spent their wealth to help others that He will give them more. On the other hand, the Prophet warned those who restrain from giving the zakat that Allah will cause them to live in poverty.108


Following the Steps of the Satan

The Qur’an states that “Shaitan (Satan) threatens you with poverty and orders you to commit fahsha (evil deeds, illegal sexual intercourse, sins); whereas Allah promises you Forgiveness from Himself and Bounty, and Allah is All-Sufficient for His creatures’ needs, All-Knower” (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 268).109 Al-Tabari teaches that Satan promises those who give zakat or sadaqah with poverty; they will become poor if they keep spending their wealth helping others.110 This passage shows that one of the main reasons of poverty is that Satan influences people not to give to the poor. He threatens the wealthy by throwing a fear into their hearts that they will be poor if they keep on giving. According to Al-Razi, Satan starts by advising the wealthy not to spend what is good or valuable so that they will not become poor. Then if a person listens to him, Satan will ask him to hold more and more until he stops giving altogether.111 In other words, Satan will ask the wealthy not to take the responsibility of helping the poor using a step-by-step method. Doing that will increase the levels of poverty and keeps the wealthy from trying to help the poor. That is why Allah warned the believers in surat An-Nur: “O you who believe! Follow not the footsteps of Shaitan (Satan). And whosoever follows the footsteps of Shaitan (Satan), then, verily, he commands Al-Fahsah” (Qur’an, An-Nur: 21).112

Solving the Problem of Poverty

To solve the problem of poverty is to avoid the causes of poverty mentioned above. However, not every Muslim is following the teachings of Islam in a perfect way. In addition, some are not Muslims, and they do not believe that the teachings of Islam are from God. In both cases, the Islamic tradition encourages Muslims to help the poor, mainly through zakat and sadaqah. Therefore, charity, both zakat and sadaqah, became an important practice of Muslims receive assistance.

Sadaqah comes from the word sidq, which means “sincerity.” Giving sadaqah is a sign of sincerity of faith on the part of the person who gives it. Therefore, the general meaning of sadaqah includes zakat. In fact, zakat was initially called sadaqah because it is a verification of belief. That is why the Prophet said Al Sadaqah is an evidence.113 However, the two words came to be understood in different aspects. In the Qur’an, as well as in various hadith, zakat is called sadaqah. In surat At-Taubah, it reads, “Take Sadaqah (alms) from their wealth in order to purify them and sanctify them with it, and invoke Allah for them. Verily, your invocations are a source of security for them; and Allah is All-Hearer, All-Knower” (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 103).114 When the Prophet was teaching his companions about the amount of wealth they should own before giving zakat, he said that if you own less than five ounces,115 you do not have to give sadaqkah.116 In contemporary practice, people refer to the voluntary or the extra giving to the poor as sadaqah and the obligatory giving to the poor as zakat.


Zakat

The word zakat comes from an Arabic root that means “to purify,” and the zakat payment is a reason for the purification of the wealth and the self. Further, the word zakat in Islamic law refers to the amount of wealth that a Muslim should give to one or more of the eight groups according to the verse in surat At-Taubah, “As-Sadaqat (here it means zakat) are only for the Fuqara (poor), and Al-Masakin (the needy), and those employed to collect (the funds); and to attract the hearts of those who have been inclined (towards Islam); and to free the captives; and for those in debt; and for Allah ‘s Cause (i.e., for Mujahidun—those fighting in a holy battle), and for the wayfarer (a traveler who is cut off from everything); a duty imposed by Allah. And Allah is All-Knower, All-Wise” (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 60).117 Zakat is obligatory for those who own a certain amount of wealth that they have managed to save for one year. In other words, if a Muslim is an adult, “free, and with a sound mind,” and kept a certain amount of wealth as savings for one year,118 then by the end of that year, he or she must give zakat if the wealth he or she kept exceeded a certain amount. For those who are under age or with a mental disability, the one who is responsible for them is responsible to give the zakat on their behalf if the conditions are applied.

The word zakat can also be used to describe the action of taking the amount of zakat and giving it to one or more than one of the eight groups. It is obligatory, and Allah warned those who do not give that they would face a severe punishment.119 In the Qur’an, Allah said, “And let not those who covetously withhold of that which Allah has bestowed on them of His Bounty (wealth) think that it is good for them (and so they do not pay the obligatory zakat). Nay, it will be worse for them; the things which they covetously withheld shall be tied to their necks like a collar on the Day of Resurrection. And to Allah belongs the heritage of the heavens and the earth; and Allah is Well-Acquainted with all that you do” (Qur’an, Al-Imran: 180).120 Despite the need of the eight above-mentioned recipients, zakat is not voluntary. It is imposed as a commandment from God. Therefore, payment of zakat is a declaration of belief and obedience aside from being merely an expression of sympathy toward others.

The amount of zakat mainly depends on the amount saved and on the type of one’s wealth. Zakat is to be given only to eight groups. Among them is the faqir, miskeen, slaves,121 those in debt, and travelers who were cut off from everything. This verse shows that it is obligatory for a Muslim community to take care of those who are in need. In fact, if they did not help persons in need, the appointed governor of the city in which they live has the right to take the zakat and distribute it to those in need. The purpose is to show that if the people choose not to help others, it is the responsibility of the community’s ruler to force them to do their duty toward their community.

Obviously, these groups are not based only on financial needs. The purpose of zakat is to strengthen the relation between community members. That community may include recent converts who need help and perhaps some compassion. It may include vulnerable travelers who lost all their wealth and their means of surviving. Therefore, zakat became compulsory and an obligation on all Muslims as one of the five pillars of Islam. To show its importance, it is frequently linked with performing prayers: “The Mosques of Allah shall be maintained only by those who believe in Allah and the Last Day; perform As-Salat (Iqamat-s-Salat), and give Zakat and fear none but Allah. It is they who are on true guidance” (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 18).122

The other kind of obligatory zakat is Zakat al-Fitr. It is also an act of charity that is required to be paid by the head of the family according to the number of dependants. It is paid to the poor by the end of the holy month of Ramadan. (Ramadan is the month in which Muslims are required to fast from sunrise until the sunset.) At the end of the month, Muslims celebrate the Eid al-Fitr festival. However, they are required to share food with those in need so they will enjoy the festival with them. Fasting during Ramadan is an obligatory matter for each member who can fast; it is an act of worship and one of the five pillars of Islam. During the month of Ramadan, Muslims show solidarity with the poor members of their community by sharing the experience of being hungry all day. This creates empathy with them and helps to reduce their pain and suffering as much as they can.


Sadaqah

Sadaqah came to be understood as voluntary charity in a broad sense. Both zakat and sadaqah contribute to the solidarity of the Muslim community and to its sense of well-being. Sadaqah not only includes giving material things to help others, but it includes every good action one does for others, as little as smiling when one greets them.123 Voluntary charity can take countless forms. It includes prayers or supplications from one person to another. It can be giving a large amount of money or giving as little as half a date (the fruit.) The Prophet taught that you may be shielded from the fires of Hell by giving as little as a half date.124 However, only one type of voluntary charity can keep producing rewards even after death. That is known as Sadaqah Jariyah. This kind of sadaqah is mentioned in one of the Prophet’s hadiths. This hadith shows that, in contrast to the normal voluntary charity that was given once, Sadaqah Jariyah keeps giving even after death.125

Early Muslims established a distinction between the two kinds of sadaqahs and called the latter waqf. In its basic form, a waqf includes an asset endowed for the benefit of a particular purpose. The purpose must be specified, usually in a written endowment deed registered with a judge, and the beneficiaries should be declared. Once constituted, the endowment is irrevocable and unalterable, and it cannot be sold or inherited. If it becomes unusable, then it can be sold, and the money it yields is to be used to establish a new waqf. In theory, waqf can be anything that can last for a long period, with or without maintenance. Waqf is usually made for the benefit of the poor, in particular poor relatives and family members, so rewards are gained by giving sadaqah and for establishing good connections with family members. However, it became more concentrated on building houses for people in need, building mosques, and food kitchens to serve the poor and travelers.


Hajj and Al-Adha Festival Sacrifices

The poor have a share in the sacrifice slaughtered during the hajj (the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca) each year. In surat Al-Hajj, Allah instructs, “That they may witness things that are of benefit to them (i.e., reward of hajj in the Hereafter, and also some worldly gain from trade), and mention the Name of Allah on appointed days (i.e., the l0th, 11th, 12th, and 13th days of Dhul-Hijjah), over the beast of cattle that He has provided for them (for sacrifice), [at the time of their slaughtering by saying: (Bismillah, Wallahu-Akbar, Allalhumma Minka wa Ilaik)]. Then eat thereof and feed therewith the poor having a hard time” (Qur’an, Al-Hajj: 28).126 In this verse, Allah says that it is obligatory to feed those in need. Al-Razi teaches that some say that eating from the sacrifice is obligatory. However, the majority of interpreters believe that the order in this verse is to show that it is preferred to eat from the animal you slaughtered. Al-Shafie said that it is preferable to eat from it. Yet, feeding the poor is obligatory.127 That includes sacrifices slaughtered in Mecca and the sacrifices slaughtered all over the world in celebration of the Al-Adha festival.


Booty

In surat Al-Anfal, Allah made a share for those in need:



And know that whatever of war-booty that you may gain, verily, one fifth of it is assigned to Allah, and to the Messenger (Muhammad), and to the near relatives [of the Messenger (Muhammad)], (and also) the orphans, Al-Masakin (the needy) and the wayfarer, if you have believed in Allah and in that which We sent down to Our slave (Muhammad) on the Day of criterion (between right and wrong), the Day when the “Vo forces met (the battle of Badr); and Allah is Able to do all things.” (Qur’an, Al-Anfal: 41)128

That can also be seen in surat Al-Hashr: “(And there is also a share in this booty) for the poor emigrants, who were expelled from their homes and their property, seeking Bounties from Allah and to please Him, and helping Allah (i.e., helping His religion) and His Messenger (Muhammad). Such are indeed the truthful (to what they say) (Qur’an, Al-Hashr: 8).129


Inheritance Distribution

For the poor and the distant relatives of the deceased, if they attend the gathering where the wealth of the deceased is to be distributed among those who have the right to inherit, it is recommended that they receive some of the wealth if it was abundant. Otherwise, speak with words of kindness if they are not to get any thing. However, some scholars believe that it is obligatory to share some of the wealth with the poor.130 In surat An-Nisa, the Qur’an records, “And when the relatives and the orphans and Al-Masakin (the needy) are present at the time of division, give them out of the property, and speak to them words of kindness and justice” (Qur’an, An-Nisa: 8).131


Penance

Giving to the poor is a way in which a person can repent. In many cases, Allah asked believers to give voluntary charity for those in need if a person committed a sin. The Prophet said that sadaqah in secrecy is to calm God’s wrath.132 Giving charity is also a way to compensate for the missing requirements that a person forgot to do or if he was unable to do them. In surat Al-Maidah, it states, “Allah will not punish you for what is unintentional in your oaths, but He will punish you for your deliberate oaths; for its expiation feed ten Masakin (needy persons), on a scale of the average of that with which you feed your own families, or clothe them or manumit a slave” (Qur’an, Al-Maidah: 89).133


The Right of Guests

In Islam, guests are entitled to stay a minimum of one day and one night. The word guest here refers to any person who is traveling who comes to a city or a town to take a rest or to visit, whether he is a relative or a stranger. It is his right to be received as a guest, and he can ask for it if he is not invited by those who can afford to receive him.134 In an ideal Muslim community, it is considered a great honor and a privilege to receive a guest, especially if he is a total stranger and needs help. Ibn Abaas said, He who becomes my guest is the most dear to me—who abandoned all others and chose to visit me. By Allah, even if a fly were to touch him, it would pain me. Al-Awzai135 was asked, how can one honor a guest? His answer was: By conversing with him in the best way you know how, and showing him how happy you are because of his visit.

Islam teaches Muslims to show their guests how honored they are by asking them to stay longer, to pray to Allah for him, and to wish them farewell when they intend to leave. If the guest accepted the invitation to stay for more than one day and one night, his host must continue to honor his stay. And If he was willing to stay for more than three days, the host should welcome him and consider that as charity. However, the guest must consider that he should not overstay one’s welcome, so as not to embarrass his host and not to become an expense to him. In fact, it is forbidden for a guest to stay more than three days if he knows that his host is not wealthy enough, if the guest knew that receiving him would cause difficulty to the host’s family, if he knew that his visit would cause distress, or if he knew that his visit would embarrass the host.

The Prophet Mohammed has taught, “Hospitality is for three days, and guest’s prize is one day and one night. Yet, it is forbidden for a Muslim to drive his host to sin. The companions asked, ‘O Prophet of Allah, how can he drive him to sin?’ The prophet answered, ‘By staying while his host is unable to entertain him.’”136 Al-Khattabi137 explained this hadith as saying that it is obligatory for the host to do his best to entertain his guest in the first day. He should offer him what is possible to make him comfortable. This is to include accommodation, food, and receiving him with happiness. During the second and third days, the minimum he can offer is what he normally would offer for his family. However, whatever he offers after the third day is considered as charity, and he can choose to keep receiving him or not.

Receiving a guest, especially if he is a traveler with no means of support, is ruled obligatory and encouraged for those who are able. The Prophet’s teaching is clear. He said, “A guest’s first night is a right to be given by each Muslim. And for whomever had the guest, it is a debt upon him, whether he wishes to pay or not.”138 He also said that for he who believes in Allah and the Day of Judgment, he should hospitably receive his guest. The guest’s prize is one day and one night. The guest’s hospitality is three days, and whatever exceeds three days is considered charity. However, it is forbidden for the guest to stay if it will embarrass his host.139

Many scholars, including Ibn Rajab, Ibn Hazm, Al-Shawkaani, and Abo Al-Tayeb Al-Abadi, were in agreement with Al Emam Ahmad ibn Hanbal and Al Emam Al-Layith ibn Saad when they ruled that honoring a guest is obligatory. They relied on the repeated teachings of the Prophet as it is mentioned in the previous narrations. They also added that a guest is permitted to ask for his right if the people who are living in a community did not offer it voluntarily. They concluded their ruling depending on what the Prophet had said: “If you reached a community and they ordered you what should be ordered for a guest, then accept it. However, if they did not, then take the guest’s right that they were supposed to offer.”140 Ebn Abd El-Baar wrote that hospitality is a right to be taken from those who live in the Badeyah (people who live in deserts) or Haderah (people who live in cities.)

Prophetic Guidance in Dealing with the Poor and the Problem of Poverty

While he was the effective leader of the newly born Muslim community, the Prophet gave multiple directions teaching his followers on how to deal with the poor and the problem of poverty. These directions were not limited to verbal rulings and recommendations; they included practical examples as well. The Prophet paid more attention to the poor because they were the most vulnerable members of the community. He urged the faithful to do their best to help the poor, to protect their pride, self-respect, dignity, and their well-being. In addition, he introduced a system in which he taught the poor how to deal with their situation intellectually, psychologically, and socially.


Poverty and the Idea of Predestination

Allah created every living creature in this world and guaranteed to provide them with their needs according to His wisdom: “And no moving (living) creature is there on earth but its provision is due from Allah. And He knows its dwelling place and its deposit (in the uterus, grave). All is in a Clear Book (Al-Lauh-Al-Mahfuz—the Book of Decrees with Allah)” (Qur’an, Hud: 6).141 He is the ultimate provider who prepared our earth to be ready for those who are willing to harvest what Allah had ordained for them. “He it is Who has made the earth subservient to you (i.e., easy for you to walk, to live and to do agriculture on it); so walk in the paths thereof and eat of His provision. And to Him will be the Resurrection” (Qur’an, Al-Mulk: 15).142 However, Allah gave some more than others, according to his wisdom: “Do they not know that Allah enlarges the provision for whom He wills, and straitens it (for whom He wills). Verily, in this are signs for a folk who believe!” (Qur’an, Az-Zumar: 52).143 In fact, the Qur’an teaches that it is a necessity to have that difference. Allah has explained that seeming inequity by saying, “Is it they who would portion out the Mercy of your Lord? It is We Who portion out between them their livelihood in this world, and We raised some of them above others in ranks, so that some may employ others in their work. But the Mercy (Paradise) of your Lord (O Muhammad) is better than the (wealth of this world) which they amass” (Qur’an, Az-Zukhruf: 32).144

According to Islamic teachings, believing in predestination is one of the Six Pillars of Iman (Faith). The Prophet paid more attention to teach his companions that concept and, in particular, those who endure difficulties. He taught that accepting what Allah is providing for one will make that person feel satisfied, just like the most wealthy.145 Knowing that, what Allah had ordained for one is sufficient and will make one feel satisfied. This makes a person wealthy; when a person feels satisfied and contented, it makes no difference whether he is actually rich or poor.

He also advised the poor to consider those who are suffering and living in more difficult circumstances than theirs. Comparing themselves with those who are wealthy will make them belittle what Allah gave them. In turn, this may lead them not to value all the other gifts Allah has given to them (i.e., health, knowledge, children, etc.) In addition, the Prophet taught that, for better or worse, it is always a blessing for those who believe. If a believer is blessed by joy, then he will become grateful to Allah. And if he suffers from an ordeal, then he will not lose patience, and that is a form of blessing.146


Being Poor Is “Good News”

The Prophet gave the poor many promises that could help them psychologically. He gave them a sense of “good news” in telling them that, in the Isra and Mi’raj journey, he saw the poor and needy forming the majority of the Paradise dwellers.147 And Allah has informed those who will be in Paradise: “The fruits in bunches whereof will be low and near at hand. Eat and drink at ease for that which you have sent on before you in days past!” (Qur’an, Al-Haqqqah: 23, 24).148 They will also to be the first to drink from the Prophet’s pool, a pool whose water was descried to be “whiter than milk and sweeter than honey”; once a person drinks from it, he will never feel thirst ever.149 Not only that, but they are the first to enter Paradise.150 In addition, the Prophet taught that being poor is not an indication that shows disgrace or shame. In fact, being wealthy or poor is a trial to examine faith: “As for man, when his Lord tries him by giving him honour and bounties, then he says (in exultation): ‘My Lord has honoured me.’ But when He tries him by straitening his means of life, he says: ‘“My Lord has humiliated me!’” (Qur’an, Al-Fajr: 15, 16).151

According to Islamic teachings, there is no doubt that the Prophet is the most honorable person. Yet, he lived his life without accumulating wealth. His companion, Omar, noted that the Prophet [in many occasions] had spent a whole day without food. He could not even find dried dates to fill his stomach.152 Even his wife, Aisha, mentioned that when the Prophet passed away, there was no meat in my house. What he left for me [to eat] was a small quantity of barley.153 Wealth is not the sign God uses to evaluate or honor one of his creation.


Respected Community Members

Living in poverty is not a sign showing that this group of people has less faith or is not favored by Allah. In fact, the Prophet teaches that they should be more respected and honored by the other members of the community. They are usually the closest to Allah and more sincere in their worship. On many occasions, the Prophet emphasized their value and their devotion. The Prophet said that they are the reason for God’s blessing.154 They should be honored, and the community should respect their feelings. To show that in a practical way, the Prophet used his father-in-law as an example to teach Muslims how to protect the emotional state of the poor. He wanted to indicate that whatever your intention or status, it is not an excuse for you not to consider the feelings of the weakest members in your community. In a narration mentioned in Sahih Al-Bukhari, Abo Baker—the Prophet’s father-in-law—rebuked three of the poor because they talked harshly to the leader of Makkah: Abo Sufiyan. Later, he told the Prophet about that incident. The Prophet told him, what you have done might have made them annoyed. And if they were annoyed, then Allah will not be pleased. Abu Baker went back to them and asked for forgiveness. They were pleased, and they prayed for him to be forgiven.155

To encourage the Islamic community to deal with the poor with justice and respect, the Prophet gave practical examples showing that being poor is not a reason for the community to deny the poor their rights. They have the right to be respected and to receive support, and if they are qualified, they should be given a chance to serve their community. Among the poor who were chosen by the Prophet to serve their community was Abo Hurairah. He was given the responsibility to distribute sadaqah (charity). Bilal ibn Rabah was trusted to collect charity and was the first to stand over the Kaaba, the building at the center of Islam’s most sacred mosque, to call for prayers. Muath ibn Jabal was appointed as an army leader. In addition, the Prophet appointed Abd Allah ibn Umm Maktum, who was poor and blind by birth, to act in his place when he left Medina to participate in battles.


A Work Ethic

Given that the community is required to assist and respect the poor, people should not abuse the system. While the poor are permitted to use the help they need, the Prophet encouraged them to try and find a way to support themselves. He taught that, unless they are unable to work, they are required to do their best to sustain themselves. To encourage them, the Prophet promised Paradise for those in need who refrain themselves from asking for assistance.156 He also taught that working is not degrading.

Allah chose the most honorable and pious to be his prophets. At the same time, they earned their living by working. In fact, many prophets were shepherds,157 David was metal fabricator, and Zechariah was a carpenter; that did not affect their status. The Prophet warned that whoever asks for money just to accumulate it, that person is asking for embers; take as little or as much you want.158 The Prophet also warned those who abuse the system that they would be exposed: “Whoever owns what is sufficient for him and asks people for help is to come [in the Day of Judgment] with what he gathered like wounds and bruises on his face.”159

Summary

In Islam, one of God’s names is al-Adil (the Just). Islamic scholars such as Al-Shawkani teach that God is just; therefore, He has ordained to some of his people what is sufficient for thousands, yet they have responsibility toward those in need. It is true that God created a difference among his creation by giving wealth for some more than others. However, He compensates those who are not wealthy by giving them different types of rizq, such as health, children, knowledge, understanding, body strength, or appearances, or maybe his rizq for them is spiritual.

In addition, those who live in poverty in this world will be rewarded greatly on the Day of Resurrection. Wealth is a test of faith for the wealthy, and what the poor are suffering in this life is also a test for their faith. The Prophet told his companions that on the Day of Judgment, a nonbeliever man who was the wealthiest on the earth and did not suffer or struggle with any difficulty his entire life will be brought and immersed in the Hellfire. Then he will be taken out and asked, “Have you ever seen a good day in your life?” The man will answer: “No, by Allah I did not see a good day in my life.” Then a believer who was the most miserable man in the earth would be brought and immersed in Paradise. Then he will be taken out and asked, “Have you ever seen a miserable day in your life?” The man will reply, “No, by Allah I did not see a miserable day in my life.”160

In Islam, it is obligatory for the community to help those in need. In addition, those who need help are not considered to be less than others who own wealth. Islam introduced an understanding of charity as an act that benefits the individual who gives charity, and by so doing, it helps to solve the problem of poverty. In fact, the wealthy need the poor to purify their wealth and themselves personally. Giving money and offering help are not acts to show generosity; rather, they are obligations. For the poor, it is their right in the community to receive a share of what Allah has given to the wealthy. Islamic teachings make it the responsibility of the wealthy to give zakat to eight groups of people in need. The wealthy person is responsible in God’s sight to make certain to find a member or members of these eight groups to give them their right of the wealth that God has given to him. In so doing, that protects the dignity of those in need who are too shy or unable to ask others for help.

It may seem that the teachings of Islam make the poor merely recipients of charity. But a closer look demonstrates that the teachings of Islam regarding charity is an attempt to solve a past, present, or future problem. The purpose of charity in Islam is to assist people who are unable to earn their livings for a variety of reasons. In addition, Islamic teachings allow those who are temporarily unable to earn their livings to receive assistance from their community neighbors. At the same time, the teaching of Islam shows that working and eating from one’s own earning is more blessed than taking from what others give. Every person is encouraged to work and to do his or her best to earn a living rather than asking for other people’s help. In Sahih Al-Bukhari, the Prophet said, “It is better to gather firewood and carry it on your back than asking some one for help. That one might give you, yet, he may not.”161 And he said that none has eaten better and more blessed food than that food which was earned because of one’s hand labor. The prophet Dawood (“David”) was eating from his hand labor.162

In addition, Islam recommends that people work and earn their livings so they can help others and become providers, instead of merely being receivers. Even the poor who have nothing to give can perform that duty and become providers. The minimum one can do is to give as little as a half a date (the fruit), or maybe give a sadaqah by planting a seed where it will grow and then be eaten by a human or an animal.163 Every person is encouraged to work within his abilities. However, if a person was unable to work, it is the responsibility of the community to assist him. To inspire those who are able to help, the Prophet teaches that Allah will reward those who attempt to help widows and the poor as he will reward warriors or those who pray all night and fast during the day.164



Primary Documents


Sources Illustrating Islamic Concern for the Poor

Al-Baqarah

O you who believe! Spend of the good things which you have (legally) earned, and of that which We have produced from the earth for you, and do not aim at that which is bad to spend from it, (though) you would not accept it save if you close your eyes and tolerate therein. And know that Allah is Rich (Free of all needs), and Worthy of all praise. Shaitan (Satan) threatens you with poverty and orders you to commit Fahsha’ (evil deeds, illegal sexual intercourse, sins); whereas Allah promises you Forgiveness from Himself and Bounty, and Allah is All-Sufficient for His creatures’ needs, All-Knower. He grants Hikmah to whom He pleases, and he, to whom Hikmah is granted, is indeed granted abundant good. But none remember (will receive admonition) except men of understanding. And whatever you spend for spendings (e.g., in sadaqah—charity for Allah’s cause) or whatever vow you make, be sure Allah knows it all. And for the Zalimun (wrongdoers) there are no helpers. If you disclose your Sadaqat (alms-giving), it is well; but if you conceal them and give them to the poor, that is better for you. (Allah) will expiate you some of your sins. And Allah is Well-Acquainted with what you do. (Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 267–271)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 54–55. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

At-Taubah

And of them are some who accuse you (O Muhammad) in the matter of (the distribution of) the alms. If they are given part thereof, they are pleased, but if they are not given thereof, behold! They are enraged. Would that they were contented with what Allah and His Messenger gave them and had said: “Allah is Sufficient for us. Allah will give us of His Bounty, and so will His Messenger (from alms). We implore Allah (to enrich us).” As-Sadaqat (here it means zakat) are only for the Fuqara’ (poor), and Al-Masakin (the needy), and those employed to collect (the funds); and to attract the hearts of those who have been inclined (towards Islam); and to free the captives; and for those in debt; and for Allah’s Cause (i.e., for Mujahidun—those fighting in a holy battle), and for the wayfarer (a traveler who is cut off from everything); a duty imposed by Allah. And Allah is All-Knower, All-Wise. (Qur’an, At-Taubah: 58–60)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 218–219. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

Hud

(Saying) worship none but Allah. Verily, I (Muhammad) am to you from Him a warner and a bringer of glad tidings. And (commanding you): “Seek the forgiveness of your Lord, and turn to Him in repentance, that He may grant you good enjoyment, for a term appointed, and bestow His abounding Grace to every owner of grace (i.e., the one who helps and serves the needy and deserving, physically and with his wealth, and even with good words). But if you turn away, then I fear for you the torment of a Create Day (i.e., the Day of Resurrection). To Allah is your return, and He is Able to do all things.” No doubt! They did fold up their breasts, that they may hide from Him. Surely, even when they cover themselves with their garments, He knows what they conceal and what they reveal. Verily, He is All-Knower of the (innermost secrets) of the breasts. And no moving (living) creature is there on earth but its provision is due from Allah. And He knows its dwelling place and its deposit (in the uterus, grave). All is in a Clear Book (Al-Lauh-Al-Mahfuz—the Book of Decrees with Allah). (Qur’an, Hud: 2–6)


Source: The Noble Quran. Translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 246. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

An-Nahl

And Allah sends down water (rain) from the sky, then He revives the earth therewith after its death. Verily, in this is a sign (clear proof) for a people who listen (obey Allah). And verily, in the cattle, there is a lesson for you. We give you to drink of that which is in their bellies, from between excretions and blood, pure milk; palatable to the drinkers. And from the fruits of date-palms and grapes, you derive strong drink and a goodly provision. Verily, therein is indeed a sign for a people who have wisdom. And your Lord inspired the bees, saying: “Take you habitations in the mountains and in the trees and in what they erect. Then, eat of all fruits, and follow the ways of your Lord made easy (for you).” There comes forth from their bellies, a drink of varying colour wherein is healing for men. Verily, in this is indeed a sign for a people who think. And Allah has created you and then He will cause you to die; and of you there are some who are sent back to senility, so that they know nothing after having known (much). Truly! Allah is All-Knowing, All-Powerful. And Allah has preferred some of you to others in wealth and properties. Then, those who are preferred will by no means hand over their wealth and properties to those (slaves) whom their right hands possess, so that they may be equal with them in respect thereof. Do they then deny the Favour of Allah? (Qur’an, An-Nahl: 65–71)


Source: The Noble Quran. Translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 303–304. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

Ash-Shura

And He it is Who accepts repentance from His slaves, and forgives sins, and He knows what you do. And He answers (the invocation of) those who believe (in the Oneness of Allah—Islamic monotheism) and do righteous good deeds, and gives them increase of His Bounty. And as for the disbelievers, theirs will be a severe torment. And if Allah were to enlarge the provision for His slaves, they would surely rebel in the earth, but He sends down by measure as He wills. Verily, He is, in respect of His slaves, Well-Acquainted, All-Seer (of things that benefit them). And He it is Who sends down the rain after they have despaired, and spreads His Mercy. And He is the Wali (Helper, Supporter, Protector, Lord), the Worthy of all Praise. And among His Ayat (proofs, evidences, lessons, signs, etc.) is the creation of the heavens and the earth, and whatever moving (living) creatures He has dispersed in them both. And He is All-Potent over their assembling (i.e., resurrecting them on the Day of Resurrection after their death, and dispersion of their bodies) whenever He wills. And whatever of misfortune befalls you, it is because of what your hands have earned. And He pardons much. (Qur’an, Ash-Shura: 25–30)


Source: The Noble Quran. Translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 538–539. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

Adh-Dhariyat

Verily, the Muttaqun (the pious) will be in the midst of Gardens and Springs (in Paradise). Taking joy in the things which their Lord has given them. Verily, they were before this Muhsinun (good-doers). They used to sleep but little by night [invoking their Lord (Allah) and praying, with fear and hope]. And in the hours before dawn, they were (found) asking (Allah) for forgiveness. And in their properties there was the right of the Sa’il (the beggar who asks) and the Mahrum (the poor who does not ask others). And on the earth are signs for those who have Faith with certainty. And also in your own selves. Will you not then see? And in the heaven is your provision, and that which you are promised. Then by the Lord of the heaven and the earth, it is the truth (i.e., what has been promised to you), just as it is the truth that you can speak. (Qur’an, Adh-Dhariyat: 15–23)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 577–578. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

And I (Allah) created not the jinn and mankind except that they should worship Me (Alone). I seek not any provision from them (i.e., provision for themselves or for My creatures) nor do I ask that they should feed Me (i.e., feed themselves or My creatures). Verily, Allah is the All-Provider, Owner of Power, the Most Strong. (Qur’an, Adh-Dhariyat: 56–58)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 580–581. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

At-Talaq

O Prophet! When you divorce women, divorce them at their ‘lddah (prescribed periods) and count (accurately) their ‘Iddah (periods). And fear Allah your Lord (O Muslims). And turn them not out of their (husband’s) homes nor shall they (themselves) leave, except in case they are guilty of some open illegal sexual intercourse. And those are the set limits of Allah. And whosoever transgresses the set limits of Allah, then indeed he has wronged himself. You (the one who divorces one’s wife) know not it may be that Allah will afterward bring some new thing to pass (i.e., to return her back to you if that was the first or second divorce). Then when they are about to attain their term appointed, either take them back in a good manner or part with them in a good manner. And take as witness two just persons from among you (Muslims). And establish the testimony for Allah. That will be an admonition given to him who believes in Allah and the Last Day. And whosoever fears Allah and keeps his duty to Him, He will make a way for him to get out (from every difficulty). And He will provide him from (sources) he never could imagine. And whosoever puts his trust in Allah, then He will suffice him. Verily, Allah will accomplish his purpose. Indeed Allah has set a measure for all things. (Qur’an, At-Talaq: 2,3)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 622–623. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

Al-Mulk

Verily, those who fear their Lord unseen (i.e., they do not see Him, nor His punishment in the Hereafter), theirs will be forgiveness and a great reward (i.e., Paradise). And (whether) you keep your talk secret or disclose it, verily, He is All-Knower of what is in the breasts (of men). Should not He Who has created know? And He is the Most Kind and Courteous (to His slaves), the Well-Acquainted (with everything). He it is Who has made the earth subservient to you (i.e., easy for you to walk, to live and to do agriculture on it); so walk in the paths thereof and eat of His provision. And to Him will be the Resurrection. Do you feel secure that He, Who is over the heaven (Allah), will not cause the earth to sink with you, and then it should quake? Or do you feel secure that He, Who is over the heaven (Allah), will not send against you a violent whirlwind? Then you shall know how (terrible) has been My Warning. And indeed those before them denied (the Messengers of Allah), then how terrible was My denial (punishment)? Do they not see the birds above them, spreading out their wings and folding them in? None upholds them except the Most Gracious (Allah). Verily, He is All-Seer of everything. Who is he besides the Most Gracious that can be an army to you to help you? The disbelievers are in nothing but delusion. Who is he that can provide for you if He should withhold His provision? Nay, but they continue to be in pride, and (they) flee (from the truth). (Qur’an, Al-Mulk: 12–21)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 628. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.

Al-Fajr

As for man, when his Lord tries him by giving him honour and bounties, then he says (in exultation): “My Lord has honoured me.” But when He tries him by straitening his means of life, he says: “My Lord has humiliated me!” Nay! But you treat not the orphans with kindness and generosity (i.e., you neither treat them well, nor give them their exact right of inheritance)! And urge not one another on the feeding of Al-Miskin (the needy)! And you devour the inheritance all with greed. And you love wealth with much love. Nay! When the earth is ground to powder. And your Lord comes with the angels in rows. And Hell will be brought near that Day. On that Day will man remember, but how will that remembrance (then) avail him? He will say: “Alas! Would that I had sent forth (good deeds) for (this) my life!” So on that Day none will punish as He will punish. And none will bind (the wicked, disbelievers and polytheists) as He will bind. (Qur’an, Al-Fajr: 15,26)


Source: The Noble Quran, translated by Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Khan, 1427 A.H., 676. Distributed by Dar-us-Salam Publications, Houston, TX. Available at http://dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran.



Notes

  1. Jinn, sometimes written “Djinn” in English, is a generic noun for a group of God’s creation. The word is plural, and Jinni is the singular. It is taken from Ijtinan, meaning “concealed” or “covered.” They are called Jinn because they are covered; they cannot be seen by humans. Zain Al-Deen Mohammad Al-Hanafi Al-Razi, Mokhtar Al Sehah, edited by Yousif Al Shick Mohammad (Beirut: Al Maktaba Al Asreyah, 1999), 66.

  2. Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Muhammad Muhsin Khan, Translation of the Meanings of the Noble Qur’an in the English Language (Madinah: King Fahd Complex, 1427 A.H.), 580.

  3. Usually translated as “chapter.” The Qur’an is divided into 114 surahs, arranged by descending length rather than chronological order. These were divided by early commentators into the Meccan and Medinan periods of Muhammad’s ministry.

  4. Mohammad Jareer Al-Tabari, Tafseer Al-Tabari (Jame’ Al Bayan An Taweel Ay Al Qur’an), edited by Abd Allah Abd Al-Mouhsin Al-Turky, 26 vols. (Giza: Dar Hajar, 2001), 1:385.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Poverty and the Poor in the Hindu, Jain, and Sikh Religions of India

John Arun Kumar

It is common knowledge that poverty and religiousness coexist in Asia, the place of origin of all the major religions of the world. In southern Asia there are Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, and Zoroastrianism; in eastern Asia, there are Confucianism, Taoism, and Shintoism; and in western Asia, there are Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Among these religions, India is the birth place of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, and a host of traditional religions. The objective of this chapter is to give an explanatory introduction to the understanding of poverty and the poor in the three religions, or faiths, of Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism.

The focus here is on the conceptions of poverty in Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism. A tripartite typological classification of new religions based on their interaction with the world put forward by Roy Wallis seems to be useful in this discussion.1 Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism fall into this threefold broad classification of religions as world-embracing, world-negating, and world-accommodating religions, respectively. However, these are not water-tight categories. Accordingly, there are many views on poverty in these religions. These views could be classified broadly into three views based on the beliefs about poverty and consequential behaviors. The first view is that poverty is a social fact, and so it must be lived through or put up with. The second view is that poverty is bad, so it should be eradicated. The third view is that poverty is a virtue, something to be embraced. These views in each of the three religions will be discussed.

Max Weber’s thesis that the spirit of Protestant ethics and the growth of capitalism are directly proportional and his study on the relationship between ethics rooted in religions and their respective economiesare well-known.2 He wrote on Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism that “Indian religiosity, theoretically and practically, was the cradle of the most world denying form of religious ethic that the world has ever brought forth.”3 His views seem still relevant considering the present study.

The current discussion suggests that although there is religious sanction for the pursuit of prosperity, Hinduism’s practice of the caste system and a strong belief in the effects of karma bring their limitations on the pursuit of prosperity. Further, it suggests that Jainism and Sikhism, both opposed to the Hindu caste system, with their emphasis on individual spirituality based on detachment, equality, ethical living, and hard work, have an inverse relationship to poverty and the poor. On the one hand, the Jains seem to be the richest community, and on the other hand, Sikhs, with their emphasis on community, have no beggars among them.

The chapter is organized into three sections to discuss the three religions, respectively. The three religions share some of the same religious terminologies, such as dharma, karma, samsara, and so on, but with different meanings because of the differences in their philosophies and essentials.4 Hence, it becomes important to discuss each religion separately. In Indian history, Hinduism and Jainism have a longer history than Sikhism, which emerged in the 18th century. Hence, Hinduism is discussed first, followed by Jainism, and then Sikhism. Hinduism not only has a long history, but it has also been a dominant Indian metanarrative that offers general background for Jainism and, later, for Sikhism as well. Each section follows in order: a historical survey of the idea of poverty and identification of the poor in the texts of the tradition; a religious or theological or philosophical analysis; and, at the end of the chapter, a selection of primary sources to accompany the analysis.

Hinduism

Hinduism is not a monolithic religion but a conglomeration of varied traditions over 5,000 years.5 The Hindu caste system locates each Hindu in the hierarchical caste order. What could be said for one group of Hindus may not be true for others. Any generalization will still be very relative.6 The codified Saddarsanas, the six systems of philosophical schools, are catalogued under the tradition of astika, a belief in the Vedas, and they include both theistic traditions and atheistic traditions.7 Some scholars translate the term astika variously as theism, Brahmanism, or orthodoxy.8 At a popular level, the worship of gods and goddesses is a part of many Hindu settlements, mostly by caste.9 Lingayatism is a tradition formed around the 12th century as a result of the reformer Basavanna, who retained a belief in god while rejecting the caste system and its practices.10 Basavanna and his followers developed the Lingayatism’s own scripture in Kannada, a social system, and practices, which resulted in economic changes among them. This is likened to Weber’s thesis on Protestant ethics.11 Hence, it could be suggested that Hindu traditions in theory and practice are theistic in nature, which may or may not include a belief inthe Vedas, the Hindu caste system, and reincarnation as an important part of their understanding of life in general. The range of their understanding of the nature of reality in Hinduism includes atheism, monism, pantheism, dualism, qualified monism, monotheism, polytheism, and animism.

The literature on Hinduism covers Sanskrit literature, vernacular literature, andanthropological studies. The Hindu sacred literature includes a wide range of texts both in Sanskrit and vernacular languages. The Vedas are classified as Shruti (revealed) literature.12 These are four in number—Rig Veda, Sama Veda, Yajur Veda, and Atharva Veda—and each of them has four parts, namely, the Samhitas (contain mantras, verses used in liturgy); Brahmanas (contain texts of ritual exegesis); Aryanyakas (composed in the forest, are concluding parts of Brahmanas); and Upanishads (texts that develop the concerns of Aranyakas, explaining the true nature of reality and meaning of ritual).13 The Upanishadsinclude philosophical discourses about Ultimate Reality, Brahman.14 There are various pieces of literature that cover aspects auxiliary to Vedas known as vedangas (limbs of Vedas). They are Siksha (Phonetics), Vyakarana (Grammar), Chandas (Prosody), Nirutkta (Etymology), Jyotisa (Astrology), and Kalpa (Sacrificial Ritual).15 The later texts are classified as Smriti (remembered) literature.16 These include the two very popular epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata; the Shastras; the Puranas; and Trantra texts.17

The epic Ramayana portrays the ideals of dharma in terms of obedience and chastity, as exemplified in Prince Rama and Sita, his wife, amid various trials, including the abduction of Sita by Ravana, the enemy king, and Rama’s victory over him.18 The epic Mahabharata portrays the ideals of dharma in terms of duty andkarma in terms of retribution in its 100,000 slokhas (verses). It is a story of the Maha Bharata, the Great War between two kin royal families. Embedded in the epic is the famous Bhagavad Gita (Sacred Song), which has the teachings of the divine prince Krishna on dharma in terms of fulfilling caste duties and pursuing niskamakarma (disinterested self-service).19 Both the divine princes, Rama and Krishna are seen as two of the ten avartaras (incarnations) of the deity Vishnu.20

The Shastras are a group of literature that coversvaried topics, such as words and senses, grammar, cosmology, liberation, laws and duties, so on. On laws, Dharma Shastras are the religio-legal texts developed over centuries by Brahmans. Among these, Manu’s Dharma Shastra, or Manu Smriti, most importantly deals with dharma in terms of laws for various members of the Hindu caste system to live by. The Puranas are a group of literature that deals with mytho-ethical stories, which are many, among which 18 are treated as main. They deal with mythologies, stories, and teachings and are built on older sacred texts and used as illustrations of Hindu devotion and ethics. The many pieces of Trantra literature deal with ritual reversals as an extreme form of spirituality.

Some of the medieval saints whose devotions in vernacular languages are well-known. They are groups of Tamil poets, the Nayanars and Alvars; Hindi poets, Kabirand Tulasidas; and the Kannada poet Kanakadasa. The 12th-century reformer Basavanna’s Vachanas in the Kannada language are treated as sacred texts of Lingayats. Besides many others, there have been writings of the modern Hindu reformers, such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Rama Krishna Paramahamsa, Vivekananda, Mahatma Gandhi, Sarvepalli Radhakrishna, Aurobindo, and scores of other gurus, which have become a part of the Hindu sacred literature. There are various sacred pieces of literature that are still being produced with the growing number of deities, gurus, and new traditions.

Given the copious nature of Hindu literature, the focus in this chapter shall be limited to only some of those pieces of literature that are formative, reformative, and relevant for the purposes of the discussion on the idea of poverty and the poor in the Hindu society.


Historical Survey of the Idea of Poverty and the Poor in the Texts of Hindu Traditions

The Rig Veda, known to be the earliest Sanskrit text, discusses the divine origins of the varna, or caste system, which is suggested to be the precursor to the present caste system. The section “Purusha Sukta,” in the Rig Veda 10.90.11–12, extant from about 1500–2000 BCE, is believed to be the source text to explain the origins of the basic four varnas (castes) of the Hindu society based on the principle of hierarchical inequality in the Indian society.21 In the Vedic text, the people belonging to the four varnas are depicted to be born out of the ritually sacrificed god Purusha: the Brahmans from his head, the Kshatriyas from his shoulders, the Vaishyas from his thighs, and the Shudras from his feet. In their origin from the ritual sacrificial body parts of the primordial man, Purusha’s body, the hierarchy of the four castes is directly represented by passing from the head to the feet.22 The Shudra’s poverty is part of this divinely sanctioned social system, which is popularly discussed as the Hindu caste system.

Manu Smriti assigns duties to the four castes, known as varna-ashrama-dharma: scholarship and priestcraft to Brahmans; kingship and maintenance of the society to Kshatriyas; agriculture and trade to Vaishyas; and service for other three castes to Shudras (Manu Smriti 8.417, 10.96, 10.129; Mahabharata 12.60.28–29).23 Bhagavad Gita, popularized by Mahatma Gandhi and presently by ISKCON, emphasizes dharma in terms of regarding caste duties above all affections and performing them without self-interest. In these texts, each individual pursuing his caste duty is considered as his or her dharma, the religio-legal right. Those born outside of the varna system are classified as avarna. These are socially designated as the outcastes who are untouchables. Thus, the Hindu caste system is based on the notions of purity and pollution; the Brahman high castes are the purest ones, and the outcastes are the most polluted ones.24

Again, Manu Smriti’s stipulation is that an individual’s dharma (duty), especially for the Brahman caste, is to follow ashrama, which are the four statuses of life (Manu Smriti 2–6 ff.). The four subsequent statuses of life for an individual, mostly relevant to Brahmins, are that of the student, the householder, the forest dweller, and the ascetic. There are four aims of life for an individual known as purusharta: pursuit of dharma, kama, artha, and moksha.

Artha, to earn money and enjoy wealth, is the duty of a householder, the dominant group of the society.25 In this sense, praying for wealth and prosperity is proper. It is his duty, or dharma, to seek blessings of wealth and prosperity by praying to Ganesha, the god of auspiciousness; Laxmi, the goddess of wealth; or to her husband god, Vishnu, or any of the other deities, in addition to seeking blessings of success in their businesses and hard work. Similarly, seeking pleasure, kama, is a proper goal of life. Blessings are sought on such efforts as well. However, greed is seen as a sin. Likewise, failing to be charitable is also seen as accumulating bad karma.

The other three statuses of life of an individual, that is, the student status, the forest dweller status, and the ascetic status, are to be lived embracing a simple life. In general, for an individual, the ashrama code of conduct is a part of the familial social system rather than left to his or her individual choice. However, an individual can exercise his or her choice and choose to enter ascetic life early on in life, renouncing the comforts of life for simple living in the traditional sense.

The book Social Consciousness in Sanskrit Literature brings together the works of scholars in Sanskrit literature.26 In this work, the author shows how Kosambi’s work discusses that poverty was not a subject that the poets of the court wrote on. Their brief was to focus on exalting the royals who employed them, their excesses and their conquests. Designed to educate the princes in polity, statecraft, and ethics, Panchatantra stories present the stark realities of poverty in those times and offer solutions. One scholar suggests that these stories are secular in nature and do not privilege a fundamentalist group. Vernacular literature on poverty, both oral and written, belong to this genre. Kabir and other poets highlight the plight of the poor and the poverty of their times in their vernacular languages.

Literature in social sciences on the subject is growing. Christopher John Fuller, in his work on popular Hinduism, The Camphor Flame, has brought together ethnographical works of scholars on Hinduism from the time of Indian independence to 1992.27 Although Fuller has not particularly discussed poverty as a subject, he has discussed the understanding of “misfortune” in popular Hinduism, which is insightful.


Religious or Philosophical (Theological) Analysis—World-Embracing Worldview

On the whole, Hinduism is a world-embracing religion, and, hence, poverty is a misfortune. Emma Tomalin, concerning wealth and Hinduism, writes,



Within Hinduism a number of attitudes towards the accumulation of wealth are reflected. First, it is a legitimate aim for humans in terms of artha, one of the four “aims of life” (purusharthas): artha (wealth/material prosperity), dharma (duty/rules), kama (enjoyment) and moksha (spiritual liberation). Second, it is something that prevents people from realizing the highest goal of spiritual liberation (moksha—liberation from the cycle of rebirths, samsara), since wealth and other trappings of the material world play a part in binding the individual to future rebirths. However, there is also a sense in which material world means that one is more likely to achieve moksha) and understanding wealth as a virtue (that is, because it is a sign that one has done one’s dharma (duty) well in a previous life). Similar tensions can be found within other “world religions.”28

Within this understanding, poverty is perceived as a social fact to put up with, while efforts are to be made to alleviate the poor. Alongside this, poverty is perceived by the sufferers as the misfortune that needs to be eliminated. Ina later development, in the Hindu reformist school of thought, poverty is considered as a virtue to be embraced. Given the nature of Hinduism, its views on poverty could be many. However, all three views of the broad classification of poverty as already mentioned apply. Any of these views become more important compared to others for some time for some people, depending on their situations and circumstances. However, in comparison to Jainism and Sikhism, as noted above, Hinduism is on the whole a world-embracing religion.


Poverty Is a Social Fact

In Hinduism, poverty is seen as a social fact, and, hence, it has to be put up with. Its causes are rooted in its theistic worldview. In both textual and popular understandings, much of misfortune, it is generally believed, is caused by personified agencies, by divine anger, and much is caused by impersonal forces and by the effect of karma—human actions.29

Caste understood as jati (species or kind) is in vogue at a popular level, which includes, within the above varna classification, additional sub-castes and sub-sub-castes within each of the castes and the outcastes. However, there are claims made by each of the sub-castes or sub-sub-castes as to their higher positions in the Vedic classification of castes. Despite this, in any given region, there are local Hindu hierarchies recognized, and invariably the low castes and outcastes come at the bottom rung of the socioeconomic system.

There are limits in terms of work an individual can or cannot do by the virtue of his or her caste. An individual failing to fulfill caste duties amounts to sin.

As already noted, dharma for each individual is to follow his caste duty. Apart from this, he or she is to pursue the practices of piety, charity, and good deeds. Hospitality to strangers is a popular Indian tradition in which it is said, atithi devo bhava, the unexpected guest is God. He or she is required to honor other caste groups’ status and profession in his or her words and deeds. In this sense, a king’s role was to preserve the social caste hierarchy.

An individual from a caste group failing to fulfill his or her traditionally assigned caste duties throws society out of gear, and it is counted as adharma (sin). Similarly, if he or she, instead of fulfilling the assigned duties, chooses to do the duties assigned to other castes, that will also be counted as sin. For example, a Brahmin failing in his priestly duties to pursue duties assigned to other castes is looked down on by the society.

There are many beggars around, and some of them beg by crying out, “Dharma, dharma.” This word reminds the people about their social responsibility to be charitable to the poor and indirectly suggests to the giver that he or she will accumulate good karma by doing this beggar a good turn. In this traditional scheme of socioeconomic structure, poverty is the lot of the low caste and the outcastes.

Besides the divine institution of the caste system, there is also a belief that for some people poverty is sometimes ordained by the divine according to his or her sovereign will, purposes, play, or anger.30 One of the reasons for this is the belief that the divine puts his or her devotee’s faith to test.

Much of misfortune is also believed to be caused by impersonal forces and, by the effect of karma, human actions in successive rebirths.31 There is a strong belief in no caste mobility in the present life. In this understanding, it is more blessed to be born as a high caste than a low caste or an outcaste. However, Hindus believe that caste mobility is possible in successive births. This could be upward or downward mobility in the caste system based on the notions of divine ordination and the concept of karma.

An individual, who is believed to have preexisted and lived successive lives within the caste system, has no knowledge of his caste or karma (actions) in those earlier lives and therefore has no say in the choice of jati of his or her birth. It is believed that it is divinely ordained, that is, Brahma the creator or the impersonal creative force Vidhi foreordains this by writing on the forehead of each individual at his or her birth. Brahma alone has the knowledge about the previous births of an individual and his or her good or bad karmas. Hence, Brahma determines according to the karmic force the jati into which the individual should be born into, and this in turn determines the socioeconomic status of the individual. An individual’s birth within or outside the caste system, such as among the untouchables, or dalits, decides the social status of the individual. So traditional understanding is that if an individual is born into a low caste family, he is poor.

In this understanding, there is a belief that good karma cancels bad karma and depending on the intensity of the residual karma determines the future birth of an individual. A belief in eternity of soul and reincarnation is an important part of that understanding. Actions, both good and bad, performed in one life could result in consequences more importantly in the next life. It could cause good birth, that is, being born into a high caste family and being socially well-off, or bad birth, that is, being born into a caste lower than the present or into one of the lower forms of life, less than human.

In this understanding, an individual’s bad actions in the previous life are seen as the cause of an individual’s poverty in the present life. An individual can seek a better life in the next birth by choosing to perform good actions in the present life. In this sense, in the present life, someone born poor traditionally remains poor and could believe and hope for a better life in the future.

Such a religious understanding acts as an explanation for the poor to accept their present socioeconomic condition. This is unlike many cultures where there is a linear progressive view of time, where no such hope of future births is promised. Although society uses this understanding to explain the cause of poverty, the people practice charity to accumulate good karma and to ensure better birth for themselves in the next life. Empirical studies discuss how the presence of a jajamani system has increased the divide between the rich and the poor.


Poverty Is Something That Can Be Eliminated

In addition, there is also a belief in Hinduism that poverty is caused by individual actions in the present life, and hence the individual could exercise his or her choice of action and get rid of it. Premised on this, worldly asceticism emphasizes hard work and equality of individuals. Lingayatism has shown economic changes for good.32


Poverty as a Virtue

Mohandass Karmchand Gandhi saw poverty as a virtue and embraced it and propagated it.33 Gandhi changed many old Hindu beliefs with his teachings. He was a social reformer and taught that it is wrong to think that a poor person is only getting what he or she deserves. He believed that everyone is a part of God, and people should recognize that they share the same world and should care for one another. He taught that choosing a life of poverty to serve others is the best way to find God and fully comprehend the human condition.


Hindu Responses to Poverty


Traditional Responses to Poverty

Much of the traditional understanding based on the texts has been in vogue for centuries. Social hierarchies based on the caste system are ideologically opposed to equality and social justice. Social justice in a modern sense is a far cry.

Since the existence of the poor and poverty is by the divine ordination, there is hardly any objection to the presence of poverty. In the scheme of the caste system, on the basis of socioeconomic status, the alleviation of poverty among Brahmins depends on the generosity and goodwill of those belonging to other castes and especially to princely castes. The ruling castes and the business castes are to attend to the needs of the poor through their remunerations for services offered by the lower castes and through their charities.

By and large, as it is believed that it is divinely ordained for the lower castes to be poor, this may be one of the reasons as to why not much thought was traditionally given to develop huge economic schemes to alleviate the poor. This might appear as an overstatement in light of some exceptional examples of plenty in some kingdoms in the past. For instance, it is generally believed that precious stones were sold in heaps on the streets of the Vijayanagara kingdom in South India. This meant that there was no poverty, even among the lower castes. This example shows that the caste system could be free from poverty beside its socioeconomic hierarchical statuses. However, such examples remain as ideals from the past, and in reality, the issue of poverty remains across the Hindu world.


Reformist Response to Poverty

Mahatma Gandhi’s reformist view that “poverty is a virtue” had a profound effect on the treatment of the poor in India. There are now many charities set up for helping the poor in India, such as the Hindu Mission Hospital and Prison Fellowship India. These receive many donations from many Hindus—even those overseas will often send back money to help the poor.


Secular Governance

Fully aware of the social structural problems, India’s founding fathers have committed themselves to constitutionalism and democracy as a solution to the issue since Indian independence. The Indian state has put many policies and programs in place that have resulted in some changes in the society, but social justice becoming a reality for the vast majority of Indians from socially marginalized communities is still a long way off.34


Social Change in Hinduism

One of the key features of Hinduism has been that it keeps adding new developments without abandoning any of its acquired features from the past. Globalization accelerates this process, and now Hinduism has adapted some of latest developments in science and technology. Thus, the understanding and treatment of poverty in Hinduism has traditional approaches as well as some of the contemporary approaches. From her study, Tomalin notes that much literature about Hinduism and poverty tends to focus on its causes and on the relationship between poverty and the caste system, in particular, which continues to play a role in maintaining poverty and inequality.35 She further states,



While one cannot claim that poverty in India has been a product of the caste system alone, it has no doubt been an important factor in maintaining socio-economic inequalities in India for at least a couple of millennia. . . . The caste system has traditionally sustained a vision of society that is non-egalitarian. It comprises the hierarchical division of society into castes or jatis, historically linked to occupation, into which one is born according to actions in a previous life (karma). In particular, the caste system and the associated view that women are a lesser rebirth than men clearly present problems for the egalitarian values that drive modern development policies. The social ethics underlying the caste system are not just ideals projected by the Sanskrit texts but are actually manifest within the ordering of society.36

Emma’s conclusions on wealth, poverty, and Hinduism seem to be borne out in the scholarship from social sciences and economic studies.

Arvind Sharma, writing on “Hinduism and Poverty,” has suggested that the relationship between poverty and morality and Hinduism, when analyzed diachronically as well as synchronically, yields two perspectives.37 On this, Sharma suggests that the diachronic analysis shows that economics in the history of India had a glorious past that degenerated during colonial rule.38 Further, he suggests that synchronic analysis shows that the overarching templates of Hinduism and its understanding of the role of the state help frame the issue.39 He develops his discussion on the basis of the Manu Smṛti to argue that the lowest class, the Sudras, would fall into the high-risk group, and so also would include women.40 He proposes that the elimination of poverty and the alleviation of poverty are not dichotomized in traditional Hinduism based on resources and agency.41 Thus he has suggested that, according to Hinduism, the responsibility for removing poverty seems to rest on the individual, on others, and on the state.42

Sharma discusses the location of poverty in terms of the four purusharthas: dharma, artha, kama, and moksha.43 He writes that dharma, artha, and kama, are sought in order to prosper and be successful, whereas moksha is pursued by renouncing the world and living the life of poverty.44 He suggests two types of distinctions of poverty in Hinduism. The first distinction is that between voluntary and involuntary poverty.45 The second distinction is that between poverty and destitution.46 On this he writes,



Moksa, however, can also be sought while living in the world and this point has been much emphasized in modern Hinduism. It is nevertheless true that the pursuit of liberation or salvation is often carried out by renouncing the world and its comforts by adopting sannyasa.

This distinction between voluntary and involuntary poverty is also of relevance in the context of dharma or righteous living. While the pursuit of wealth as artha is certainly accepted, it was also thought that the more virtuous might nevertheless wish to lead an austere life as reflecting a higher level of personal morality. This comes out clearly in the lifestyle of Mahatma Gandhi, which upheld the dignity of poverty. . . .

Another important distinction in the context of Hinduism is that between poverty and destitution. It may not always be possible to remove poverty because it is a relative concept. But in destitution, in the form of lack of food, clothing, and shelter, poverty acquires an absolute character. The ruler was expected to provide indirect help to the unemployed or the poor but render direct help to those destitute, such as the widow, the handicapped, the helpless or the invalid. . . . These two distinctions also help us make sense of contemporary economic trends.47

In his article “Hinduism and Economic Crises,” Lall Ramrattan locates his discussion on Hinduism in relation to the works of social economic theories.48 He suggests that “Hindu philosophy with its emphasis on belief in God has evolved in a direction that is consistent with Adam Smith’s moral philosophy that selfish people have an interest in the affairs of other people” (Smith, 1976, 9).49 Ramrattan notes that social economists such as Max Weber, who wrote about the Hindu religion, opposed Marshallian individual activities concepts and would rather pivot economic activities on Protestant ethics.50 Discussing Hinduism as an old religious tradition of India in terms of interactions between the Harappan civilization and Aryan civilizations, Ramrattan suggests that one of its features is that of the unification of sacred and secular. Ramrattan cites Isha Upanishad (Waslekar, 1998, 42) and Bhagvad Gita (Gita 4.14; 4.18; 4.41; 5.11) in showing the division in the interpretation of how work is to be done.51 He also notes other diminutions to the problem that could be added:



For example, the statement that, “One’s own duty, though defective, is superior to another’s duty well-performed” (Gita 3.34) exposes an economy that is run purely by tradition rather than the market, and it has been argued that, “The philosophy of renunciation . . . militates against economic growth” (Nijhawan, 1929). There is one diminution of Hindu thought that agrees with the Austrian school’s Action Axiom, namely, that it allows “. . . inaction in action, and action in inaction.” (Gita, 4, 18)52

Ramrattan further suggests that Gandhi attempted a reconciliation of some of these problems when he wrote, “The true source of rights is duty. . . . Action is duty: fruit is the right” (Gandhi 1957, 37).53

Ramrattan writes that Hindu tradition along with new technology pose the challenge not only for the Hindus but for all traditions as to how to deal with the current crises within the Hindu culture.54 In discussing Hindu’s “Doctrine of Crises,” Ramrattan notes that “the Hindu mind-set anticipates crises situation[s], and therefore [is] not shocked when crises occur.”55 He observes on the foundation concepts, “Hindus adopt the operational mechanisms of Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksha as goal for proper living (Campbell, 1962, 21). It is common knowledge that Keynes advocated government intervention in times of crises, which was his idea of saving capitalism (Marshall, 187).”56 Further, Ramrattan notes on Artha that “Artha deals with the accumulation of wealth (Rig 1.130.6). The Hindu ruler has a major hand in economics in the growth of wealth (Rig 1.22.7), in the distribution of wealth (Rig. 3.4.2), and in the alleviation of poverty (Rig 1.81.6). . . . In modern Western economics, the distribution of wealth is handled through the market mechanism.”57 Ramrattan concludes,



On reading this Hindu prescription for economics, we get a picture of a big role for government-if not for normal times, then certainly for crises situations. . . . The Hindu doctrine has no such limitation. . . . Sacrifice is “making sacred” (Gandhi, 1957, 252). The unknown is a fertile ground for crises like the current financial crises (Swami, 2006, 313) (Radhakrishnan, 1971, 230). In policy management, recovery takes time. . . . Hindus believe that in time of crises, the wise people should show strength. . . . Especially in the time of crises, people are called upon to perform their duty.58

One of the changes in the Indian society since Indian independence is an increase in class mobility within the ranks of the caste system. For example, among Dalits, there is an emergence of Dalit entrepreneurs.59 This has brought about a change in that a small number of Dalits have become job givers rather than job seekers.60 This flies in the face of traditional understanding. This is so because these Dalit initiatives have had no government support.61 This fact was brought to light by surveys conducted by Economic Census.62

Microfinancing schemes have increased the size of the middle-income groups and empowered women who have signed up for memberships to such schemes.63 The multinational companies (MNCs) in India have also increased the size of young entrepreneur groups.64

However, if some poor person becomes rich by hard work or by some turn of events, then that too is seen as the result of that man’s good karma from the past or even in the present.

Jainism

Jainism (as well as Buddhism) according to its own perceptions and the Hindu philosophical schools, belongs to the Nastika (non-Vedic and atheistic) school of philosophy. Religion here is understood by some scholars as spiritual socialism.

Jainism rejected the Hindu worldview of Vedas, its customs of sacrifice, and its appeasements of the gods, which go against its emphasis on nonviolence and atheism and respect for life in all its forms. Jainism posited that existence was basically an unhappy cycle of death and rebirth, and the goal was to break free from this cycle through meditation and discipline. It outlawed caste distinctions, abolished hereditary priesthood, made renunciation (which is a kind of poverty) a precondition of spirituality, and advocated the communion with the spiritual essence of the universe through contemplation and meditation.

Literature on Jainism covers the teachings of Mahavira and of his immediate and later followers.65Jainism does not have one sacred book, but it has many books complied much later, which is believed to be after 1,000 years of Mahavira’s nirvana (or death), by many Jain followers from around 500 CE.66 These have been compiled by the Jain community, which broke into two major sects—Swetambara (White clad) and Digambara (Sky clad or naked)—in 82 CE, and each have developed their own canon.67

Agam literature is divided into two groups: Ang-agam or Ang-pravista-agam and Ang-bhya-agam (outside of Ang-agam).68 The former texts are believed to be a record of the direct preaching of Lord Mahavira, consisting of 12 texts orally compiled by Gandharas (the immediate followers of Mahavira).69 The latter texts are believed to be expounding of Ang-agam compiled by Srut-kevalis (the later followers of Jainism) in the ancient languages of Ardhamagadhi and Shauraseni Prakrit70 and in many languages, including Sanskrit, Old Marathi, Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada, Tamil, German, and English, by elder Jain monks, nuns, and scholars.71 They consist of Purvas (ancient texts), supposed to be 14 in number. These texts are extinct and are said to be the sermons of Thirtankaras, including Mahavira.72

The Swetambara canon received its final form in 454 CE.73 The Swetambara Jain scriptures are classified into 12 angas (limbs) and 34 angabahya (subsidiary to limbs).74 According to Jain tradition, a sixth-century-BCE Jain monk, Sudharma, one of the immediate disciples of Mahavira taught these.75 The first anga is the Acarangasutra, which consists of the biography of Mahavira and laws for monks and nuns.76 Sutra Kritanga is the key text on Jain ahimsa (nonviolence). The other angas contain Jain doctrines developed in the context of the then prevailing Hindu and early Buddhist teachings.77 The angabahya consist of an anthology of dialogues and teachings believed to be the last sermon of the Mahavira, biographies of the Jinas, and their teachings.78

Since most of the original Purvas have been lost, the Digambara Jains looking for authentic teachings have developed their own set of canon scriptures based on the small surviving portion of the ancient Purvas79 called anuyoga.80 The Jain anuyoga literature covers legends and biographies of saints, their praises, philosophical arguments for the Jina’s perfection, keval jnana (omniscience), purity, monastic rules, and ethical instruction for laypeople.81 There are also extracanonical works, such as Nitivakyamrita of Somadeva (10th century CE), a Jain classic on polity that contains thoughts on equality of all.82

There are various texts discussing renunciation and rules of living for both the renunciates and laity. They encourage respect for life, compassion toward others, charity, honest labor, and detachment. Some of the works noted later are as follows: Umasvati or Umaswami’s work Tattvartha Sutra is the first Jain aphoristic text accepted by all the sects of Jains.83 The Tattvartha Sutra is also known as Tattvarth-adhigama-sutra or Moksh-Shastra and is recognized as authoritative, with only minor differences, by both Digambara and Swetambara sects. The 5th-century-CE Siddhasena Divākara treatise on logic, Sanmatitarka, is also accepted by both sects.84 It is a key Jain text for the exposition of syādvāda (the doctrine of multisidedness), anekāntavāda85 (the doctrine of the multiplicity of reality or the theory of the versatility of aspects), and the seven viewpoints, shedding light on the epistemology and ontology behind Jainism’s syādvāda.86 Another important text is Pancastikayasara (The Essence of Five Existents), that of Acharya Kundakunda (2nd–3rd centuries CE or a later date in the 8th century), the most revered Digambara Jain.87 Somadeva Suri, a south Indian Jain monk of the 10th century CE, has authored the work Upasakadyayana, of which the “chapter on lay followers (upasakas)” is a central work of Digambara shravakacara literature.88 It has instructions and prescriptions for shravakas, or Jain followers.89 As already mentioned above, Somadeva also wroteNitivakyamrita.90 The Uttaradhyayana Sutra of the Swetambara Jains91 is said to consist of a final set of a lectures given by Mahavira before his liberation, and it forms one of the four “Mulasutras” (foundational texts) of the Jain canon. It includes 36 chapters, and each is a sermon on aspects of Jain doctrine and discipline and liberation.92


Historical Survey of the Idea of Poverty and the Poor in the Texts of Jain Traditions

Jainism is said to be one of the oldest religions of India, its origins dating back to 3000 BCE.93 It is not premised on a supreme being, but by the eternal nature of the universe and all living beings caught in a cycle of rebirth based on bondage to karmas.94 Its teachings are derived from the 24 Tirthankars (those who have attained nirvana).95 The last of these was Mahavira, who, like Buddha, renounced his royal heritage and took up asceticism. He is said to be the consolidator of Jainism.96

As Jainism is a world-renouncing religion, there is great stress laid in its literature and practice on total nonpossession as the highest spiritual attainment.97 In light of this, Jain literature contains stories of kings and princes renouncing everything, including families, to follow the Jain ascetic life, with strict adherence to its precepts of respect for life and nonviolence.98 Despite this, Jains are known to be wealthy and well educated. It is believed that due to these religious reasons, Jains opted to be associated with the Vaishya caste of the Indian caste system, whose profession is trading. This, coupled with the Jain moderated practice or minimum ethics of nonpossession prescribed for the laypeople have made the Jains one of the richest people of India. By living as close communities and following their religious strictures of frugality, they have been able to save money and grow their wealth for generations and invest in education.

With the emphasis on community, there seems to be a sustained separation between state and religion that helped in their growth in wealth.99 Jains have hymns of praise to their first Thirthakara and to Goddess of knowledge (Saraswati), who are ascribed to be bestowers of wealth and prosperity.100 They also have as part of their vow fulfillment to be charitable and help others who are less fortunate than them.101


Religious (Philosophical) Analysis—World-Rejecting Worldview

As noted already, Jainism belongs to nastika (atheistic), heterodox schools of philosophy. It makes asceticism a precondition of spirituality and advocates the communion with the spiritual essence of the universe through contemplation and meditation. It teaches respect for life and the greatest respect for man, the highest of organisms. Because of this, it is a world-rejecting religion.

Jainism in principle follows nonviolence and prescribes ascetic values. There are two major sects based on practices of ascetic values: Digambara Jains and Swetambara Jains. In addition, Jainism prescribes the ascetic values in moderate measure for the laity and encourages them to choose professions within the Jain values. This in fact has helped Jainas gain a high socioeconomic status, which may give the impression that in practice it is a world-embracing religion. However, in its basic teachings and its practice in comparison to Hinduism and Sikhism, it is on the whole a world-rejecting religion.

Jainism is virtually negative with regard to the world. It views man in his essence as a suffering being caught in the cycle of rebirth. Within its atheistic understanding, poverty is perceived as a social fact to put up with, but efforts are to be made to alleviate the poor. Poverty is perceived by the sufferers as the misfortune that could be eliminated. And in terms of its teaching and practice of nonattachment, Jainism considers poverty as a way of life, a virtue to be embraced. Unlike in Hinduism, in both textual and popular understandings, human suffering is believed to be caused by karma, the atheistic impersonal forces, and by the effect of human actions.


Poverty Is a Social Reality to Put Up With

In Jainism, poverty is seen as a social fact and, hence, has to be put up with. Its causes are rooted in its atheistic worldview. According to some Jain acharyas (teachers), the doctrine of Anekantavada helps them to recognize that the definition of poverty or a poor person is very relative. Their suggestion is that, instead of trying to come to a consensus as to what poverty is, there should be consideration for the stark realities of people that rummage through garbage bins to find sustenance.102


Impersonal Forces and Human Responsibility

With its atheistic views, Jainism propounds the eternal nature of the universe. Jainism admits modified notions of karma and the cycle of rebirth. Because of this, Jainism focuses on the man himself. In Jainism, man alone is responsible for his evil. The existence of man in the world, in any walk of life, is evil. Beginning less, impersonal karmic forces stick to jivas (pure souls) when they exert passion. As a result, man leads a life of suffering, eternally caught in samsara (the cycle of rebirth). Man is seen as in bondage to karma, which is responsible for all evil, and it continues to stick to the soul in the successive rebirths. In this sense, man is existentially in a human condition of suffering by impersonal forces. Poverty is also understood as a part of this suffering.


Poverty Is Something That Can Be Eliminated

Although suffering is the result of interactions between impersonal karmic forces and passion, it is along with poverty something that can be eliminated. In being born as humans, this condition of suffering includes all states of being. Even worldly pleasures as well as poverty in all senses are subsumed in the idea of a suffering. However, the goal of Jainism is individual spirituality and the social uplifting of man through his efforts to break free from suffering, from samsara (the cycle of rebirth), not only from poverty but from human existence itself.


Poverty as a Life of Nonattachment Is a Virtue to Be Embraced

As already noted, the Jaina103 religion is a world-rejecting religion. Hence, in terms of its teaching and practice of ascetic values, it is a life of nonattachment to the world. Especially, the core of it is expressed in terms renouncing or curbing the use of the life and material world, a virtue to be embraced.


Jain Response to Poverty

The Jain movement believes that if the individual is built up morally, families, communities, and the nation will be built up. Jain society is predominantly governed by its principles of asceticism, with monks and nuns as its primary adherents and laity as its secondary adherents. It believes that karmas can be eliminated by following the path of liberation through meditation and discipline based on a doctrine of self-conquest and self-culture, renouncing worldly pleasures. By this, the influx of karmas can be stopped, and accumulated karmas can be eradicated.104


Mahavrats

Jain monks and nuns do not take a specific vow of poverty, as Christian mendicants do. Their lack of possessions may suggest this, but this condition stems from the vow of nonpossession.105 There are five Mahavrats (great vows) that the Jain monks and nuns follow. They are, in order, Satya (the vow of nonlying), Asteya (the vow of nonstealing), Brahmacharya (the vow of celibacy), Ahimsa (the vow of nonviolence), and Aparigraha (the vow of nonpossession).106

Satya. In Satya (the vow of nonlying) the emphasis is on being truthful and honest as a prerequisite for the practice of all other vows.107

Asteya. In Asteya (the vow of nonstealing), a person committing theft not only injures the purity of his own soul but also causes pain to the other by taking his thing or property.108

Brahmacharya. Brahmacharya (the vow of celibacy) is a vow of renouncing family life.109 This includes ascetics renouncing owning a house and running the household.110 This is said to be one of the highest forms of commitment to live a life of renunciation.111

Table 8.1   Karmadanas

[image: image]

[image: image]

Ahimsa. Taking an Ahimsa (the vow of nonviolence) vow results in avoidable occupations. Ganesh Kawadia and Anupam Jain, professors of economics and mathematics, respectively, note thus:112



Unlike in Hinduism where the occupations are based on varna (caste) of an individual, Jain scholars have developed a list of fifteen karmadanas (avoidable occupations) by its followers based on the key Jain concept of non-violence.113 In sagaradharmamrta texts these karmadana are also known as kharakarma or krurakarma. The list is developed from Jain texts such as Bhagavati Sutra, Vol-3, sataks-8, Udesaka-5 sutra 242. This list is meant to guide the follower in his choice of occupation consistent with the Jain philosophy.



Since money lending and hire purchase businesses do not violate any of the above prohibitions, they are the most preferred occupations by most Jains.114

Aparigraha. Aparigrahavrata (the vow of nonpossession) is the fifth vow, and the term aparigraha is an antonym of parigraha (a strong desire to grasp or own things).115 As many of the terms are shared by both Jainism and Hinduism, its meaning is not unique to Jain philosophy. They are found in the Hindu texts of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra as well as in Bhagavad Gita.116 By this, as Jain scholars have noted, the Jain philosophy propounded a life of absolutely no possessions to a monk or to a household, and there are codes of good conduct and limits of possessions for those who follow Desavrata (renunciation of limited rigor).117 They further explain that while Aparigraha is a mandatory vow for all Jains, it is of utmost importance for the Jain ascetics.118 In this, the Swetambara monks are allowed limited clothing, begging bowls, and a broom for removing insects from the path, and the Digambara monks, as they do not wear or carry any clothing, are allowed only two items: a peacock feather broom and a gourd for carrying water for washing.119

There are seven more vows for the laity in addition to the five vows. These 12 vows are called Silavrata. They are as follows:120



  1.   Pranatipataviramana vrata (the gross vow of refraining from violence).

  2.   Sthul Mrisavadaviramana vrata (gross vow of refraining from lying).

  3.   Sthul Adattadanaviramana vrata (gross vow of abstaining from taking anything that is not given).

  4.   Sthul Maithunaviramana vrata (gross vow of refraining from all illicit sexual contacts).

  5.   Aparigrahaviramana vrata (vow of limiting one’s possessions).

  6.   Digvrata (vow of limiting the area of one’s activities).

  7.   Bhogopabhogaparimana vrata (vow of limiting the quantity of things for consumption).

  8.   Anarthadandaviramana vrata (vow to abstain from purposeless, harmful activities).

  9.   Samayik vrata (vow of remaining completely equanimous for a muhurta (48 minutes). Samayik means detachment from sinful activities and attachments.

10.   Desavakasika vrata (vow of reducing for a limited period of time the limits of the area set forth in the sixth vow).

11.   Poushadha vrata (vow of observing fast and living like a monk for a day and night).

12.   Atithisamvibhag vrata(vow of sharing with the deserving guests).

It is further explained that the fifth vow, Aparigraha, as the lesser fifth vow for the laity, means that they should at least limit the use of things.121 That is, they should essentially place a limitation on possessing worldly goods.122 It is believed that by such a limitation, greed, which is the main inspiration for acquisition, can be curbed.123 Limitations are set in the use of the following groups of objects:124



1.     Khet vatthu—farming land and building on land

2.     Hiranna suvanna—silver and gold

3.     Dhan dhanya—money, grains

4.     Dupad chaupad—human beings, as servants, and animals

5.     Kuviya—household appliances and other objects125

Jain scholars further note that the fifth vow for the laypeople is supplemented by two other vows that encourage limitations of ownership, use of objects, and sharing.126 The seventh vow, uvabhoga paribhoga parimàna, is for setting limits on consumables and reusables.127

Similar to the Hindu practice of hospitality, the 12th vow, called atithi samvibhag, meaning sharing with the unexpected guest, encourages provision of essentials to the needy, especially the mendicants who are totally dependent on the laity for all their requirements.128

Charity, or dana, is an important practice in Jainism. There is also the idea that limitations on ownership are prescribed to inspire charity.129 Disposal of extras can be undertaken in various ways, such as giving to family members who do not have enough and to charitable organizations.130

The practice of charity is also believed to result in gaining merit that is auspicious karma that will yield fruits of comfort to the donors. The Tattvartha Sutra states, “Compassion through charity for all living beings, especially those observing religious vows, self-restraint of a person with attachment and the like, blameless activity, forbearance, and purity [freedom from greed] cause the inflow of pleasure karma.”131 “Charity consists in offering alms to the qualified person for one’s own benefit.”132

In Jainism, there are varying lists of the donor’s virtues.133 According to the Swetambara commentator Siddhasenagaõin, the donor virtues are that “the giver should lack ill will toward the recipient, be joyful while anticipating, giving, and remembering the gift, have good intentions, disregard the worldly fruits, lack deception and lack motive.”134 Scholars add that the Digambras have formulated a standard list of seven donor virtues: “esteem [Shraddha], devotion, contentment, zeal, discrimination, disinterestedness and forbearance or patience.”135 They see that these virtues are universal and could relate to such activities as those being carried out by the Cambodian Children’s Fund.136


Social Change in Jainism

Masih suggests that Jainism is not interested in the improvement of the world order.137 On this, he writes,



It is surprising that Lord Mahavira’s uncle was the head of the Republic of Vaishali, and, yet Lord Mahavira does not think of improving either the public or social life of the people. The point is that he himself had renounced the world and naturally he could not be anymore occupied with it. It was the period of self conquest and not of the world-conquest. One lives in one’s intellectual climate and weather, and one can no more shake off one’s intellectual atmosphere than one can live with one’s shadow. After all it is neither a small achievement nor an unworthy end to have conquered one’s passion and emotion. A jin is as much valuable as a scientist or a social reformer, or, many other valuable lives whom mankind adores.138

On Jainism, Masih notes, “But by encouraging the Jaina laity for undertaking trade and industry, Jains are the richest people of India. Here actual life lived belies the theory.”139 However, as some scholars have noted, the principles of worldly success and success in the spiritual life are similar in that both require investment, ambition, labor, and perseverance.


Jains and Social Service

Shugan Chand Jain, in his article “Aspects of Social Work/Social Service in Jainism,” notes that the



uniqueness of Jains is to understand and develop firm belief in the sermons of Jinas, and then use them for taking preventive measures (both abstinence and cautious indulgence) in making their present lives free from economical, health and social problems. Simultaneously they use their resources to serve the community they live [in] and share their wealth (time, knowledge and money) to help others be better educated and live a happier, healthier and prosperous life.140

Jain traces its beginning to the Jain Thirthankaras. He points out that the last Tirthankara Mahavira, who attained Moksha some 2,535 years ago, taught and practiced the socio-ethical method of Ahinsa, Aparigraha, and Anekānta,141 that the social ahinsa of Mahavira is premised on respect for life, a “live and let live (Paraspargraho jivanama)” policy, and a “living beings cooperate with each other” policy.142 On Mahavira’s Aparigraha (nongrasping or nonattachment), Jain notes that it was “to counter the root cause of ills associated with economic inequalities because of disproportionate possession of wealth by a few individuals.”143 On Anekānta of Mahavira, Jain notes that it was “to realize that there are multiple viewpoints that affect the social harmony more than economic or social inequalities.”144

Further, the scholar Jain notes that Mahavira uplifted women and the downtrodden.145 He explains that Mahaviara was a revolutionary who accepted food from a slave and destitute woman and made her the head of his newly created nun community for religious activities.146 He also notes that by declaring that all living beings are equal, Mahavira rejected the prevailing thinking in the fourfold caste system.147 For his sermons, Mahavira used Prakrit language, the language of commoners and women.148 He prescribed a vegetarian diet and recommended simple food in minimal quantities for sustenance as essential for spiritual and social uplift.149

It should also be pointed out that in their daily prayer of a householder, Jains show their heart for social engagements for the well-being of the society.150 Behind Jain householders are Jinas (the perfect beings whose sermons Jains practice) whose Hitopadeśa, or delivering sermon, is aimed at the well-being of the society.151 By their teachings on self-improvement through right faith, knowledge, and conduct, Jains (the followers of Jinas) are encouraged to work on the well-being of society.152 On the impact of self-improvement on society, the 20th-century Jain Acarya Tulsisaid, “If one improves himself, the family will improve; if the family improves, the society improves, if the society improves, the country will improve, and if the country improves, the world improves.”153

The famous Acharya Tulasi (October 20, 1914–June 23, 1997), from the Swetambara sect, who worked to integrate various Jain communities and was recognized by the Indian government, wrote that the main plank of the Jain philosophy is built on the theory and practice of Anuvrat, which focuses on building individuals or individual character.154

Acharya started an Anuvrat (Lesser vows) movement. This movement was tailored to train laity to practice in a limited way the Mahavrats [Great vows]. The movement believes that if the individual is built up morally, families, communities, and the nation will be built up. The Jain Acharya writes,



The universal values expressed as vows and doctrines in Jainism all point collectively to betterment of life in all forms. It can be through non-violence, truth, non-stealing, celibacy, non-possessiveness, or plurality, equanimity, charity, compassion, and detachment.

I am proud that the Jains are generally very charitable and although less than 1 percent of the Indian population, their share of donations is estimated at a much larger percentage.155

Acharya Tulsi wrote, “It is the individual who manages a programme, institution, social group or nation. Should he be deficient is moral qualities, the best of organizations will collapse. Efforts at building individual character are of basic importance.” He further observed that



Anuvrat is progressing keeping this vital fact in mind. It proclaims Sudre Vyakti, Samaj Vyakti Se (if the individual is reformed, society will become better and the nation will automatically improve). Social reform is possible through the reform of individuals and then the nation as a whole registers regeneration. The dream of social and national reconstruction is entirely dependent on individual reform. The main plank of the Philosophy of Anuvrat is building individual character.156

The movement involves a two-step process. The first step is to build the individual character and then to build the society.157 One writer explains that



the householders also observe the above vows but as Anuvratas (small vows) and Avasyakas but partially e.g. the last vow of brahmacarya for householders is called svadar patni santosa or contentment with one’s religiously married wife. Similarly we see charity or dana (sharing own life and wealth with society) as an essential duty for householders. To further emphasize social works or responsibilities in Jainism, one should read the daily prayer of Jains called “Meri Bhavana,” which promotes social interactions of Jains at different levels. Samyag Darshan, or right belief, the first essential requirement to follow and practice the path of liberation has eight limbs. The first four are to enforce discipline on the practitioner himself, the last four emphasize his responsibilities towards society:



                Protecting (Upgūhana)

                Promoting stability (Sthithikarana)

                Enhancing Jaina philosophy (Prabhāvanā)

                Detached affection (Vātsalya)158

Noting Jain statistics and demography, there are less than 5 million Jains in India and another 200,000 or so overseas. It is noted that “Jains form a miniscule of Indian population and yet they manage and contribute tremendously to the economic, social, cultural, educational and professional activities of the country.”159 “In a way the Jain community can be considered as a social model for enhancing economic and social well-being of all, based on irrefutable moral and ethical values.”160



The basic constituent of Jain society is community. The temple provides the catalyst for building small communities, primarily by women, for religious social and family development. Then the institution of monks and nuns (over 10000 in India) play an important part to ensure that the followers are aware of their religious and social duties and learn more about them along with the doctrine. Thus the temple and the monks/nuns form the basic components of Jain community development or social work for Jains primarily. One will therefore find special institutions, side by side with major temples, like upasharayas for monks and nuns, dharmashalas for travelers, poor and destitute, orphanages, women’s homes, libraries, schools and at times dispensaries, specialized small hospitals like bird’s hospital at Lal Mandir Delhi.

Pilgrim places like Nakoda (Rajasthan), Palitana (Gujarat), Parasnath (Jharkhand), ShriMahavirji (Rajasthan) Sravanbelgola (Karnataka) and Hastinapur (UP) and hundreds of others also play an important role in enhancing social and religious duties of Jains.

There are 4,465 Jain organizations engaged in education across India:161 “The schools range from top of the line (Pathways, Modern, Heritage in Delhi, DPS Aligarh, Mahavira in Jaipur to name a few) to very good (Mahavira, HLJain, Mrgavati in Delhi) schools catering primarily to non-Jain students.”162 “Similarly there are hundreds of colleges in professions like engineering, medicine, management etc. established and run by Jains.”163 Jain notes that trusts, such as the Sahu Jain Trust, Mangalayatan, KundKund Kahan Trust at Sonagir, and many more, also offer scholarships to meritorious students for studying in schools and professional colleges.164 “Perhaps one of the biggest contributors to the education field is the Federation of Jain Educational Institutes in Pune, undertaking extensive projects to enhance the quality of education in schools.”165

In addition to education, Jains undertake health and food services across India via individual initiatives and private trusts.166 As part of this, they run over 100 medium-sized hospitals and hold annual special health checkup and treatment camps in remote areas for weaker sections of the society.167 “Almost all big temples and Jain pilgrimage places have outpatient-consulting services (more than 1,000) with greater emphasis on alternative medicine systems (homeopathy, ayurveda, naturopathy, reiki, etc.).”168



Mahavira Vikanka Jaipur popularly known as Jaipur Foot is doing a tremendous job of providing almost free artificial legs to amputees. Preksha Meditation, a type of yoga cum meditation system promoted by Acarya Mahaprajna is becoming very popular as an alternate system of treating cardio-vascular diseases, diabetes, stress, etc to enhance the concentration of people in their profession & their life. Jain Vishva Bharati has set up extensive network[s] of centers in India and abroad to offer treatment cum training for this. Jains being practitioners of non-violence are primarily vegetarians and hence preach [the] benefits of [a] vegetarian diet through lectures, seminars and media.169

For weaker sections of society, there are Jain orphanages for the poor and Mahila ashrams and educational institutions for women. They also distribute food rations for poor people.170

Typically, almost all Jains and Jain organizations come forward whenever there is a need for assistance on occasions that call for ecological concerns and disaster management.171 Bhartiya Jain Sangathana (BJS) of Pune is an example of this.172 Since 1985, BJS Pune, a nonprofit, nonpolitical, and nongovernmental organization (NGO) working toward social enlightenment, has been in the forefront of doing exemplary work in the field of social service, disaster management, and education.173

Besides noting Jain contributions in research, art, philosophy, and religion in different parts of India, some of which are historical monuments, Jains are engaged in social engineering through their associations, trades, industries, and federations by supporting their fellow Jains through knowledge sharing and skill development.174

Jaina ethics, with its emphasis on celibacy, and its teachings on prevention, abstinence, and nonindulgence or limited indulgence are useful to address social problems such as HIV/AIDS, homosexuality, and unnatural sex.175 “Jains give very high importance to being celibate,” “to limit one’s sexual activities to the married partner of opposite sex only,” and to not having sex by organs not meant for sexual activities (e.g., masturbation, homosexuality, oral sex, etc.).176 Jains are encouraged to follow textual directions to avoid sexual activities on special and holy days and places.177 “Thus Jains normally practice and preach (through educating and self examples) the preventive measures to avoid sexually transmitted diseases and evils.”178

Jain notes that “to provide social acceptance to patients, Jains have the six essential duties which include Pratikramana (recalling mistakes and seek punishment and promise not to repeat them in future) and its sarvodaya doctrine.”179

Anthropological studies on the contemporary Jains have shown how social action is increasingly carried out by Jains, especially by laity. For instance, based on his field study on Jains in Jaipur and Delhi, Tomasz Pokinko states that “lay Jainas in India today believe in the tangible and practical application not only of religious giving but of ahimsa and other Jaina values to social ethics, which involves issues that are not self consciously religious in nature but in a sense become so.”180 Pokinko notes that “the exceptions, of course, are the sadhvis, who instead stress a religious form of service based on classical notions of karma. Their concern, above all, is to uplift the state of the soul and bring it closer to liberation; however, even the sadhvis compromise such a view at times.”181 Here, Pokinko highlights the engaged social action of the contemporary Jaina laity over those that are a religious form of service based on classical ideas.

Laidlaw’s thesis has proposed that Jains have a “quarantined ethics” because, for Jains, “even those Jain traditions which sanction and practice charitable giving to the poor, and maintain animal refuges . . . all see these expressions of non-violence as unambiguously lower and cruder forms of the virtue.”182 Similarly, others from their study proposed that “while the lay Jain may be free to participate in compassionate actions, these are not understood, even by the laity, to contribute to spiritual development. Asceticism alone leads to progress toward moksha.”183 Countering these views, especially Laidlaw’s thesis that Jains have a quarantined ethics,184 Brett Evans argues from his study that



traditions of engaged Jainism and social ahimsa have long existed in India. Charitable actions have dominated the lives of countless Indian Jains who have for generations constructed animal homes, human hospitals, and other such services designed to remedy systemic social problems of which they shared no apparent personal responsibility and attendant karmic guilt. For those involved, these activities are not seen as misguided actions unrelated to their religious practices. Instead, these charitable actions are seen frequently as essential to an individual’s spiritual progression, and activists are promoted in many Jain communities as models of piety who receive great karmic merit.185

Evans adds that “these traditions have not been the sole province of lay Jains. . . .[There are] many traditional stories of activist monastics from Mahavira to present. Regardless of their historicity universal acceptance, these stories have provided support to those who wish to understand their religion in socially engaged ways and have often been drawn upon for this purpose.” Further, Evans observes that monastics have been involved in social ahimsa in recent times:



In more recent times, a small but not insignificant number of monastics have taken the concept of social ahimsa to heart and involved themselves in worldly issues as diverse as the existence of slaughterhouses and the use of sex education in public schools. Other monastics have dramatically reinterpreted orthodox doctrine and utilized the strands of activist monasticism mentioned here to create monastic orders radically new and, increasingly, popular, such as the nuns of Verayatan.186

Writing on economic organization under Jainism, Kawadia and Jain write that the Jain value system could offer solutions to the present dilemma of poverty.187 They suggest that the Jain theory of limitation of desires and possessions (iccha-parimana and parimita parigraha) based on the principle of aparigraha could help in understanding the use of resources for the basic needs of people.188 They argue that truthfulness and honesty are seen as prerequisites for the practice of aparigraha, andJains apply this Jain philosophy to various aspects of life by prescribing a set of codes of conduct for the family, anuvratas, which was previously discussed.189 Hence, the philosophy has practical value. By imposing self-control on the use of resources, an individual can discretely control his or her limitless desires and possessions.190 They suggest that this principle of “retentionality” could be used in organizations for the planning and the use of resources.191 This is ownership of production without the attachment to the product as possession.192 They suggest that it is being a trustee to the society and ecosystem.193 The scholars suggest that this philosophy could offer solutions to the present dilemma of poverty in general.194

Further, it is suggested that the selection of occupation is thus very important in the achievement of the target of life.195 Following the prescription of karmadana (the Jain code of conduct forbidding violent occupations) could provide a form of economic organization that promotes harmony, equity, and justice in society and could eliminate exploitation.196 This form of economic organization prohibits occupations that exploit others or pollute the environment.197 It thus allows occupations that protect and nurture the environment and ecology.198 Such nonviolent economic organization as “Humanomics” results in kind men in a true sense.199 There is a need to explore such economic organization based on Jain principles to seek solutions to the current crises of exploitations of others, social conflicts, and environmental concerns such as global warming.200

Jain religious principles could offer therapeutic solutions to the modern life of tensions and anxieties.201 Religion as a tool of economic advancement could provide high moral standards that respect “each other’s right to property and freedom of practicing one’s own trade of business.”202 The “inner life of an individual is more valuable than anything that a state can guarantee.”203 Codes of conduct thus focus on the satisfaction of inner life and improvement of atma (soul).204

On the overall impact of Jain philosophy on occupations, scholars note that the Jain form of economic organization is based on ethical values and nonviolence.205 They suggest that it is focused on long-term planning of economic growth.206 It will thus benefit not only the present generation but also the generations to come.207 It will benefit both the living and nonliving things and the entire ecosystem.208 This form of economic organization is likened to spiritual socialism, where the ultimate aim of life is atma kalyana (well-being of the soul) and happiness for all.209

Sikhism

Sikhism emerged out of Guru Nanak’s teaching as a new monotheistic religion in the 15th century.210 This was in reaction to Hindu and Muslim influences after the Muslim invasions in the Punjab, the northwestern region of the then India, which included Pakistan.211 Sikhism borrowed ideas and practices from both religions.212

Guru Granth Sahib is the tradition’s Holy Scripture, which is the center of Sikh beliefs and practices. This scripture, initially known as Adi Granth, was compiled by the fifth Guru Arjan Dev of the teachings of the first five Gurus in succession, beginning with Guru Nanak.213 The details of Adi Granth are said to be as follows:



The Adi Granth is a collection of verse compositions, grouped together into ragas, the musical meters according to which they are sung. The pagination is standardized in the Punjabi text, along with notation indicating which Guru authored the verse: M.1 indicates verses of Guru Nanak; M.2, those of Guru Angad; M.3, those of Guru Amar Das; M.4, those of Guru Ram Das; M.5, those of Guru Arjan Dev; and M.9, of Guru Tegh Bahadur. In line with the expansive spirit of the Gurus, the Adi Granth also contains verses from Hindu and Muslim poets of that age such as Kabir, Ravidas, Surdas, Farid, and Ramanand.214

With the addition of 115 of Guru Tegh Bahadur’s hymns, Adi Granth was called Guru Granth Sahib and was given the central place in the Sikh spirituality and life as the eternal living Guru by the 10th Guru, Guru Gobind Singh.215


Historical Survey of the Idea of Poverty and the Poor in the Texts of Sikhism

Beginning with Guru Nanak, Sikh Gurus strongly rejected the notion of sannyas (renunciation, one of the four ashramas of Hindus previously mentioned) and particularly affirmed the grihasta (householder) status. On this, Gurbachan Singh Talib writes,



The life of the recluse and the ascetic has been held in India of old to be the most exalted, because of the belief that such acts denote the pure life of spiritual attainment. While the Guru has given a place of great importance to the curbing of desire through a life of self-discipline, he has at the same time unmistakably pointed out that man must fully share the moral responsibility which devolves on him by Ordinance of the Creator. Over the life of the recluse the Guru has exalted the station of the grihasthi, which literally means “householder.”216

The Sikh Gurus affirmed those who lived among people and contributed toward achieving the ideal of dharmsal, just living.217

Guru Nanak taught that wealth cannot accompany man into the next world and, hence, should be shared with needy people and used for charitable purposes.218 Through this, Guru taught that creating wealth is not wrong as long as it is understood as impermanent and should be shared.219

Although the Sikh Gurus encouraged the creation of wealth, they categorically rejected unethical means to accumulate wealth. For example, the Rehat Maryada (Sikh code of discipline approved by the Supreme Management Committee of Gurdwaras in the Punjab) strongly disapproves of gambling, as it contravenes the principle of kirat karna (earning one’s living by hard work).220

It is attachment to material wealth and greed to accumulate more wealth that is strongly condemned by the Sikh Gurus.221 Similarly, Guru Nanak’s words, “The accumulation of wealth is not possible without sins,” are used to express that the accumulation of wealth is made possible only by acts of injustice and high-handedness.222

Wealth is treated as illusory maya. The term maya is understood variously as money; Lakshmi (the goddess of wealth); illusion in the sense of magical power of a deity, or jaal; a bubble, deceit, or mere show. One who worships wealth claims ownership as mayadhari.223 Further, the words of Guru Amar Das that “mayadhari ut andha bola” (the worshipper of maya/wealth is utterly blind and deaf)224 and that “Maya/wealth is (a) she-serpent, it clings to the whole world. And so, he who serves her, him she eats”225 are used to explain the harmful effects of attachment to wealth.


Religious (Theological) Analysis—World-Accommodating Worldview

Sikhism is a monotheistic religion that is one of the youngest religions of India. Guru Nanak is the founder of the Sikh way of life. Guru Nanak was born into a high caste family but was wary of the caste system of Hinduism and of the Hindu-Muslim tensions of his day. Guru Nanak proclaimed there is no Hindu and no Muslim, and God is one. Conceptions of poverty in Sikhism have to be seen within this background.

In Sikhism, the essence of the world is understood as real, but it is also impermanent. Because of this, the concept of maya (wealth) is understood in two contexts: material wealth and an illusion.226 In Sikhism, as in Hinduism, poverty is conceived as a social fact as well as something to be avoided by doing hard work to earn a living. A life of humility and respect is to be embraced as a virtue.


Poverty Is a Social Fact

Poverty is accepted as a human condition with which human beings may be afflicted through no fault of their own. The causes for this could be many. Two of them, discussed next, are divine ordination and the caste system.


Poverty Is the Lord’s Design

Sikhism teaches that the presence of the rich and poor in society is divinely ordained. Thus, poverty is a social fact. Gurmukh Singh, quoting from Guru Granth Sahib, writes that,



Nir-dhan sar-dhan dono bhaaee.

Prabh ki kalla na meti jaaee.227

The poor and the rich are both “brothers” (i.e., neighbors). This is the Lord’s immutable design.228

He further explains that this verse should be seen in light of Sikh understanding that it is God’s immutable design that the rich and poor accept each other.229 He states that “men and women are equal in Sikhism.”230 Therefore, “he” should be read as “he or she” and “brothers” as “brothers and sisters,” and so on.231


Poverty Is the Result of the Caste System

Guru Nanak belonged to a high caste family, but he condemned the divisive and humiliating Brahmanic caste system, which created inequalities in human society.232 He saw that the system condemned the lowcaste and outcaste to a life of servitude that depended on charity and led to poverty.233 As result, Guru Nanak renounced his caste and associated with the lowly. He became the gareeb, the low caste.234 He said,



Neechan andar neech jaat, neechee hoo att neech. Nanak tin ke sang saath wadhian seo kia rees.

Nanak seeks the company of those who are lowest of the low caste. He has no desire to compete with the rich and the powerful.235

Within this understanding, poverty is not only perceived as a theistic ordained social fact, but also a result of the caste system, where the poor suffers for no fault of their own.


Poverty as Something to Be Avoided

Poverty is perceived by the sufferers as the misfortune that needs to be eliminated by working for a living. The rich avoid the poor, but the poor receives the rich. In one of the Shabads (verses), the Guru says, “No one respects the poor. No matter how hard the poor mantries, the rich ignore him. When the poor man goes to the rich man, the latter turns his back on him. When the rich man goes to the poor man, the latter welcomes him warmly and offers him a seat with respect.”236


Poverty as Virtue

Poverty in itself is not seen as a virtue, but it is understood as a virtue in that it teaches humility because it is a state of humility; it is where respect for human life is found.237 This is something to be sought after. Sewa Singh Kalsi writes, “Literally poverty, greebi, denotes the economic state of a poor person; ie greeb means a poor person. In Sikh teachings the concept of greebi/poverty has been extensively applied to denote humility and the term greeb has been used for a humble and meek person.” Kalsi further notes that this word was proudly used by Guru Nanak of himself, for it is among the poverty-stricken, the gareeb, that humility and respect for life is found. In one of the Shabads, Nanak says “main greeb main maskeen . . . tera naam hai adhara” (“I am poor and humble, I have only the support of your Naam” or “For me the meek one, the only true Support art Thou, O, my true Guru”).238 Nanak wanted to be called “Nanak, the gareeb.”

Kalsi explains further that “it is through the ‘experience’ of poverty that one learns humility.239 That ‘experience’ may be real experience in life; or, as in the case of Guru Nanak, in may be ‘felt’ as a reality of human existence.”240 Nanak empathized with the condition of the poor and embraced their attitude of humility.241 Kalsi notes that this point about Guru Nanak becomes significant given that Nanak was from a highcaste and well-to-do business family.242 He explains that Nanak renounced his caste status by discarding its symbol, the sacred thread (jeneiu), and by associating himself with the poor, the gareeb. Guru Nanak . . . refused the invitation of such a rich man called Malak Bhago to a lavish banquet.243 “Rather, he preferred to sit and eat with a poor carpenter called Bhai Lalo, who had received Him at his house with respect and humility.”244 This made Guru Namak a social reformer. Similarly, Kalsi notes that Guru Arjun also applied the term greeb to himself.245


Sikhi Responses to Poverty246

As observed by the scholar Upinder Jit Kaur,247 while some forms of Hinduism and Buddhism in general often emphasize a detachment from this world and are seen as contributing to the perpetuation of poverty, India’s Sikhs show blending spirituality with material well-being, thereby suggesting a holistic remedy for poverty.248 In line with this, it is said that in Sikhism riches and personal possession are not hindrances to living by spiritual ideals.249 It does not advocate retirement from the world to attain moksha (liberation). It can be achieved by anyone who earns an honest living and leads a normal life.250


The Practice of Dharmsal

Kalsi explains that upholding the notion of dharmsal (place for practicing righteous deeds) and the practice of it is a fundamental Sikh doctrine of social justice and responsibility.251 On this he notes that the “term dharmsal is composed of two words: dharm which denotes religious, ethical and social obligations while sal means a place of abode.”252 He further notes that Guru Nanak applied the doctrine of dharmsal to all domains of life by selecting terminology for justice from both Hindu and Muslim traditions.253


Dharmsal Is the Divine Establishment

Kalsi writes that the doctrine of dharmsal stems from Guru Nanak’s words in his hymn Japji, where in the universe the earth is described as a dharmsal established by God and human life as the highest form in God’s kingdom.254 Thus, he concludes that poverty and how to deal with it through sharing (wand shakna) becomes one of the main themes of Sikhi (the Sikh way of life).255 Sikhi teaches that, no matter what has caused poverty, constant effort to earn one’s own living and to share with those who are not doing well as all this is in God’s design (kalla).256

Gurmukh Singh notes that Guru Gobind Singh had suggested that if social inequalities are not addressed there might be sociopolitical disorder.257 On this, he observes,



Guru Gobind Singh it is said persuaded the rich and the powerful to accept the underprivileged (due to low caste and poverty) as their equals and as own brothers and sisters. At one time, sensing that his message for justice for all had no impact on his hears, he went on to warn, that the poor shall take over as the rulers of the land. (In gareeb sikhan ko deun paatshahi) (Guru Gobind Singh addressing the hill rajas at Ravalsar in Himachal Pardesh in Northern India.) This is seen as the Guru’s indirect prediction of the socio-political disorder which would result from socio-economic inequalities.258


Dharmsal Is Earning One’s Living and Sharing It with Others

Gurmukh further notes that Guru Nanak associated with those of low caste who worked hard honestly (Sri Rag 1) and taught that “He who works hard honestly for what he eats, and shares it with others has found the true path.”259 Gurmukh says that these wordsshow further implication of the doctrine of dharmsal for a Sikh; it sets the agenda for his or her daily conduct.260 This means that each personshould and must earn his or her living by honest hard work and share it with others.261 Dharmsal is not encroaching on what belongs to others.

Further, Gurmukh comments on Guru Nanak’s teachings that dharmsal is understood as not encroaching on what belongs to others.262 On this, he notes that Guru Nanak strongly laid stress on haq halal (Islamic term for righteousness) in earnings and forbade encroachment on what rightfully belonged to others.263 Nanak’s words are applicable: “Encroachment upon what rightfully belonged to others is forbidden to both Muslim and Hindu, as pork to the former and beef to the latter. The guru or pir can help a person only when he is not guilty of this act which is tantamount to the eating of carrion.”264


The Practice of Tithing

Another response in Sikhism is the practice of tithing. Singh notes that the notion of daswandh (literally reserving one-tenth of one’s earnings for charitable purposes) is an integral part of Sikh tradition.265 He reasons that a Sikh lives within the system based on the “community kitchen,” the Sikh institution of Langar to which he should contribute (pay daswandh; i.e., one-tenth of earning regularly) and from which he may feed himself.266


Establishing Gurudwaras as a Place of Refuge

The Gurudwara is a place of worship as well as refuge for both Sikhs and non-Sikhs. A Gurudwara houses a Langar (community kitchen) meant for providing food to all devotees, pilgrims, and visitors.267 Langar is also a place for staying. Here every member of the Sikh faith is expected to offer voluntary help in preparing the free communal meals.268 In this way, Sikhism is a religion of practical living, “rendering service to humanity and engendering tolerance and brotherly love towards all.”269 The Gurudwara is seen as a “symbol of equality, fraternity and brotherhood.”270 Carrie Sheffield writes, “This work fulfills Sikhism’s emphasis on community services and helping the needy. . . . There is a belief that serving in Langar voluntarily brings blessing and is a great motivator for many religiously minded among Sikhs.”271


Social Change in Sikhism

The central teaching of Sikhism is the belief in the oneness of God. Sikhism’s monotheism developed in the then prevailing socioeconomic structure of Punjabi society. Sheffield notes that Sikhism eschews the caste system, which is systematic, religious-based discrimination and racism despite the work of political leaders to abolish the caste system and encourage equality in the world’s largest democracy.272 Further, he writes that “Indian society too often remains fraught with ethnic and religious tensions, particularly clashes between Muslims and Hindus. Sikhism teaches that all religions have validity and it also places women and men on equal footing in worship services and in broader society.”273

Kalsi observes that the context in which Sikh tradition emerged and developed was a caste-ridden social structure in which individual status was ascribed on the basis of one’s birth into a particular caste. There was no significant social interaction between members of different caste groups.274 Further, he notes,



Moreover, the material capital of the nation was controlled by the high caste groups, eg Brahmins, Kshatryas and Vaishas. Sikh Gurus strongly condemned the caste system as they regarded it to be based on caste exclusiveness and institutionalized inequality. Members of the Shudra caste, popularly known as untouchables, were totally excluded from social, economic and religious domains of society. They were not only forced to live in separate colonies but they had no right to worship at the temples. Rejecting the caste system and the social values promoted by it, Guru Nanak says “Nonsense is the caste system and nonsense is the grandeur of name and fame arising of it. All creatures are under the protection of the same one God.” (Var Sri Rag, 1)275

The caste system and its institutionalized inequality, even to the extent of barring access to Hindu temples to the untouchables, were rejected by Guru Nanak. For Guru Nanak believed that God is one, and he cared for all people equally; that became central in his teaching. Kalsifurther explains the “Oneness of God” in Sikhism:



It is explicitly expressed in the Mul-Mantra (Basic Creed) and other compositions of Guru Nanak. It states that all people, irrespective of caste, creed, colour and sex are the creation of one God, and everything which is visible and invisible in this universe personifies the Divine and functions according to the Divine Order (Hukam). Thus, it is significant to note that all Sikh institutions eg Adi Granth (scripture), gurdwara, sangat (congregational worship) and langar (communal meal) transmit the core message of the oneness of God.276

Sikhism’s monotheism is about one God, the creator, and his creation personifies the Divine and follows the Divine Order. This belief is at the heart of its key institutions of scripture, worship, and common meal. Kalsi writes, “The concepts of wealth and poverty are closely linked with the doctrine of social justice in Sikhism.”277 Based on the notion of dharmsal is the practice of it as fundamental for social justice and responsibility.278 As the world is believed to be the abode of God, it is a sacred place, and hence every Sikh has to engage in the practice of dharma, which means that every Sikh ought to engage in righteous actions and contribute toward the general welfare of the society.279 By these teachings, it is suggested that a Sikh is not a passive spectator but an active participant in the struggle for social justice.280 However, a Sikh is encouraged to create wealth only through ethical means.281 Kalsi cites the example ofthe Rehat Maryada (Sikh code of discipline approved by the Supreme Management Committee of Gurdwaras in the Punjab), which strongly disapproves of gambling because it contravenes the principle of kirat karna (earning one’s living by working).282

Ancient Sikhism evolved by seeking social change.283 Applying its principles for the Sikhs of the modern period has been encouraged.284 By this, the principle and practice of dharmsal becomes an important part of the faith.285 Because of this, Sikhs, whether in India or abroad, have earned a reputation as a hard-working community and of being successful industrialists and businessmen:286



In India it is the Sikh Gurus encouragement to establish the new townships that helped the creation of wealth. They achieved this by inviting traders, artisans, craftsmen and shopkeepers to new towns Amritsar, Kartarpur and Tarantaran. The former two towns of these three emerged as flourishing trade centres.287

Kalsi notes that “it is claimed that Sikhs make up just 2 percent of the Indian population, and they pay some 20 percent of India’s taxes, uphold industrious Sikh culture; instill a commitment to fight corruption and tax evasion, which are rampant problems in India that stymie economic growth.”288

The Sikh diasporas “have displayed an enormous capacity for rapid achievement in the economic sector of the so-called host societies.”289 Sikh Gurus established Gurudwara as centers of religious and cultural activities to nurture and pass on ethical values to successive generations among Sikhs. These centers have also been developed to promote interfaith dialogue and understanding with non-Sikh communities. The Southhall Gurudwara in Great Britain is the biggest gurudwara outside India and was built through voluntary contributions. They have been supporting a number of educational and health care projects within and outside India.290



Primary Documents


The Hindu Scriptures

As previously noted, there are many Hindu texts, and hence only a few select texts are noted here. This section is organized thematically by issues. The text selections are as follows: From among the four Vedas, only some verses from the Rig Veda are noted. This is because it is a key text and the earliest. Of the popular 108 Upanishads, there are verses from only four; Maitri Upanishad, Svetasvatara Upanishad, Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, and Isha Upanishad are mentioned. Among the religio-legal texts, verses from the most popular Manu Smriti and Apastamba Dharma Sutra are provided. In addition, verses from the two epics Ramayana and Mahabharata, premised on Dharma as idealized notions of morality and ethics, are also included. Bhagavad Gita is popularized as the devotional text. From among the innumerable traditional local myths and historical texts called puranas, only some verses from Garuda Purana are related. Srimad Bhagavatam is another popular devotional text. Included below are also texts from the reformist Basavanna; his Vachanas (short pithy sayings with a message) are identified as belonging to the Virashaiva school of thought.


Prohibition for Sudra to Own Wealth

The following text selections show how Sudra are created to do servile work and should not own wealth.

Manu Smriti 8.411–417

411. (Some wealthy) Brahmana shall compassionately support both a Kshatriya and a Vaisya, if they are distressed for a livelihood, employing them on work (which is suitable for) their (castes).

412. But a Brahmana who, because he is powerful, out of greed makes initiated (men of the) twice-born (castes) against their will do the work of slaves, shall be fined by the king six hundred (panas).

413. But a Sudra, whether bought or unbought, he may compel to do servile work; for he was created by the Self-existent (Svayambhu) to be the slave of a Brahmana.

414. A Sudra, though emancipated by his master, is not released from servitude; since that is innate in him, who can set him free from it?

415. There are slaves of seven kinds, (viz.) he who is made a captive under a standard, he who serves for his daily food, he who is born in the house, he who is bought and he who is given, he who is inherited from ancestors, and he who is enslaved by way of punishment.

416. A wife, a son, and a slave, these three are declared to have no property; the wealth which they earn is (acquired) for him to whom they belong.

417. A Brahmana may confidently seize the goods of (his) Sudra (slave); for, as that (slave) can have no property, his master may take his possessions.291

Manu Smriti 10.129

No collection of wealth must be made by a Sudra, even though he be able (to do it); for a Sudra who has acquired wealth, gives pain to Brahmanas.

Manu Smriti 10.96

A man of low caste who through covetousness lives by the occupations of a higher one, the king shall deprive of his property and banish.

Mahabharata 12.60.28–29

A Sudra should never amass wealth, lest, by his wealth, he makes the members of the three superior classes obedient to him. By this he would incur sin. With the king’s permission, however, a Sudra, for performing religious acts, may earn wealth.


Charity and Hospitality

The following verses show how charity and hospitality are part of Hindu society.


Rig Veda 10.117.1–6


        The gods have not ordained that humans die of hunger;

        even to the well-fed man death comes in many shapes.

        The wealth of the generous man never wastes away,

        but the niggard has none to console him.



        He who, possessed of food, hardens his heart

        against the weak man, hungry and suffering,

        who comes to him for help, though of old he helped him—

        surely he finds none to console him.



        He is liberal who gives to anyone who asks for alms,

        to the homeless, distressed man who seeks food;

        success comes to him in the challenge of battle,

        and for future conflicts he makes an ally.



        He is no friend who does not give to a friend,

        to a comrade who comes imploring for food;

        let him leave such a man—his is not a home—

        and rather seek a stranger who brings him comfort.



        Let the rich man satisfy one who seeks help;

        and let him look upon the long view:

        For wealth revolves like the wheels of a chariot,

        coming now to one, now to another.



        In vain does the mean man acquire food;

        it is—I speak the truth—verily his death;

        he who does not cherish a comrade or a friend,

        who eats all alone, is all sin.

Apastamba Dharma Sutra 8.2

The husband and wife of the house should not turn away any who comes at eating time and asks for food. If food is not available, a place to rest, water for refreshing one’s self, a reed mat to lay one’s self on, and pleasing words entertaining the guest—these at least never fail in the houses of the good.

Srimad Bhagavatam 9

The fame of Rantideva is sung in this and the other world, Rantideva, who, though himself hungry, was in the habit of giving away his wealth as it came, while trusting in God to provide his needs. Even in time of famine, Rantideva continued his generosity though his family was reduced to poverty.

For forty-eight days he and his family were starving; a little liquid, and that enough for only one, was all that remained. As he was about to drink it, an outcaste came begging for water. Rantideva was moved at the sight and said, “I do not desire from God the great state attended by divine powers or even deliverance from rebirth. Establishing myself in the hearts of all beings, I take on myself their suffering so that they may be rid of their misery.” So saying, the compassionate king gave that little liquid to the outcaste, though he himself was dying of thirst.

The gods of the three worlds came and desired to bestow upon him manifold blessings, but Rantideva, who had no attachment or desire, merely bowed to Lord Vasudeva [Krishna] in devotion.


Serving Others

The following selections show how service to others is to be regarded in the Hindu society.

Bhagavad Gita 3.10–26

At the beginning, mankind and the obligation of selfless service were created together. “Through selfless service, you will always be fruitful and find the fulfillment of your desires”: this is the promise of the Creator. . . .

Every selfless act, Arjuna, is born from the eternal, infinite Godhead. God is present in every act of service. All life turns on this law, O Arjuna. Whoever violates it, indulging his senses for his own pleasure and ignoring the needs of others, has wasted his life. But those who realize the God within are always satisfied. Having found the source of joy and fulfillment, they no longer seek happiness from the external world. They have nothing to gain or lose by any action; neither people nor things can affect their security.

What the outstanding person does, others will try to do. The standards such people set will be followed by the whole world. There is nothing in the three worlds for Me to gain, Arjuna, nor is there anything I do not have; I continue to act, but I am not driven by any need of my own. If I ever refrained from continuous work, everyone would immediately follow my example. If I stopped working I would be the cause of cosmic chaos, and finally of the destruction of this world and these people.

Strive constantly to serve the welfare of the world; by devotion to self-less work one attains the supreme goal in life. Do your work with the welfare of others always in mind. It was by such work that Janaka attained perfection; others, too, have followed this path.

The ignorant work for their own profit, Arjuna; the wise work for the welfare of the world, without thought to themselves. By abstaining from work you will confuse the ignorant, who are engrossed in their actions. Perform all work carefully, guided by compassion.


Renunciation of Wealth

Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 2.4.1–3

Yajnavalkya [addressing his wife]: “Maitreyi, I am resolved to renounce the world and begin the life of renunciation. I wish therefore to

divide my property between you and my other wife, Katyayani.”

Maitreyi: “My Lord, if this whole earth belonged to me, with all its wealth, should I through its possession attain immortality?”

“No. Your life would be like that of the rich. None can possibly hope to attain immortality through wealth.”

“Then what need have I of wealth? Please, my lord, tell me what you know about the way to immortality.”

Basavanna, Vachana 313

Running after that cur, money,

I have forgotten you, O Lord.

What a shame! I have time only for making money, not for you.

How can a dog who loves rotten meat, relish the nectar?

Bhagavad Gita 2.47–50

You have the right to work, but never to the fruit of work. You should never engage in action for the sake of reward, nor should you long for inaction. Perform work in this world, Arjuna, as a man established within himself—without selfish attachments, and alike in success and defeat. For discipline is perfect evenness of mind.

Seek refuge in the attitude of detachment and you will amass the wealth of spiritual awareness. Those who are motivated only by desire for the fruits of action are miserable, for they are constantly anxious about the results of what they do. When consciousness is unified, however, all vain anxiety is left behind. There is no cause for worry, whether things go well or ill.


Loving Kindness

The following texts show that compassion toward all living beings is an important part of religion.

Basavanna, Vachana 247

What sort of religion can it be without compassion?

You need to show compassion to all living beings.

Compassion is the root of all religious faiths.

Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 5.2.2

The threefold offspring of Prajapati—gods, men, and demons—dwelt with their father Prajapati as students of sacred knowledge.

Having lived the life of a student of sacred knowledge, the gods said, “Speak to us, sir.” To them then he spoke this syllable, “Da.” “Did you understand?” “We did understand,” said they. “You said to us, ‘Restrain yourselves (damyata).’” “Yes (Om)!” said he. “You did understand.”

So then the men said to him, “Speak to us, sir.” To them he spoke this syllable, “Da.” “Did you understand?” “We did understand,” said they. “You said to us, ‘Give (datta).’” “Yes (Om)!” said he. “You did understand.”

So then the demons said to him, “Speak to us, sir.” To them he spoke this syllable, “Da.” “Did you understand?” “We did understand,” said they. “You said to us, ‘Be compassionate (dayadhvam).’” “Yes (Om)!” said he. “You did understand.”

The same thing does the divine voice here, thunder, repeat, Da! Da! Da! that is, restrain yourselves, give, be compassionate. One should practice this same triad, self-restraint, giving, compassion.


The Jain Scriptures

As previously noted, the literature on Jainism covers the teachings of Mahavira, which are called the Agamas (canonical texts), and others are noncanonical texts. These have been compiled by the two Jain sects, the Swetambara and the Dikambara. Verses from the following texts are chosen:



From among the works of Digambara Jains, from Sutrakritanga, Pancastikaya, and Nitivakyamrita

From among the works of Swetamabra Jains, from Acarangasutra and Uttaradhyayana Sutra

From Tattvarthasutra, accepted by both sects with minor differences

The select texts are organized thematically.


Karma and Retribution

The following Jain texts show how karma and retribution is understood in Jainism.

Acarangasutra 2.50–55



“Frequently I have been born in a high family, frequently in a low one; I am not mean, nor noble, nor do I desire social preferment.” Thus reflecting, who would brag about his family or about his glory, or for what should he long? Therefore a wise man should neither be glad nor angry about his lot: he should know and consider about the happiness of all living creatures. Carefully conducting himself, he should mind this: “I will always experience blindness, deafness, dumbness, be one-eyed, hunchbacked, black, white, and every color; because of my carelessness I am born in many births, experience many feelings.”


A Golden Rule

The texts below demonstrate Jain teachings akin to the Golden Rule.

Sutrakritanga 1.11.33

A man should wander about treating all creatures as he himself would be treated.

Acarangasutra 5.101–102

One who you think should be hit is none else but you. One who you think should be governed is none else but you. One who you think should be tortured is none else but you. One who you think should be enslaved is none else but you. One who you think should be killed is none else but you. A sage is ingenuous and leads his life after comprehending the parity of the killed and the killer. Therefore, neither does he cause violence to others nor does he make others do so.


Cosmic Justice

The following texts show the cosmic justice of Jainism.

Acarangasutra 3.13

Suffering is the offspring of violence—realize this and be ever vigilant.

Nitivakyamrita 1.1

The Law is that which leads to welfare and salvation. It forms conduct and character distinguished by the sense of equality among all beings.

Uttaradhyayana Sutra 4.2

Men who acquire wealth by evil deeds, by adhering to principles which are wrong, fall into the trap of their own passions and fettered with karma they sink further down.

Acarangasutra 1.6–7

I have acted, I have caused others to act, and I have approved of others’ actions. One should first comprehend that all such actions taking place in the world are the cause of the influx of karma particles, and then should forswear them.


Charity and Hospitality

The following selection points out the importance of charity and hospitality given in Jainism.

Pancastikaya 137

Charity—to be moved at the sight of the thirsty, the hungry, and the miserable and to offer relief to them out of pity—is the spring of virtue.


Serving Others

The selected text below emphasizes the need for serving others in Jainism.

Tattvarthasutra 5.21

Rendering help to another is the function of all human beings.


Renunciation of Wealth

The texts below teach the key doctrine of renunciation of wealth in Jainism.

Acarangasutra 2.114–19

On gaining the desired object, one should not feel elated. On not receiving the desired object, one should not feel dejected. In case of obtaining anything in excess, one should not hoard it. One should abstain from acquisitiveness. One who sees Reality should consume things in a manner different from that of a layman.

Uttaradhyayana Sutra 14.16

What avail riches for the practice of religion?


Loving Kindness

The verse below is another key text of Jains teaching compassion toward all living beings.

Tattvarthasutra 7.11

Have benevolence towards all living beings, joy at the sight of the virtuous, compassion and sympathy for the afflicted, and tolerance towards the indolent and ill-behaved.


The Sikh Scriptures


Cosmic Justice

The following verses speak about cosmic justice as understood in Sikhism.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib308:14117,14118

The body is the field of action, in this Dark Age of Kali Yuga; as you plant, so shall you harvest. Justice is not passed on mere words; if someone eats poison, he dies.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib 7:330,331

By their deeds and their actions, they shall be judged. God Himself is True, and True is His Court.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib, 199:8520–8522

Has been burnt in the fire by the Supreme Lord God. The Creator administers true justice. He is the Saving Grace of His slaves.


Serving Others

The portions noted below lay emphasis on serving others for Sikhs.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib 992:42484

Without selfless service, no one ever receives the fruits of their rewards. Serving the Lord is the most excellent action.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib, 286:13047, 13048

One who performs selfless service, without thought of reward, Shall attain his Lord and Master.


Renunciation of Wealth

The following text shows that renunciation of wealth is an important spiritual teaching in Sikhism.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib, 745:32063–32068

Even a crude hut is sublime and beautiful, if the Lord’s Praises are sung within it.

Those mansions where the Lord is forgotten are useless.

Even poverty is bliss, if God comes to mind in the Saadh Sangat, the Company of the Holy.

This worldly glory might just as well burn; it only traps the mortals in Maya.

One may have to grind corn, and wear a coarse blanket, but still, one can find peace of mind and contentment.

Even empires are of no use at all, if they do not bring satisfaction.


Labor and Honesty

The verses below are key teachings on labor and honesty in Sikhism.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib,1245: 53590–53592

One who calls himself a guru or a spiritual teacher, while he goes around begging—don’t ever touch his feet.

One who works for what he eats, and gives some of what he has—O Nanak, he knows the Path.

Sri Guru Granth Sahib, 149:6184–6186

O Nanak, it is absurd to ask to be spared from pain by begging for comfort.

Pleasure and pain are the two garments given, to be worn in the Court of the Lord.

Where you are bound to lose by speaking, there, you ought to remain silent.


Source: Andrew Wilson, ed., World Scripture: A Comparative Anthology of Sacred Texts(Saint Paul, MN: Paragon House, 1991).
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CHAPTER NINE

Poverty and the Poor in the African Religious Traditions

Steven Hewko and David Kupp

This chapter is an invitation to co-journey in a navigation of the complexities of African religious perspectives on the poor and poverty as sympathetic outsiders. Our task is not to add new evidence from primary research to the study of poverty and religion in Africa. Rather, our task is to observe, reflect, and to make accessible to our audience the current state of dialogue and some of the dynamics of scholarship underway.

We have begun and ended with the continent of Africa as a geographical anchor. The religious “texts of Africa” on poverty, therefore, include virtually all the sacred texts already considered by our coauthors, as they were—and continue to be—rerooted within the continent’s community soils, across various epochs of religious interpenetration between African societies and the world. By numbers of African adherents, this applies especially to the scriptures of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Indeed, virtually every other global religious tradition has some foothold on the African continent and could also be considered.

It is risky to generalize about a continent as large and diverse as Africa. Just as “African religions are as diverse as the African continent itself,” there is no singular African view of poverty, ill-being, or well-being across its more than 50 countries.1 The mandate for this chapter, to articulate the relationship between African religion and poverty, encounters this premise: that in reality, thousands of such relationships—historic and contemporary—between African poverty and religion could be articulated, and these stories would all be true to their tellers. These many rich and diverse relationships between poverty and religion across Africa find expression in myriad worldviews, cosmologies, ecologies, ethnicities, linguistic groups, cultures, and modes of living.

The wide range of critical perspectives defining well-being can be summarized as “‘essentially contested’—its meaning and content fluctuate dependent on who is using it, and why they are using it.”2 What has emerged, however, in our observations of this landscape is that there are a variety of lenses at play in scholarly approaches to religion and poverty in the African context. As will be evident in the subsequent sections of religion and poverty, there are a multiplicity of perspectives within each term, and interpreting the interface is overshadowed by contemporary and historic realities. The interaction of Africa and the outside world, specifically with Europe and the West, has left its lasting mark, physically, spiritually, and psychologically, on the continent, leaving a near-impossible task to disentangle this history from any contemporary study that would discover, rekindle, and reverse engineer a “pure” African religion or a “pure” African view of poverty.

One of our premises may then seem counterintuitive: though vast and diverse, the African (and pan-African) tapestry is interwoven. As Peter Paris insists, there is more than a minimal experiential sociocultural coherence across the citizens of Africa and its diaspora.3 Or more strongly, as E. Bolaji Idowu has said, “There is a common African-ness about the total culture and religious beliefs and practices of Africa. So from that point of view, it can be spoken of in the singular.”4 Elizabeth Amoah refers to an agreement “that Africans both on the continent and in the diaspora have had common experiences that affected and shaped the poverty situations in which they find themselves. For example, they have all experienced colonialism, missionary activities, and the slave trade, which have left in their trail structures that have produced vicious and seemingly inescapable forms of poverty among them everywhere.”5

There is a shared experience, a common history, and a common future, all of which tie the multiplicities and strands of African thought and experience together. It is these structures that tie the two lenses of religion and poverty together. The task of decolonization of these themes, both physically and intellectually, while a noble challenge, is beyond the scope of this chapter. The very terms religion and poverty are themselves freighted with precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial implications in Africa.



Three centuries of the African slave trade, one century of colonialism, and a half-century of postcolonial dictatorships and widespread corruption have greatly weakened that continent’s capacity for any adequate recovery.6

Participation in this question of African religious views of poverty inevitably engages representative voices of Africanists who are seeking to move all forms of African discourse from colonial domination, through the theater of independence, and to postcolonial interdependence. Few African citizens, scholars, and practitioners are interested in religious worldviews of “poverty” per se, as defined in a Western or Euro-American sense. This volume as a whole illustrates well the need to move beyond poverty understood as a singularly negative and one-dimensional concept, toward poverty within a larger typology of well-being and ill-being. Stated plainly, there is no separation between African religion and development. Nuanced in whatever ways by location and history, Africa is in many the continuous denial of secularism’s assumption that “religion is confined to the private sphere of life.”7 This premise also derives in part from serious African readings of the recent UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Decolonization of the African poverty and religion dialogue means that the torch of ownership is passing to contemporary Africanists. This is reflective of the idea that



an “African Renaissance,” broached a few years ago by South African president Thabo Mbeki, is gaining strength in the discourse on African development in African academic and political circles, as well as in popular thought, as evidenced by the popular press. The idea is crucial for the identity and development of the African continent and for peoples of African origin in general, wherever they may be, especially at this time when, more than ever before, African peoples are being exploited in overt and covert ways economically, culturally, religiously, and intellectually. This is an insidious situation because, as a result, African peoples and people of African descent are being impoverished “anthropologically,” that is, thoroughly in every way. Their human dignity is subtly being progressively degraded at every level of their existence.8

Further to the issue of well-being is the recognition championed by Laura Camfield et al. in their study of the relationships between well-being and child rights, that methods for studying child well-being in global contexts should be dynamic and sensitive to culture and time.9 The corollary here is that understanding African well-being must be defined by and grounded in local contexts, in the lives of real people, and viewed dynamically over time through the lenses of their social, political, and economic interactions with the actors and stakeholders of their settings.

Academic engagement of religion and poverty via holistic and nondualistic worldviews may seem long overdue and necessary to the “newly awakened” in some Global North circles, but this is in fact well established in much of the Global South. Secular Euro-American approaches have overdichotomized religion and poverty. Religious, economic, political, and social well-being were approached as 20th-century silos of secular academic study. Jacob Olupona is quite helpful here:



Perhaps one of the most exciting revolutions taking place in African and African diaspora religious studies is the rapid increase in the number of scholar-practitioners. The vast majority of scholars who have studied African traditional religions and African diaspora religions have been adherents to other religions or have been areligious. While the anthropological emphasis on participant observation has generated many insights into the lived religious experiences of practitioners, scholar-practitioners argue that many of the nuances of African and African diaspora religions remain closed to those who are not themselves devotees. Scholars like Asare Opoku and Wande Abimbola, a traditional babaláwo (Ifá diviner), have dramatically shifted the questions that occupy the field by insisting that all scholars in the field take seriously the concerns and interests of practitioners.10

Are Africanists helping non-African development academics and practitioners return (slowly) to respect and incorporation of the wisdom of indigenous and traditional worldviews? From the side of professional practitioners in poverty and development, the trend (perhaps corresponding to that noted above by Jacob Olupona) is encouraging. The importance of poverty and development within the worldviews and practices of faith—among partner organizations, development practitioners, and community participants—is becoming more prominent. The evidence points to a grudging acceptance by some secular academics and practitioners of the “I’m not dead yet” reality of faith and its multidimensional evidence of utility for development, but even more so to the essential nature of faith within the realm of well-being and ill-being and the necessary reassessment of secularism itself as a worldview with a belief system, albeit bereft of the nonmaterial. Here it is possible to refer to a wide range of emergent discussions of faith, religion, and development across multilateral aid and development agencies, international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), faith-based organizations (FBOs), and academic circles.

Among the ontological dimensions of this topic, religion and poverty on the African continent engage the well-being and ill-being of African societies and ecologies. Yet, these cannot be represented by positions or static snapshots, as they perform an ongoing dialectic. This belies a complex set of conversations in many places simultaneously as to which worldview gives a local explanation. There are higher-level aspects of ill-being and well-being that may be agreed as universals, while their particular expression is rooted in context and time, inevitably with religious dimensions.

In this dialectic between religious worldviews and poverty, they change each other, coevolve and codevelop, as the forces of historical disruption are added: social, economic, and political. Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1959) begs the underlying questions of well-being and ill-being: how did the dialectics of many historical disruptions change both? For example, how did the historical disruptions of Sufism change indigenous religious understandings of evil, poverty, and ill-being?

History is the story recorded by the victors, as they say. The consequent caution for Africa, as it applies to understanding history and textuality, is how to get past the interpretations of political, academic, and religious elites, African and non-African. Munochiveyi describes the outpouring of national rewriting at the end of Zimbabwe’s war of liberation:



Historians with an understandable sense of scholarly sympathy and in a celebratory mood about the end of an utterly racist and oppressive colonial regime immediately began the task of recording the history of Africans’ triumphant nationalist and liberation struggle. In a country whose history had been distorted by different sets of colonial historiographies, nationalist and liberation-struggle historians seemed to be driven by an urgent need to rewrite the country’s history.11

The more complex story of African nationalism, he says, is not unique to Zimbabwe. But it does require



highlighting the ways in which non-elites formulated their own critiques of colonialism and performed African nationalism according to their own understandings of anti-colonialism, we begin to dispel metanarratives of African nationalism that privilege Western-educated African (male) elites and facile ideas of African nationalism as an “imported” ideology.12

We draw from this the parallel principle that a more nuanced understanding of poverty and religion in Africa depends not only on high respect for contextuality but for issues of power, historical literacy, and shifting paradigms of the control of interpretation.

No exploration of African religion and poverty in contemporary times can be unaware of the nationalist aspirations, conflicts, and postnationalist narratives playing out in many African states following independence and their significant political, social, economic, and community upheavals visited upon African peoples. At minimum, this is performing a substantive shift in control of the writing of history and the definitions of well-being, ill-being, and the role of religion in poverty. Using Zimbabwe as an example again, “the post-independence political leadership has thrived on manipulating the country’s nationalist history (and other colonial histories), positioning itself as the sole ‘liberator’ of Zimbabwe, and excluding other historical actors perceived as threats to its continued grip on political power.”13 The important consideration here is to what degree the formation and growth of many of Africa’s independent and indigenous religious communities are directly a product of independence movements, where poverty and ill-being are indistinguishable from political alienation.

Dialogical and multidisciplinary engagement between sectors (including the appropriate dimensions of the academic and professional worlds) offers us a means of constructive discussion that might encompass disciplines of social theory, theology, and history—in ways that respect contextually aware versions of a rather complex narrative. Similarly, in her concern for understanding the interconnectedness of poverty, wealth, ecology, economy, and injustices in Africa, LenkaBula



calls for the utilization of dialogical or multi-dialogical and multi-disciplinary approaches with the social and human sciences in order to illumine and promote a more detailed comprehension of poverty, wealth and ecology. Its benefits include the clarification of issues; the enrichment of the hermeneutical/interpretative task of ethics, particularly in evaluating the nature and functioning of society, and the ways poverty and wealth are interpreted and lived out.14

It is the goal of this chapter, then, to paint a tapestry of the interweaving of two contested concepts: African religion and African approaches to poverty. In the following section, we will explore an unfolding of the religious history of Africa, while paying special attention to the assumptions and biases of the last few centuries of Western approaches to religion. The subsequent section is an exploration of the question, what is poverty from an African perspective? Special attention will be paid to the historical, ethical, cosmological, social, and cultural dimensions, while challenging some of the inherent assumptions at the base of even the question itself. The last section is a series of mini case studies that aim to highlight some of the unique ways in which the interaction of poverty and religion have expressed themselves. In no way exhaustive or representative, they are a few among thousands of stories that could be told, each with their own history, meaning, utility, and future.

The Story of Religion

When trying to discover the question of a religious perspective on poverty in Africa, the question of sources is obvious. In the African context, we have varying textual and oral traditions at play in any given moment. This is compounded by the ritual dimensions of African religions, mediated by practitioners who serve as brokers between the spiritual and the physical worlds, providing a framework for religious activity in the society. When the dust settles, what emerges is a plurality of religious sources that speak to any given situation. This is further compounded by the multiethnic composition of the African continent and the vast number of unique traditions and cultures.

The other challenge is that when trying to elucidate a genealogical history of these ideas, visibility is obscured. While oral traditions and texts can provide valuable insight into contemporary expressions, caution is prudent. No one can master all, or even a significant minority, of African traditions, and most studies run the risk of using a narrow set of oral traditions to generalize an “African” perspective. This is countered by the focused ethnographic studies that zero in on a specific people in a certain geographic and temporal frame. There still persists, however, a desire to find this unifying thread between the various religious traditions to develop an “African” religious perspective.

First and foremost, the primary religious “texts” of Africa on poverty are the entire three-dimensional continent of indigenous African religious traditions—nothing less than a vast forest of sources, thousands of years deep, by 50-plus countries wide, by untold numbers of languages, places, and cultures high. To embrace such an enormously rich human and social geography is far beyond our task here. It does mean of course that we are entirely and humbly indebted to a range of analyses, narratives, and commentary drawn from the voices of historians, theologians, and development academics and practitioners, internal and external to Africa. Oral traditions may have evolved with the emergence of the social context of which they speak, and the historical record is scant in regard to them. It is also true that the sacred texts of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam also play a pivotal role in the religious life of Africa and should not, in our view, be seen as any less African. It is hard to prove claims that texts played a major role in the formation of ideas of poverty and religion. Because of this, we have intentionally chosen modern expressions of religious views on poverty in the form of case studies to mitigate these challenges. This quasi-phenomenological approach to religion and poverty will hopefully help illuminate the mosaic of religious influences at play within the African context.

When exploring the theme of African religious approaches to poverty, it is important to first define what an African religious approach might be. The two questions that need to be explored are how we define “African” religion and then how religion operates in an African context. For the purposes of this chapter, three major influences will be explored: African traditional religion, Christianity, and Islam. These categories themselves are not as discrete as appears at first glance and betray a certain necessity to generalize. Scholarly debates concerning the approach to understanding the nature of religion are far from settled, and the voices of those who can speak to these issues are contested.

Before we embark on a religious approach to poverty, it is important that we explore the issue that makes defining religion in Africa difficult. At the root of the problem of definitions is whether religion can be seen as a sui generis phenomena, ahistorical, noncultural, and universal.15 Conversely, is religion indistinguishable from the broader expression of culture? This tension between the abstract concept of religion and the actual expression of what we would call religion forms the basis for a number of binary relationships that are important to acknowledge in the context of our discussion. Yet, history speaks of religions as concrete entities, and before we can deconstruct religion, a brief introduction to the history of Christianity and Islam is necessary.

Christianity came to Africa early in its history through the Roman Empire in North Africa. In the first few centuries, Egypt, Nubia, and Ethiopia became Christian centers, although the former two were eventually subsumed by Islamic expansion. It wasn’t until the 15th century that Christianity entered Africa again, via the European explorers, leading to subsequent waves of Europeans bringing their faith with them and their colonial aspirations. It was in this time that the modern missionary era began, often as a tool of colonial administration. The last important wave of Christian influence to come to Africa was in the form of Charismatic/Pentecostal Christianity in the 1970s, and it has gained a significant prominence in the African Christian landscape. This does not include the emergence of thousands of African independent churches, each with its own distinct character and identity.

Islam has also seen its influence grow in waves, beginning with the early Islamic conquest of Egypt. In the first few centuries of Islam, as various sects and schools formed, they also found their way onto the continent across North Africa as the burgeoning Islamic empire grew. These traditions included the Shi’i, Sufi, and Mu’tazili. These traditions, however, were predominantly relegated to North Africa and kept there by the expanse of the Sahara. It wasn’t until the conversion of Berber nomadic tribes that Islam began to penetrate into the sub-Sahara. History recounts many famous African Islamic kingdoms and such leaders as the Malian Empire’s Mansa Musa. Islam’s diffusion into other ethnic groups and tribes continued even into colonial times. In the modern era, there have been growing movements of sectarian Islamic communities, including Ahmadiyan, Sufi orders (such as the Mourides in Senegal), and more diffuse influences, such as Wahhabism.

From these short descriptions, one can already glean that there are a multiplicity of forms of Christianity and Islam already engaged in Africa. These are layered on top of the foundations of African traditional religion that were present before their arrival. Jacob Olupona summarizes it well when he says, “There was no tabula rasa when Abrahamic religions arrived on the continent. Consequently, indigenous cultures impacted Islamic and Christian practice just as much as these traditions left impressions upon their new milieu.”16 This dynamic idea interchange plays an important role in the understanding of poverty in African religion. The following are two important dialectics that exist when exploring the depth of religious identity in Africa.

Formal Religion versus Folk Religion

What can be said in broad general terms about a religious tradition and to what extent the local expressions of that tradition play in providing a significant contribution to this definition is always in tension. Within religious studies, this tension has always existed between wanting to say something definitive about a tradition in general and wanting to discover the nuances of these traditions as they express themselves in varying locales with various schools of thought. When someone speaks of an “African Christian approach to poverty,” to which African Christian is one referring? Is it Egyptian Coptic Christianity? Is it Nigerian Pentecostal Christianity? Is it Urban South African Christianity? Is it Anglican or Methodist Christianity in rural Ghana? The list could develop into almost endless local, ethnic, geographic, denominational, and social contexts, each within the major traditions of Christianity, Islam, and traditional religions. This isn’t even incorporating the influence of other major religious traditions, in particular, Buddhism and Hinduism. One would even be hard-pressed to identify a homogenous expression in discretely self-identified groups.

Two terms, indigenization17 and syncretism,18 provide this heterogeneous gradient of religion expressed and are closely related to this discussion. Indigenization in the context of religion is the adoption of a religious tradition within the cultural and social systems of the host culture in a way that makes it markedly unique to that context while also preserving the character of the tradition itself. Syncretism, a controversial term in its own right, represents the mixing of religious elements of two or more systems into new forms that share characteristics of both systems. These admixtures are sometimes tenuously held in seemingly contradictory and mutually exclusive formulations. Some would argue that these terms are synonymous; it is generally accepted that the former retains a more orthodox character than the latter. For the purposes of this chapter, our goal is not to defend the veracity of these two terms, but rather to keep them in view as we explore the relationship between religion and poverty in certain contexts.

One of the common criticisms in the literature is that earlier studies of religion in Africa superimposed Christian norms on African traditional religion.19 This is a Western bias that needs to be understood or, in the least, acknowledged. How this manifests itself on a practical level is that within Western tradition, there is an increased emphasis on belief rather than participation. Whereas Western religions seem to stress a propositional approach to a religious tradition, reduced to defining a tradition by examining the set of beliefs of a group of religious people, these types of approaches may not apply in other contexts where ritual and a more pragmatic orientation to the religious world is more important. In the case of our study, we need to resist this temptation to state that a tradition is bound by a set of beliefs about poverty. Rather, the approach to poverty has a broader frame, where the utility of ritual in the context of community plays a more prominent role. We can’t say, however, that there isn’t a place for using these Western-dominated frameworks to talk about religion, only that it is necessary to keep this tension in view.

This highlights a dialectic that exists, not unique to the African context, of what has been termed formal or organized religion versus folk religion. This is most apparent in the Christian and Islamic expression of religion in Africa. Formal or organized religion would be that which is most consistent with the global counterparts of the tradition; it is held together by a common set of rituals, beliefs, and worldview. Folk religion, on the other hand, is highly contextualized and less tied to these global structures, consisting of “ethnic or regional customs under the umbrella of a religion, but outside the official doctrines or practices.”20 We are not advocating that one is more right than the other or one expression is more “Christian” or “Islamic” than another. Rather, we want the reader to be aware that certain assumptions may not hold true when looking at a religious tradition, and any given religious expression exists somewhere on this theoretical gradient of formal to folk. The willingness of African religions to navigate this also opens up the possibility for broader issues such as poverty to enter into the conversation of religious expression.

If one were to chart these two gradients—formal versus folk and contextual versus universal—on a Cartesian plane, we would begin to see the dynamics of religious expression in the African context. For example, the Christianities of African independent churches, missionary churches, Coptic churches, Pentecostal churches, Catholic and Anglican churches all find a place on this spectrum. The same can be applied to Islamic expressions on the continent, whether Sunni, Sufi, or Shi’i, and the various schools and movements within them. As the religions have penetrated into the continent, the continent has left an indelible mark on the expressions of those religions.

What needs to be acknowledged is that for any given corporate religious identity, and even varying among individuals within a given community, these expressions will find a place at some point along this continuum, and maybe not in a static way. As these highly unique and contextualized expressions address the question of poverty, they will rely to varying degrees on the parent tradition and the local context. As will be seen as we explore this further in the chapter, this creates a multiplicity of religious approaches to poverty as each unique community wrestles with the notion of poverty in its context.

[image: image]

Pan-African: Global versus Local

The last dialectic to be explored is the tension between the global expressions of traditional religion and the local expression, particularly in relation to the people who have ties to the African continent. Due to many historic and contemporary factors, there is a large African diaspora with strong ties to Africa. Although sometimes separated by many generations and vast distance, there is an inextricable link between Africa and those who can trace their ancestry there. These global voices have contributed to a growing “pan-African” voice, a movement that addresses the challenges of slavery, racism, colonialism, and neocolonialism.21 Underlying the movement is the notion that not only do all African people have a common origin, but they have a common destiny. Religion has become an important part of this global character and identity, with the modern holiday of Kwanzaa demonstrating this movement. Because of nationalist movements in the last half of the 20th century, there has also been a return to the traditional African religious expressions within the continent.

This pan-African move is both a parallel and contravening force to the pressures of colonialism and globalization. In the context of religion, where the pan-African voice is an attempt to rediscover, restore, or reconstitute an African religious identity, there is also a trend toward the influence of global actors and voices from outside in shaping the nature of African traditional religion in the contemporary context. Along the lines of the previous section’s discussion of indigenization and syncretism, these forces have in some context altered the nature of African traditional religion in fundamental ways.

In the other direction, African traditions have infused their way into other global religious contexts around the world, in some cases germinating new ones. One can think of the African influence in Latin Christianity, Brazilian Candomblé, voodoo, African American Christianity, and African diaspora churches, to name a few.22 Each has taken up and incorporated varying aspects of African religious practices into their systems. So the boundaries of what constitutes “African religion” are blurred and engaged in ongoing global conversations. The movement of people and ideas have created both a dynamic and organic expression of religion that presses the historic and conceptual categories of traditional religion.

Within Africa itself, this dynamic nature of traditional religion is also expressed through the modernization of the continent, the shortening of distances through modern travel, unprecedented urbanization, telecommunication, and the influence of other globalizing forces, leading to a universalization of local indigenous traditions. Whereas traditions once had a highly localized character, there is an increasing pull toward a harmonization of the characteristics of traditional religions, including ritual, belief, and cosmology, and these are becoming regional expressions that have lost some of their particular local character.

Thus, we are left with another set of competing forces that blur the traditional boundaries of religion. Again, these can be expressed as spectrums to which poles of local and global, particular and universal, pull the religious identity in different directions.

What we are left with is two lenses on religion. The traditional lens, which has been stressed and pressed by global, technological, and historical forces, and the lens of Abrahamic religions, which were imported to the African context but have nonetheless found a home and have been fully adopted within. When dealing with the question of the African religious view of poverty, it is important to keep both of these lenses in full view, as they both have bearing on any perspective that is generated. Also, we want to stress the importance of viewing religion in Africa as nondiscrete and dynamic, pragmatically oriented and fully present in the social fabric of society.

The Story of Poverty in Africa



Poverty has always been with us in our communities. It was there in the past, long before Europeans came, and it affected many—perhaps all of us. But it was a different type of poverty. People were not helpless. They acted together and never allowed it to “squeeze” any member of the community. . . . But now things have changed. Each person is on their own. A few people who have acquired material wealth are very scared of sliding back into poverty. They do not want to look like us. . . . We are left to fight this poverty ourselves. And yet we only understand a little of it. It is only its effects that we can see. The causes we cannot grasp. The forces of poverty and impoverishment are so powerful today. They can only be managed by Governments, or the big churches. So now we feel somewhat hopeless: it is this feeling of helplessness that is so painful, more painful than poverty itself. —Old woman in Kibaale, Uganda23

[image: image]

Africa’s story of poverty is manifold and varied, but it is key to understanding the continent’s history and is thoroughly interwoven with all aspects of faith, spirituality, and religion. “Nothing illustrates the continuity of the African past more vividly than the study of poverty.”24 Yet, the study of poverty in Africa is also a vital lens to its present, for the story of African poverty is nothing less than a marvel, not so much for its modern caricatured and one-dimensional misery, but for its countless narratives of survival, adaptation, and resilience that have imprinted ancient and contemporary Africans in myriad ways.

The difficulties with penning an accurate and valid historical account of poverty in Africa are well documented in numerous studies, including by John Iliffe. He identifies the challenges with each of the three types of available but fragmentary sources (oral traditions, formal written accounts, and the more casual, unconstructed references by foreigners). He comments on “the unevenness of the sources and the labour required to search them,” and, in 1987, he concluded that a “comprehensive history of the African poor is still decades away.”25 Although that comprehensive history of the African poor still remains full of gaps, important work by 21st-century Africanists is underway to reunderstand and retell that history with indigenous lenses and priorities.

It is an oft-voiced accusation that Western media, governments, and humanitarian agencies bear responsibility for six decades of dressing Africa up as exhibit A for abject poverty and dependency. Though that objectification of Africa is still maintained by some, the actual discourse on poverty in Africa is more complex, interesting, and accountable these days, especially with its locus shifting to several nodes in an expanding network of Africanists, incorporating African and pan-African academics, practitioners, activists, and policy wonks.

For that reason, to secure an agreeable definition of poverty in Africa is to call forth a discussion of great heat and duration. The heat and duration of that discussion arise from



•    the diversity among the discussants, across a range of Africans, “hyphenated” pan-Africans, and non-Africans

•    the rejection of the 20th-century terms of discussion, including the very category of poverty as an American-European construct imposed on Africa, in favor of a starting place somewhere within the combined spheres of traditional and contemporary African worldviews

•    the rejection of modernization as a theory by which contemporary societies and economies are constructed, even amid modernization’s survival in practice

The heat and duration of the discussion are further complicated by the wide array of power and privilege held among the discussants themselves, whether African or non-African, and their relationships to, distance from, and positions among poverty’s primary participants in local African communities, urban and rural.

Early African Poverty: Well-Being and Ill-Being

It might be argued that Africa’s story of poverty is the oldest simply by virtue of Homo sapiens’ African origins and the “Out of Africa” genetic model of geographic dispersals. In that sense, if poverty is an innate condition of all human societies, ancient or contemporary, then Africa would be the first place to learn of its nature. At its simplest, poverty is defined by a failure to meet a minimum threshold of basic human needs, such as food, shelter, and clothing. Identifying this threshold satisfies an understanding of poverty in absolute and measurable terms, regardless of time and place. But poverty in situ may confound ideas of an absolute threshold, whether 50,000 years ago on the savannah or in contemporary Harare, and is probably now viewed as often as a relative state, as socially contextualized and politically constructed, and capable of many different forms.26

Poverty in Africa can only be understood by acknowledging its own unique set of ancient-to-contemporary trajectories, interposed most dramatically in the most recent five centuries with the external-internal interplay of the forces of colonization, transcontinental slavery, modernization, globalization, and urbanization. Through the profound degradation of their dark practices in marketing and transporting human beings, European traders and African suppliers of slaves not only vacated Africa of millions of its best and brightest but unwittingly engaged in the multigenerational rupture and tearing of the millennia-old traditional African tapestry of social, spiritual, and economic health.27

From the perspective of many Africanists, poverty as assessed by colonial and modern indicators did not exist in Africa prior to military conquest, slavery, and colonization, by which Africa’s people, land, and minerals were seized and developed and extracted under forced labor. Poverty in Africa as a measure of broader ill-being has thus in part been maintained to the present via contemporary versions of the original structures put in place through military conquest, slavery, and colonization and maintained through unfair trade and international debt and tax policies.



The slave trade led to the destruction of family, family values, communal and peaceful coexistence, and intergroup relations. As the demand for slaves increased exponentially in response to the insatiable demand in the Americas, warfare increased and the continent was deprived of its able-bodied men and women. The social disruption and depopulation that warfare and human tracking wreaked on Africa over several hundred years gravely affected the human, social, and cultural development of the region.28

To the degree precolonial African existence was an ideal, premodern existence is debated. The archeological evidence in many places features millennia of hunter-gatherer, pastoral and agrarian clans, communities, and kingdoms, with a range of premodern cosmologies and technologies that centered around the aspirations of holistic well-being and ancient forms of harmony, grounded in the interweaving all aspects of the material, social, and spiritual life. Surviving indigenous knowledge systems point to traditional African aspirations of well-being incorporated in health, peace and harmony between the individuals, and the spirits and the whole of local society weaving material, psychological, and spiritual dimensions together.

These retrojections of an ancient precolonial Africa holism have been too idealistic for some within contemporary Africanist dialogue today. But there is broad agreement that poverty in most traditional African settings is a thoroughly religious, political, and social concern.



There is no doubt that in the precolonial period—at least dating back to the early nineteenth century, when Africa had established empires, kingdoms, and states—there was both poverty and affluence. The poverty of that time, however, took a different form. As J. D. Y. Peel reminds us in the case of the Yoruba people, poverty as a social condition was intolerable and rejected as a way of life. A Yoruba proverb portrays the stigma associated with poverty: ‘‘It is better to die young with dignity than to become old in abject poverty’’ (Ki a ku lo’mode yeni, ju-ki a d’agba ka t’osi). Old age typically signals respectability, comfort, and dignity; what the Yoruba saying underlines is that an old age that brings misery and poverty is disgraceful. The proverb also illuminates a cardinal element of Yoruba religious thought and practice: the Yoruba profess a this-worldly worldview, and the indigenous Yoruba’s religious quest to the orisa (gods) is that they provide to the supplicants the blessings of wealth, children, and long life (Ire owo, ire omo, ire emi gigun). The proverb’s apparent rejection of the third of these blessings indicates the very high distaste the Yoruba have for abject poverty.29

Within indigenous African cosmologies, poverty, or ill-being, belies an imbalance in the reciprocal relationships between people and the community of spirit powers. In these traditional worldviews, the sacred and the secular, the material and the spiritual, are merged in all aspects of life. That which threatens well-being (for example, an evil spirit, jealous neighbor or competing clan) must be vigorously countered through ritual, moral behavior, and social correction. If poverty in traditional Africa has material, psychological, and spiritual dimensions, it is an evil that can strike anyone, and it translates not only into a loss of basic life sustenance, but also loss of dignity, self-esteem, choice, and community amid the distortion of relationships with the spirit world.30

Elizabeth Amoah gives us a list of 12 aspirational features of traditional African society designed to thwart ill-being’s spiritual and social malevolence and to promote well-being:31



  1.   The use of land as a common resource

  2.   The principle of sharing and reciprocity

  3.   Concept of community-centered wealth

  4.   Emphasis on hard work

  5.   Emphasis on resource management

  6.   Emphasis on modern living

  7.   The sacredness of all life

  8.   Traditional social morality

  9.   High value of human dignity

10.   Negative and positive sanctions

11.   African traditional festivals

12.   Leaving food and other items at shrines and sacred places

Whatever disputes exist among scholars as to the degree of traditional cultural and religious loss, Paris insists that



throughout those centuries, African peoples were not mere victims of the external forces of conquest. Rather, they devised various creative responses of survival and resistance. These involved cultural retentions and hybridizations, political reinventions, religious, moral and aesthetic syncretism, clandestine practices through secret societies, religious associations, literary and cultural organizations, public protest, mass demonstrations, boycotts speeches, sermons, prayers, literature, drama, music, and song.32

Contemporary African Poverty

Ubuntu is an example of an African cultural tradition that survived and flourishes today. As an agreed foundation stone for understanding African personhood, Ubuntu defines the “person” as embedded and interwoven within the primacy and coaccountability of community. Although its application and meaning today is widely contested, in Ubuntu, the Bantu peoples of southern African traditionally expressed the full religious, moral, and political belonging of the person, and hence their social obligations to community. Desmond Tutu has observed that



Ubuntu is very difficult to render into a Western language. It speaks to the very essence of being human. When you want to give high praise to someone we say, “Yu, u Nobuntu”; he or she has Ubuntu. This means that they are generous, hospitable, friendly, caring and compassionate. They share what they have. It also means that my humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in theirs. We belong in a bundle of life. We say, “a person is a person through other people” (in Xhosa Ubuntu ungamntu ngabanye abantu and in Zulu Umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye). I am human because I belong, I participate, and I share.33

Africa’s many and difficult pathways through slavery, colonialism, and conquest the past five centuries have degraded and obliterated many of its indigenous knowledge systems around religion and poverty. The current debates among Africanists over access to and revival and application of indigenous knowledge attest to the resilience of what remains and what may be recovered, and this sustains a vigorous range of explorations of enculturation, indigenization, and syncretism. As with many of the planet’s indigenous peoples, some retrieval of lost African indigenous knowledge is proving possible at the hands of African historians and educators.34 This revival of the role of indigenous knowledge is providing another potentially important counterweight to the hegemonic tendencies of global poverty models to overwhelm local African settings.35 Meanwhile, the stakeholders in this discussion must sort through the thorny questions of good versus bad contemporary elements arising from traditional knowledge and practice.36

The remarkable feature of poverty in contemporary Africa is not its persistence, as poverty has not been a permanent feature of Africa from ancient times. Rather, what strikes the observer at a great height is that, apart from their elites and relatively small middle classes, entire countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, are poor. This speaks not to “the poor” as an anomaly amid generally wealthy milieu, but to a vast postcolonial proletariat victimized by a macroeconomic malaise delimited by mechanisms of trade, debt, resource extraction, and technology turned wholesale to serve exclusively despotic rulers and powerful internal and external interests.

John Iliffe describes two genres of African poverty. In the first group, “the poor” include most Africans, most of the time; they are “obliged to struggle continuously to preserve themselves and their dependents from physical want.” A smaller core number of “very poor or destitute” Africans compose the second group. They—like their counterparts across history and culture—have failed in their struggle, and they exist at a level of chronic want that has attained the realm of the epidemic: these poorest of the poor face malnutrition, disease, and even starvation.37

Employing the strengths of both analyses of poverty—absolute and relative can offer helpful binocular perspectives—pan-African discussions of African poverty want to take us even a step further, to understand poverty via a multiprismatic lens, both holistic and contextual. Holistic views of poverty do encompass the tangibles of hunger, lack of shelter, lack of access to health care, education, jobs, and illness; they also incorporate African versions of the less tangible but very real social and spiritual experiences of fear, exclusion, powerlessness, lack of representation, and isolation of individuals, households, and groups. They are grounded in the indigenous relationships woven between good and evil, sacred and profane, spiritual and material.

Jacob Olupona advances an important definition of multiprismatic, or “anthropological poverty,” from Father E. Mveng, a Cameroonian Catholic theologian. Poverty in this sense,



goes beyond “economic or financial deprivation”: a deeper condition of poverty, a psychology in which one’s own humanity is impoverished and one’s very humanity is denied. A popular African proverb says that while “the poor person labors in the heat of the sun, the rich person enjoys the fruits of the labour under the shade” (osise wa l’oorun, eni maje wa ni iboji, as the Yoruba version goes). Found in various versions in other African societies, the proverb is a metaphor for the severity of the gap between the poor who work tirelessly to survive and the rich, the principal beneficiaries of the labor of the poor, who enjoy the enormous wealth generated from the fruits of the poor person’s labor.38

Global Poverty Models

Pan-African attempts at reclamation of the narratives and traditions of precolonial African knowledge are notable for their contrasts to the global context: the tug of war between African and non-African poverty paradigms becomes noteworthy. The economic and social extremes are starkly highlighted in the 21st century’s inequities between the planet’s wealthiest individuals, corporations, and nations and its most destitute and marginalized.39 Pritchett et al., in their four-dimensional global model of modernization, summarize well decades of the Global North’s approaches to development. In this model of modernization, when a country negotiates over time the four requisite processes, it becomes “developed.” That is, a nation-state rises up the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) ladder of human development index (HDI) performance when it “undergoes a four-fold transformation in its functional capacity to manage its economy, polity, society and public administration.”40 When folded into a context experiencing healthy governance and coaccountability between the three sectors of civil society, state, and market, these four core capacities of the healthy nation-state can underpin sustainable development and poverty reduction.41

The Human Development Report (HDR) measurements for 2015 show that among the 41 countries in the HDI’s fourth and lowest tier, all but seven are African.42 Amartya Sen, Mahbub ul Haq, and their UNDP colleagues rebelled in 1990 against the dominance of economic-only indicators and developed their human development composite index of health, education, and income. Since then, it has become the global favorite for measuring human well-being. For 25 years, the HDR has annually tracked a fairly steady increase in the HDI over time across all developing regions, including Africa. In that span of 25 years, the HDI of the world has increased more than 20 percent. During the same span, the HDI of least-developed countries has on average grown more than 40 percent. Some individual African countries have seen considerable progress. For example, Ethiopia’s HDI value has increased more than 50 percent in 25 years, Rwanda has achieved nearly the same, and Angola, Zambia, and a few others have increased by about a third. However, sub-Saharan countries as a region have remained in the lower quartile of the HDI for the entire history of the index, still well below the HDI threshold of 0.550 that would see them rise up one tier into the next, third-lowest quartile.
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Notwithstanding the virtues and general applicability of the UNDP’s HDI, Lant Pritchett’s fourfold model, and other global macro models like them, as Africanists have pointed out, their application becomes less than tidy in the numerous micro and the mezzo contexts of that continent.43 Africanists are in significant measure beginning to exhibit their own rejections of “modernization,” alongside parallel trends elsewhere.



In the last four decades, however, a fundamental paradox has emerged at the heart of development theory and practice. The paradox is that everyone and no-one believes in modernization. If everybody (explicitly or implicitly) still believes that development entails the modernization of economic, political, social and administrative life, no-one (for all intents and purposes) now believes modernization theory.44

Decolonization of Poverty Models

The African reexamination of the assumptions of poverty and development forms a critical part of the current decolonization project by Africanists in what is becoming the “postdevelopment” era in Africa and beyond.45 Decolonization of the assumptions and practices of poverty and development is becoming an important feature of the reclamation of an Africa-centered and originated dialogue on well-being and ill-being.46 The origin of much African scholarly engagement with decolonization might be traced to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s Decolonising the Mind. Ngũgĩ has himself moved fluidly between the African and Eurocentric worlds of colonialism and postcolonialism, and he has been a central figure for 50 years in reversing the colonization of the Africa mind, calling for the return to languages, cultures, traditions, and practices no longer viewed via the disparaging imperial lenses as backward, dark, evil entrapment, but as liberating, immediate, and homecoming.

A starting point for a decolonized understanding of poverty includes recovery of ancient Africa’s indigenous knowledge, on which is founded the interplay between traditional and contemporary cosmologies.47 That traditional-contemporary interplay evidences some common worldview elements:



•    ongoing anthropological space for classical practices of kinship, ethnicity, cosmology, and witchcraft

•    both individual and collective aspects of poverty and development, that is, between the improved well-being of individuals in a given society and the improved well-being of a given society or nation-state in aggregate

•    the integration of spiritual, physical, and ecological healing, where human health is holistic

•    a bias toward viewing increased economic productivity as a means to well-being rather than an end in itself

•    particular attention to the ways in which political systems represent the interests of their citizens in part and in aggregate

•    culturally specific lenses on different social groups’ access to and exercise of their rights, responsibilities, and opportunities

•    non-Western patterns of expectation around how state, market, and civil society organizations, agencies, and institutions govern themselves, each other, and society

In addition, the importance of land within traditional African cosmology still resounds today. The collision of communal and colonial understandings of landownership led to a deterioration in common ownership of land on a continental scale, with the adoption of privatized land systems that undermined the sociocultural ethos of traditional communal life, promoted agrarian industrialization, and often forced redistribution of land from the poor to the elites. “Unfortunately, in places such as Nigeria and Kenya, this practice became a national program and many watched helplessly as millions of poor people were left destitute as the ethos of communal sharing gave way to complete deprivation.”48

Today, 62 percent of sub-Saharan Africans remain rural, although African rates of urbanization outpace others.49 The livelihoods of these rural Africans remain directly or indirectly linked to land and agrarian livelihoods. Many of their urbanized African cousins also retain a foothold in the rural lands of their extended families and original villages. Rural and agrarian livelihoods today often include some joint maintenance of traditional, religious, and scientific worldviews, with assumptions, for example, that the fertility of that land includes codependency on irrigation, divine blessing, and the spirits of the ancestors. Hence, contemporary land access, ownership, and stewardship are practices both religious and material in nature, and not without tensions. Traditional gateways to land access (often vested in the chief) can prevent access to land by women or ethnic groups, can generate violence, and may fly in the face of contemporary emphases on secure land tenure, gender equity, and human rights.50

A Note on the Indigenous-Contemporary Dilemma

Chinua Achebe’s employment of William B. Yeats’s poem gives his novel When Things Fall Apart an apocalyptic prevision of the tragic disruption that befalls the protagonist and his Igbo people.



Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

Achebe’s 1958 classic is and has become many things, among them an implied commentary on tragedy and change in the face of the meeting and clash of values, social and power systems, household or global, traditional or modern. Written in English—itself a controversial choice for some—the novel captures the demise of Okonkwo and his Igbo community.

The dynamic complexities of the spiritual, ancestral, material, and social ecology of the nine villages of Umuofia meet the tidal wave of British colonial religion, empire government, technology, and commercial self-interest. The resulting disruption certainly can be seen as paradigmatic of the colonial era. But it may also be paradigmatic for Africa’s broader history of social and religious development, from pre- to postcolonial times.

In that sense, disruption is the universal sociopolitical norm, with an infinite variety of intensities, tempos, complexities, and external-internal community dynamics. Once upon a time, even before Chinua Achebe, did things also fall apart in precolonial Umuofia? Certainly. But it would appear that colonization and its attendant disruptions opened a new gateway through which entered the specter of “modern” multidimensional poverty. Achebe attests to disruption not just as the universal and particular human and social experience, but as a dramatic shift in local and society-wide systems of culture and class. With these social class shifts came new empire possibilities for upward mobility, and thus a pathway for new possibilities of poverty, as the ideological and territorial scramble for Africa was on.

It is viable for pan-Africanist outsiders and insiders to debate these disruptions for their Hegelian teleological possibilities, but the point here is that the several-century “dialectic” between the powerful theses and antitheses that traverse across precolonial, colonized, and postcolonial eras have delivered us to a moment of fundamental reappraisal of traditional and modern African religion, well-being, and ill-being. Disruption may be the universal experience, but Africans are now increasingly choosing their own terms of reference to redefine and engage poverty within their own religious, cultural, and economic worldviews.

Olupona observes this new hybrid African identity in the growth of various forms of local associations, both rural and urban. The ethno-religious identity of these groups is interwoven with their interest in addressing jointly communal poverty through economic development.



Although these groups are not necessarily linked to the worship of traditional gods, their members having largely converted to Islam and Christianity, they have established a platform for advancing economic unity and social development by appealing to the community as the sacred source of life. By invoking tribal myth and historic symbols and by galvanizing members of their communities at home and abroad to contribute to village, town, and community economic growth, they are responding to a crisis using their own metaphysical and epistemological worldview.51

African Voices on Well-Being and Ill-Being

Studies of well-being globally have proliferated in recent years, as well as the range of indices and frameworks employed for basic human needs, well-being, and happiness.52 The particular question of poverty and its relationship to ill-being and well-being has less often been documented in depth by the poor in conversation with each other. Voices of the Poor is a three-volume series of unprecedented depth and intensity that gathered the opinions, passions, and perspectives of over 60,000 women and men in poverty from 60 countries. The first volume, Can Anyone Hear Us?, collected results from the World Bank’s participatory poverty assessments. Volume 2, Crying Out for Change, reported on new fieldwork conducted in 23 countries, and volume 3, From Many Lands, developed analyses of regional patterns and case studies.53

Originally undertaken to inform the World Development Report 2000/2001, the three-volume study subsequently became a watershed in its own right for its combination of participatory and qualitative research methods with a direct presentation of poor people’s own voices and lives. The underlying study is not a conventional anthropological or sociological poverty analysis, nor is it simply a local-level participatory action-research exercise. Rather, it combines elements of method and scale from both approaches, rooted in the assumptions that the poor themselves are the most genuine and authentic experts on their poverty and that their stories, reflections, and recommendations—if gathered participatively and rigorously weighed and aggregated—can fruitfully deliver essential micro and macro guidance for learning, action, and policy.

We have incorporated here a selection of African Voices of the Poor for two reasons:



1.     With this study’s authors, we assert that the African poor themselves understand and articulate their poverty (and its relationship to their faith) better than the powerful—whether those powerful are African or non-African.54

2.     We explore the published poverty narratives for evidence of faith and religious practice.55

This core question was asked of Voices participants across the world: “How do you define well-being or a good quality of life, and ill-being or a bad quality of life?” Having compiled and analyzed their data, the authors’ resulting global summaries of well-being and ill-being are worth quoting at length:



Despite the diversity of poor participants, their ideas of well-being and the good life are multidimensional and have much in common. Enough for a good life is not a lot, and for those with little, a little more can mean a great deal. Across continents, countries, contexts, and types of people, a good quality of life includes material well-being, which is often expressed as having enough; bodily wellbeing, which includes being strong, well and looking good; social wellbeing, including caring for and settling children; having self-respect, peace and good relations in the family and community; having security, including civil peace, a safe and secure environment, personal physical security and confidence in the future; and having freedom of choice and action, including being able to help other people in the community. Wealth and well-being are seen as different, and even contradictory.



Descriptions of ill-being are also multidimensional and interwoven. Experiences of ill-being include material lack and want (of food, housing and shelter, livelihood, assets and money); hunger, pain and discomfort; exhaustion and poverty of time; exclusion, rejection, isolation and loneliness; bad relations with others, including bad relations within the family; insecurity, vulnerability, worry, fear and low self-confidence; and powerlessness, helplessness, frustration and anger.
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Wellbeing and ill-being are states of mind and being. Wellbeing has a psychological and spiritual dimension as a mental state of harmony, happiness and peace of mind. Ill-being includes mental distress, breakdown, depression and madness, often described by participants to be impacts of poverty. Children have a distinct view of the bad life. An overarching issue is how to enable poor people to diminish ill-being and enhance wellbeing, gaining for themselves more of the good life to which they aspire.56

The examples of well-being and ill-being specific to African participants in these volumes are a study in diversity underpinned by commonalities. A women’s discussion group in the remote forest settlement of Twabidi, Ghana, produced a description of the underlying causes and the impacts of their poverty (see figure above).57

Poor women and men from communities across Ethiopia offered the following phrases—translated literally—to express their state of ill-being.



“We are left tied like straw.”

“Our life is empty; we are empty-handed.”

‘Living by scratching like a chicken.”

“What is life when there is no friend or food.”

“Life has made us ill.”

“We are skinny.”

“We are deprived and pale.”

“We are above the dead and below the living.”

“Hunger is a hyena.”

“The poor is falling, the rich is growing.”

“We simply watch those who eat.”

“Difficulties have made us crazy.”

“We sold everything we had and have become shelter-seekers.”

“It is [like] sitting and dying alive.”

“My relatives despise me and I cannot find them.”

“Life is like sweeping ash.”

“A life that is like being flogged.”

“A life that makes you look older than your age.”

“Just a sip and no more drop is left.”58

The African examples of well-being are also rich in local grassroots language—declarations by groups and individuals from Ethiopia, Ghana, Malawi, Nigeria, Somaliland, Uganda, and Zambia. Voices delivers these five categories of well-being:



1.     material well-being: with a livelihood secure enough to meet basic human needs

2.     physical well-being: able-bodied, strong, and presentable appearance

3.     social well-being: healthy family, community, and spiritual relationships

4.     security: physical, mental, and social

5.     freedom of choice and action: to learn, move, and assemble

These contemporary African descriptions of well-being are not inconsistent with the basic elements of a traditional African worldview, that



focuses on wholeness, the well-being of people, and the community at large. The traditional African concept of well-being comprises everything that makes life worth living. It ranges from good health, peace, and harmony within individuals, with the spirits and the entire society, to the material or physical resources that seem to give comfort. Well-being as seen in this sense has both external (material) and internal (psychological and spiritual) dimensions.59

The converse of well-being, ill-being, is likewise complex and multidimensioned, and it resonates with traditional holistic views of poverty, combining external (material); internal (psychological, spiritual); and communal dimensions. Hence, any individual or social problem has a spiritual, moral, and even philosophical dimension. Amoah highlights a Ghanaian example of ill-being from the Akan peoples:



The condition of a hard-working person who is constantly in need of money is often explained in terms of witchcraft or some other evil spirit, which has put an invisible hole in that person’s pocket or palm. Such a condition is rarely seen in terms of harsh economic conditions but, rather, in spiritual terms while ignoring the physical realities on the ground.60

Even throughout a “secular” study like Voices, faith and religion pop up.61 Despite the lack of apparent prompting by the researchers,



faith-based organizations emerge frequently in poor people’s lists of important institutions. They appear more frequently as the most important institution in rural areas rather than in urban ones. Spirituality, faith in God and connecting to the sacred in nature are an integral part of poor people’s lives in many parts of the world. Religious organizations are also highly valued for the assistance they provide to poor people. However, the role that religious or faith-based organizations play in poor people’s lives varies from being a balm for the body and soul to being a divisive force in a community. In ratings of effectiveness in both urban and in rural areas, religious organizations feature more prominently than any single type of state institution, but they do not disappear completely when ineffective institutions are specified.62

The worldviews of participants frequently reveal a material and spiritual holism in which God and the spiritual world are assumed to be active in their material poverty.



Chidi, a 14-year-old boy in Elieke Rumuokoro, remains in primary school when other children his age are already in secondary school because his parents could not afford the fees for him to take the promotion examination. He hopes “to enter the secondary school in the future, whenever God gives a good job to my father.”63



Not surprisingly, most poor people in Malawi are fatalistic and express little hope for the future. A man from Mbwadzulu comments, “Only God knows the future, but I think the poor will continue getting poorer while the rich will continue getting richer. Because they have money, they will keep doing business. The poor will keep on facing problems. . . . Those that drink tea will continue to drink tea.”64

Widows and single mothers encounter additional burdens of legal and social exclusion and insecurity, rendering them particularly vulnerable.



In Ikot Idem, Nigeria, Kezie if a poor woman whose husband left her after the death of their only surviving son. She says, “Now that I am incapacitated and without a helper, I pray sincerely to God to send me a helper who will feed and clothe me.”65



Also in Ikot Idem, Nigeria, Mary, a 70-year-old widow “was stripped of her husband’s property upon his death . . . . She says, “. . . I thank God that since my son left school he has been able to redeem some of those properties I pledged.”66

When poverty drives people into food shortages and the edge of hunger, they respond differently to survive in context. Some steal, they say, to feed their children. In northern Ghana,



Ziem attributes his downfall primarily to the theft of his cattle, but he adds that one’s fortunes—good or bad—depend on God. He observes that it is easier for a rich man to fall into poverty than for a poor man to pull himself up into a state of wellbeing.67



People also turn to God. In Dobile Yirkpong, Ghana, a men’s discussion group says that, to cope with declines in wellbeing and periods of hunger, they “pray to God for help and for peace of mind.”68

Summary

It has been the goal of this chapter to introduce the reader to the interaction of two contested terms within the African context: poverty and religion. We have hopefully introduced a few important concepts. Religion is a vital component of African societies and plays a prominent role in the lives and cultures of its peoples. Religious views, practices, and identities are as diverse as the people on the African continent, and it is important to acknowledge the complexity and nuance of the multilayered construction of the religious landscape. Religion is not static. It is highly adaptable to the context in which it finds itself. It is also shaped by the historical reality of colonialism, including the horrors of slavery, which cannot be excised from any contemporary discussion of Africa. This has a moral and ethical dimension that affects the scholarship and engagement with the issues of the continent. Thus, when we then talk about religious approaches to poverty, we have all this in view.

The remarkable task of the Voices authors to synthesize and render coherent such a wide span of voices has produced a comprehensive set of homegrown summaries about participants’ worldviews of ill-being and well-being. Five reflections on the African excerpts are appropriate:



1.     Poverty and religion among these African community groups is nondualistic. Participants assume the presence of the spirit world and that it operates alongside the material world. In their local faith terminology, they refer to God, the divine, witchcraft, and evil and good spirits, whether in the individual or combined rubrics of traditional, Christian, Islamic, or other faiths.

2.     The poverty of participants is a multidimensional ill-being, not simplistic, and not merely nor dominantly economic. This is an essential similarity across cultures, places, and peoples, with contextually distinct applications.69

3.     The prosperity of participants is likewise a well-being that is multidimensional. The poor define well-being in tactile, comparative pictures that make sense in context. The gap between doing well and poorly is often narrow and nuanced. Whether urban or rural, well-being depends on consistent access to the minimal resources necessary to earn a living and secure basic needs. Yet “basic needs” are more than the assets of adequate food, shelter, medical care, and an income that bridges crises; they also include peace of mind and good relationships and households.

4.     Among local institutions, churches and mosques are viewed by Voices participants as essentially functional organizations, planted solidly within holistic spiritual-material life, which gather and validate communities by their “doing.” Their specific beliefs may set them apart from other faith organizations, and their beliefs may define their membership as exclusive; but their members judge them more by their effectiveness and efficacy than by their spiritual stance or finer theological points. For example, a group participant in Nampeya, Malawi, insists, “After trustworthy, we consider loving because if an institution does not have any love, there is no way it can help us.” Discussing a clergyman, a group of women in El Gawaber, Egypt, affirm that “He is sensitive about our needs.” “The need to be heard, loved and treated with compassion is one of the reasons leaders of religious organizations receive high ratings even when they may be unable to help in material terms. In Umuoba Road, Nigeria, participants value the local churches for both their spiritual and ‘welfarist’ roles, such as ‘feeding of and caring for the very poor, provision of funds for personal expenses, conducting befitting funerals for dead members and offering compassion in addition to serving as a medium of communication with God.’”70

5.     Participant groups often distinguished levels of well-being among groups in their local communities with a basic typology: wealthy, average, poor, and very poor. Their descriptions of each level are nuanced, never simplistic, and often inclusive of the material, social, and spiritual.

Four Case Studies

Limitations of space allow a handful of contemporary case studies to illustrate a few dimensions of poverty within the religious traditions of Africa. Notably absent here, for example, is the vast urban-rural, modernist-traditionalist range of African homegrown Pentecostal and charismatic Prosperity Gospel churches. Likewise, various African reindigenization movements, diaspora-homeland interchanges, as well as evolutions in Christian-Muslim linkages and distinctives, are worthy of extensive analysis in light of their shifting responses to each other amidst experiences of poverty, well-being, and indigenous culture. These and other examples are well-addressed elsewhere.71


Case Study 1: Lord’s Resistance Army



        Q: “How many spirits speak to you?”

        Kony: “Very many, I don’t know the number. But they speak to me, they talk to me. You know we are guerilla, we are rebel. We don’t have medicine, but with the help of spirits, they will tell to us ‘you, Mr. Joseph, go take this thing, and that thing’.”72


Context and actors

A brief examination of the Lord’s Resistance Army provides us with an opportunity to apply the lenses of African well-being, poverty, and religion to an extremist group frequently the subject of research and in the news. Several researchers take us behind the caricatured versions and sensational headlines of this group. It allows us to reflect on a larger underlying question from our study: what does the Kony LRA story teach us about our capacity to research through an effective conjoint lens the difficult and complex phenomena of African postcolonial religious and socioeconomic development?

The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) has surpassed its 30-year anniversary.73 Under Joseph Kony’s leadership this radicalized insurgency holds the record for Africa’s longest running conflict. Media reports commonly reiterate as Kony’s stated goal the overthrow of President Yoweri Museveni and the creation of a state built on Kony’s reading of the Ten Commandments. They also variously label the LRA as religious lunatics, as a cult, as a religiously validated militia, and as terrorists of the fundamentalist Christian variety. Kony has become for others a psychopathic mass murderer committing transnational genocide. Many blame the LRA for displacing up to 2 million people, for the deaths of tens of thousands, and for the abduction of perhaps 60,000 children. The LRA has focused dominantly on local youth and children for soldiers and labor, forcibly abducting, recruiting and indoctrinating them via disciplined enforcement with a new group identity that breaks their former civilian ties.

Beyond the media, and at a factual level, the atrocities of the LRA are legion and documented: years of village massacres, abduction of civilians, pillaging, torture, sexual enslavement, mutilation, and brutal transformation of children into soldiers via Kony’s blend of military training and mind control. Escapees tell a common story of forced participation in executions of victims or other children, who are often surrounded and beaten to death almost ceremonially by a large wooden club passed around a circle of children. Since 2005 Kony and his senior commanders have been sought under International Criminal Court indictment for 33 categories of war crimes. LRA commander Dominic Ongwen is now in ICC custody, and his trial began in December 2016.

The precise whereabouts of Kony himself and the remainder of his LRA are unknown, but some observers reports them terrorizing a swath of communities in the border areas between the DR Congo and the Central African Republic.74 The LRA is greatly diminished but has survived targeting by repeated and major Ugandan military campaigns, scuttled several rounds and years of peace dialogue, and continue to befuddle an ongoing military jungle mission by a task force of regional armies, supported by 100 U.S. Special Forces until spring 2017, to snuff it out.75 Possibly only a few hundred fighters remain, yet they continue to strike fear into remote communities and to inspire other militia groups with their brutal methods.


Poverty and well-being

This well-known depiction of Kony and the LRA, however, is not the only story. “In Uganda, the government has had the upper hand in defining the discourse on meaning, whereas the LRA, as obvious and violent coauthors in the process of war, has become the moral category of evil.”76

The pathway which took the precolonial peoples in northern Uganda out of their traditional pastoralist and agrarian hamlets, through the religious, political, and social upheavals of colonial British military ethnocracy, deposited them in 1962—vulnerable and shorn of their indigenous resilience—into Uganda’s turbulent era of postcolonial independence.

Their differential ethno-regional treatment by the colonizers generated tensions between northerners and southerners that lingered on into independence. The resulting series of brutal insurgencies and counterinsurgencies delivered a succession of northern-dominated governments under Obote, Idi Amin, Obote again, and Okello. The defeat of Okello by Museveni’s southern forces thus arrived for the Acholi people in near-apocalyptic form. Museveni’s rise to national power invoked a chapter of political and military aggression against the Acholi that ignited Alice Lakwena’s and then Kony’s campaigns to counter the new Ugandan government’s abuses.77

The Acholi initially welcomed Kony’s defence of them, but support waned in the 1990s. Kony’s priorities shifted from defence of the Acholi to wider territorial control, and the brutality and violence of his LRA increasingly targeted the Acholi themselves.

These two armies, Kony’s and Museveni’s, have been perpetrating war crimes in northern Uganda over the past three decades.78 While Joseph Kony and his LRA have long been identified and vilified for their horrendous breaches of human rights, the atrocities against the Acholi people by the second group of perpetrators, the Ugandan military, have drawn remarkably muted and meager response publicly and internationally.79 As documented for many years by media, researchers, NGOs, the UN, Human Rights Watch, and other organizations, both “the Ugandan military and the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army continue to kill, rape and uproot civilians in northern Uganda with brazen impunity.”80


Religion and tradition

For Kony to have built his military movement on a blend of traditional Acholi cosmology and Christianity is not exceptional. The behaviors and identity of Joseph Kony as leader of the LRA draw on a blend of traditional, Christian, and a few Islamic religious sources and practices. Alice Lakwena, Kony’s predecessor, provided the prototype. In 1986 her year-long Holy Spirit Mobile Force practiced a number of religiously inspired features:



•    She portrayed herself a prophet, as a spiritual medium for divine messages.

•    Lakwena claimed inspiration by the Holy Spirit of the Christian God.

•    Her followers were armed with only sticks and stones.

•    Lakwena predicted the defeat of Museveni by the Acholi.

•    Her troops were trained to protect their bodies from bullets with a covering of nut oil, to act boldly without retreat or cover, and to protect snakes and bees from harm.

Many of Lakwena’s and Kony’s battlefield rituals are found elsewhere. In the immediate vicinity of northern Uganda, government soldier interviewees have spoken of their own practices, seeking holy remedies to protect themselves from powerful LRA witchcraft on the battlefield. In places as diverse as Liberia, Sierra Leone, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe, combatants testify to local traditional religious beliefs and practices that enable soldiers to face battle with only the sacred protection of holy oil, water, and spears, to wage battle with both human and spirit armies, and to cannibalize their foes to gain spiritual virility, with deceased ancestors providing advice on military strategies.81

But this is only surprising to, and hence misrepresented by, Western scientific positivists (often including Euro-American religion scholars). As Ellis and Ter Haar have insisted, many African social and political spheres currently orbit comfortably within a religiously oriented universe. Along with Kastfeldt and a range of contemporary Africanists, they remind us that African conflicts and wars are naturally and inherently inseparable from the religious universe.82 As Wlodarczyk has pointed out, wherever traditional religion exists, what appears as alien magical religious practices to western military observers, and are hence skeptically described as irrational and profoundly brutal violence, are better comprehended as dimensions of faith and culture common to numerous African conflicts.

At the village level, as a child, youth, and catechist near Gulu, Kony inherited a constellation of Christian and traditional religion and culture. Attempts to describe Kony and the LRA in essentially Western strategic military and political terms, with an added dollop of witchcraft thrown in, make for confused and partial analysis.83

Kony’s vaunted spiritual powers and religious assumptions are interwoven with every aspect of his control of LRA rules of life and battle.



•    Kony is a voice for the spirits; he is their medium; he cannot be killed.

•    Rules for community life come from transcendental sources, via Kony, intermixed with selected Jewish and Christian scriptures.

•    These spirit-supplied rules must be followed scrupulously: close adherence renders battlefield immunity; transgression bring direct divine punishment.

•    The spirits continuously change the rules (voiced through Kony); hence, violation of the rules is unavoidable, and the sense of guilt builds.

•    Kony can read his fighters’ minds.

•    Fear of spiritual revenge immobilizes desire for escape.

•    Rules are enforced within frequent rituals and ceremonies.

•    Absolute adherence to the rules means survival in the bush.

•    The rules build community confidence and cohesion and reduce recruits’ anxieties.

•    Insider/outsider identity and dynamics are constantly enforced.

The LRA is not an irrational, ragtag force, with magical preoccupations. The overwhelming tendency to date has been to characterize Kony’s movement as “irrational,” with a fanatical vision to “re-traditionalize” or “re-Africanize” Acholi society, on the basis of magical religious belief in the Ten Commandments. But former members of the LRA paint the picture of a modern military movement, with a set of rational and organized disciplines aimed at a set of intended outcomes. Its spiritual dimensions are not separable from its social, military, and political dimensions. Rather than being dismissible for its allegedly bizarre syncretic practices, LRA operations are intentional and methodical, and they are politically and culturally directed. Having examined a range of primary LRA documentation, Sverker Finnström presents an alternative understanding, “arguing that there is a continuity in the claims and political grievances put forward by the LRA/M throughout the years.”84

The sensationalizing tendency of media (and even the averted gaze of some researchers) around the LRA’s rituals of preparation for war, engagement of spirits on the battlefield, and the preoccupation with Kony’s supposed interest in the Ten Commandments evokes language and assumptions about a madness both primitive and irrational, with parallels to Sierra Leone’s RUF or Liberia’s LURD.



These often ethnocentric descriptions of religion and spirituality give exoticising and isolated reports which do not take into account the wider political, social and economic context, representing its activities as radically irrational and herein for example neglecting how a spiritual discourse can act as medium through which other grievances can be framed.85

For Wlodarczyk, the LRA, like other modern African battle groups, employs traditional beliefs and practices not in the first place as an exercise in barbarism but for strategically distinctive purposes: a framework to explain the world, to explain evil, to explain acts of nature and other humans, and to release and equalize societal tensions. In contemporary African warfare, then, these traditional beliefs can establish a fighting force’s legitimacy, mobilize direct and indirect support, maintain army discipline, and intimidate enemy and civilian populations. It is for these purposes that Kony consciously makes an instrumentally rational adaptation of the material, social, and spiritual aspects of Acholi culture for his agenda. Titeca takes this a step further, with the argument that Kony has intentionally, systematically, and simultaneously honored and co-opted Acholi religious and social culture as his primary tools of indoctrination and control of the LRA soldiers, recruits, and abductees.

Ultimately, “the LRA’s belief system can be considered a radically ‘new order’ . . . which provides members with a renewed identity, values and beliefs. . . . Yet, important to note is the strong reference to local Acholi belief systems: various Acholi traditions are respected, such as rituals with regard to birth; and many references are made to Acholi traditions, for example by the frequent use of ‘Moo ya’ (shea nut oil). The members of this newly constructed belief system are referred to as the ‘Acholi Manyen’ or ‘new Acholi’ which in turn refer to a mythologized and pure ‘Old’ Acholi, cleansed of ‘impure’ influences such as witchcraft, westernisation and corruption.”86

Opiyo Oloya finds here a “liminality” that “describes the intensely emotional, psychological, and physical experiences through which abducted Acholi children are transformed into child combatants within the repurposed culture of violence and combat.” The “LRA/M’s skilful exploitation and subversion of Acholi culture, and not Stockholm Syndrome, enables the rebel movement to transform, train, and control the army of children in war.”87

Without rendering any particular moral judgments on LRA activities, these researchers demonstrate that the particular spiritual framework erected by Kony provides a scaffolding for beliefs and practices that render the operations of his rebel movement both rational and functional consistency. “Concretely, it is shown how the spiritual order serves both internal functions in guaranteeing the internal cohesion, controlling and motivating the combatants; and external functions, in intimidating the outside world.”88


Observations

The LRA’s cosmology and spiritual framework has proven adaptive to foreign geography, cultures, and languages. Since 2006 a modicum of peace has returned to northern Uganda, including resettlement of the majority of camp residents. This followed another major Ugandan army offensive that forced the LRA more decisively away from the territory, and into South Sudan, DRC, and beyond. In smaller and separated groups, Kony and his remaining LRA fighters and their abductees now live a peripatetic existence in the remote bush borderlands of South Sudan, DRC, and CAR. They successfully avoid detection with skillful trekking, nonradio and nondigital communications, preplanned face-to-face rendezvous, and circumventing roads and government forces. Reports of their raids, pillaging, robberies, abductions, and terrorizing local residents echo their earlier existence in northern Uganda, with adaptations for context.

This shift in location does raise fundamental questions about Kony’s modus operandi: his LRA reportedly continue their operations outside of Uganda, in the name of the Acholi peoples, but having relocated to foreign lands, cultures, and languages. Although the new DRC youth recruits and abductees do not share a common cultural background with longer-term Acholi LRA soldiers, certain of Kony’s practices remain consistent with his original approaches in Uganda, including his explicit spiritual engagement of magic and evil spirits to control child abductees with fear. Practices and narratives invoking evil spirits discourage any child contemplating escape, along with magical-religious practices that exert psychological control, legitimate commander legitimacy, foster group cohesion, and intimidate local settlements and residents. The study by Kelly et al. documents several LRA adaptations to settings outside of Uganda.89

Religious dimensions of leadership, social control, ill-being, and well-being have consistently touched every aspect of Kony’s insurgency since the Holy Spirit Movement days of Kony’s predecessor Alice Lakwena. Following in her footsteps, Kony’s 30 years of building, conscripting, re-strategizing, and relocating his LRA have centered around his identity and capacities as a spirit medium. His ability to maintain three decades of authoritative continuity takes him well beyond the role of occasional terrorist. Although without access to communications vehicles to articulate externally his political program, Kony’s internal legitimating power as a spiritual and physical voice for divine messages contributes substantially to the explanation of his survivability, and his methodologies find broader validation within the context of indigenous conflicts in Africa.90

The survival of Kony’s movement is finally in doubt, but that doubt has existed many years previously. Amid the multiplex drivers that kept alive this 30-year-old insurgency, Finnström’s final word is helpful: “At issue in Uganda’s theater of war is not primarily a search for any truth, as we most often think of it, but a magical discourse whereby the course of events is influenced and the future controlled, even altered.”91


Case Study 2: Islam and the Talibé in Senegal


Context and actors

One of the striking aspects of walking the streets of Dakar, Senegal, is the red tin can children known as talibé. Sent to live and learn from marabouts, Islamic religious teachers, these children have become symbols of poverty in West Arica. While there are many factors that contribute to this phenomenon, religious frameworks of alms-giving and Qur’anic education play an important role.92 The talibé have also thrust the marabouts into the political realm, where their plight has become a major election issue in a new way where traditionally the Mouride brotherhood, of which the marabouts are part of the system, had played such a dominant role over the whole of society. The marabouts, however, serve a much broader function in Senegalese society than merely the training of children; they actively influence politics, and they function as mediators between the natural and supernatural world, providing people a mechanism to overcome ill-being in their lives. This relationship between the marabouts and the people provides an important framework that governs the totality of Senegalese society, replacing the aristocracy of the colonial period with a “new community.”93 This case study explores the role of the marabouts in the intersection of poverty, politics, and religion in Senegal.


Religion and tradition

Religion permeates every aspect of Senegalese society, but religion as expressed in Senegal pushes the boundaries of traditional definitions. “The pervasive religious imagination sees spiritual forces at play everywhere and understands causality primarily in spiritual terms.”94 Islam in Senegal provides an interesting look at two competing narratives, the Islamization of Africa and the Africanization of Islam.95 It is within the Senegalese context that we see the forces of syncretism, globalization, and urbanization at play. It is here that we see evidence of what Paul Gifford terms the “enchanted imagination.”96 The world is not set in the traditional dualistic frame that we are accustomed to in the West; rather, the spiritual, with all its cosmological dimensions, is real and present within the totality of existence, and this worldview is vital to the people.


Poverty and well-being

Marabouts have evolved to broker the spiritual for the people of Senegal. Traditional Islamic teachers of the Sufi persuasion, they function broadly as conduits of baraka, or blessing. “In the Sufi brotherhood, baraka still has the quality of grace, bearing the promise of salvation, but it also comes to be identified with worldly privilege, with wealth and power. The poor pay tribute in various forms to the bearers of grace, in the hope of a charitable return as well as a passport to paradise.”97 People then turn to a marabout to solve all forms of ill-being in which they find themselves. Using specific rituals, a hybridization of Islam and traditional African religion, the marabout is able to guide the devotee through life. One example in the Senegalese context is the use of fetishes—small objects, usually pouches of leather containing Qur’anic verses, that have the power to protect, heal, ward, strengthen, and enrich their wearer. It is also common to see at the doorframe of rural houses a small bottle hanging from the door with the name of Jinn, Islamic spirit being, who has been invoked by the marabout to protect the occupants of that dwelling. “The purveyors of baraka have, indeed, come to hold both wealth and power through income gained through tithing, the profits accumulated from the voluntary and uncompensated work their disciples perform on the large farms, and the social and political power that has accrued from their positions. The disciples believe that all action performed for their marabout has a religious outcome that will earn them merit; therefore the more baraka a marabout is invested with the more powerful his blessings are considered.”98


Observations

Apart from the esoteric and abstract aspects of their work, marabouts have also come to provide many basic social services for the people of rural Senegal, especially education, political advocacy, and healthcare.99 It has also been noted that their brand of Sufism has been instrumental in the empowerment of women. “Sufi Brotherhoods of sub-Sharan Africa provide women, in contrast to orthodox Islam, not only autonomous space to express their spirituality but allow women significant roles in the public sphere.”100

As a point of brief departure, apart from the traditional Sufi orders, Shi’ism is making inroads in Senegalese society. This expression of Islam is much more tied to the formal aspects of Shi’i religiosity and has strong links to Iran and Lebanon. Although arguably much less indigenized, it too has seen some effectiveness in addressing ill-being in Senegalese society. “Islam through the discourse that Shi’i education can bring peace and economic development to Senegal. Senegalese Shi’a perceive that proselytizing, media technologies, and Muslim networking can lead to social, cultural and perhaps even political change through translating the Iranian Revolution into a non-violent reform movement.”101 This example is put forward to highlight that one needs to be careful when discussing Islam in Senegal, as it too is undergoing shifts in its center and within the Islamic milieu on the ground, and there exists a multiplicity of expressions. Whereas the marabouts would readily employ fetishes to combat ill-being, the Shi’i would be much more reluctant to employ these devices. Time, however, may prove that the imported Shi’ism will too indigenize or syncretize over time.


Case Study 3: Holy Cross Church, Zimbabwe


Context and actors

Zimbabwe is a place replete with aspirations for well-being and wholeness, pursued with vision and energy by its many people groups and faith movements. Zimbabwe can also be a place of ill-being and poverty for many in its diverse communities, measured by decades of political, economic, and social violence wrought by both colonizers and their successors.102 This case study highlights the Holy Cross Church under the leadership of Livingstone Tonderai Nerwande. The Holy Cross Church is a spiritual movement that departed from the Anglican Church in Africa amid independence struggles in Zimbabwe and developed into an African Initiated Church (AIC). The Holy Cross Church’s characteristics and behaviors interest us here specifically as one of many AICs that sought its own accommodations of traditional African culture, Christian faith, and the well-being of the poor.

AICs, amid their diverse denominational, ritual, and ethnic identities, developed as a wide range of separatist faith movements established and led by Africans, pursuing various forms and levels of (re)indigenization.103 Each maintains variable degrees of continuity and discontinuity with their Anglican, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Pentecostal, and Methodist traditions. They differ broadly, beginning with their preference for the “AIC” appellation of African Independent, Initiated, Indigenous, or Instituted Churches. Their separation frequently exercises a rejection of (and sometimes by) their parent church’s Western-oriented denominational religious forms and expectations in favor of renewal via more indigenized and enculturated forms of organization, leadership, liturgy, and community behaviors.104 Many prefer the activities and behaviors of Holy Spirit–led communities as opposed to the more Christological interests of mainline denominations. Though diverging from the power constructs, cultures, and origins of their European and American denominations as established by foreign missionaries, their African leaders insisted that their AICs



represent a radically biblical movement. Taking off from the Protestant claim that the Bible is an open book subject to individual interpretation, the AICs have seen the Bible as a source to legitimate a wide variety of basic Christian patterns, often with special relevance to local conditions or special appeal to local people.105

Almost inevitably these movements are headed by founders who became the magnetic, charismatic, and authoritative centers of focus and allegiance for adherents, and whose aspirations drove the exodus from the parent body.



In these movements, the attention of members is often captured by the eminence of the leader—his mystical powers, miracles and mediation between God and his followers, to such an extent that he usurps Christ’s position either wholly or in part.106

Leaders frequently claim to have received prophetic visions and divine commissions, and they foster charismatics gifts including tongues and healing in their communities, elements that render these movements more attractive to African adherents than do more staid, mainline churches.107 Countering Western Christianity’s more cerebral, doctrinal, and verbal modes, “the AICs offer a celebrative religion, making considerable use of symbols, music and dance. Thus they represent cultural renaissance in reaction to the cultural imperialism of the mission work of the historic churches.”108 Significant growth continues to deliver geographic spread and diversity of AICs across Africa, with over 10,000 denominations, and as many as 110 million members.

Beauty Maenzanise articulates a recognizable thesis on the Zimbabwean historical context for AIC movements. She takes us back to the earliest missionaries in Africa and the questions that surround their contributions to European imperialism. Many Africanists are convinced that missionaries at minimum paved the pathway for the conquerors, their regimes, their forms of governance, their religious worldviews, and their ideology of white supremacy. The landscape for Zimbabwe’s Ndebele peoples was forever altered by missionaries of the London Missionary Society,



who played a large and almost indispensable part in opening the country to European visitors, if not conquerors. The relationship of the Ndebele people with Robert Moffat of the LMS led to the selling of the country to the British as we shall see. This created a gray line between missionaries and settlers in Zimbabwe in the eyes of the Africans. As a result there were always suspicions in the minds of the Africans when it came to some of the intentions of missionaries.109


Religion and tradition

Tabona Shoko’s analysis of the nature and context of the Holy Cross Church community in Zimbabwe is central to this case study.110 Shoko compares Nerwande’s Holy Cross Church departure from Anglicanism with similar exits by other groups from Western and mainline-oriented churches, such the Apostolic sects of Johane Maranke and Johane Masowe out of the Methodist arena.111 As with other AICs, the departure of Nerwande and his followers generated arguments over their motivations and degree of Christian orthodoxy, amid Nerwande’s re-embrace of traditional religious elements of Shona culture. Shoko has suggested that an AIC like Nerwande’s Holy Cross Church might be seen as either a “traditionalized version of Christianity or Christianized version of tradition.”112 For some, AIC departures constitute a sectarian or syncretistic step away from orthodoxy back toward traditional religion, while for others they are achieving their intended telos as fully indigenized African Christianity.113

The debate over whether AIC departures like Nerwande’s Holy Cross Church have breached the bounds of orthodoxy has had real consequences, including



excommunication of many Christians from orthodox Christianity, and they eventually formed their own Christian denominations that incorporate African traditional religious elements. Orthodox Christianity closes doors to miracles and magical practices. . . . It therefore means that those religious leaders or ministers who are gifted in healing and other miraculous practices could not be accommodated within orthodox Christianity. It is from this background in the Anglican Church that the Holy Cross Church or Nerwande was formed.114

Nerwande and his Holy Cross Church movement demonstrate several features of reindigenized Christian engagement between religion, poverty, and well-being. Their departure from Anglican orthodoxy, structures, and authority was also a leaving of British missionary colonialism. They sought well-being in more indigenous forms of community, healing, worship, cultural identity, and nationhood. These adaptations reaccommodated traditional elements of Shona culture, well-being, and religious practice. Accommodation had elements of reciprocity (the high god of Shona, previously remote from the everyday lives and affairs of the people, became increasingly accessible) and was variable (some openness to Shona religion’s traditional focus “on relations with spirits of the dead. These include spirits of strangers, spirits of deceased ancestors, spirits of the land, and spirits of ancient heroes”).115


Poverty and well-being

To what degree did their experiences of colonization, poverty, and ill-being drive the worldview shifts of Nerwande and his peers, and motivate their exoduses? These were times of great social, political, and religious disruption and transition. Nerwande’s is not simply a story of a frustrated and charismatic priest who departed the confines of his Anglican ecclesiastical world. His was a call to experience the freedom and challenges of more holistic engagement incorporating healing, exorcism, and prophetic foretelling. But Nerwande’s transition was also alongside and within a country seeking liberation from structured and racialized poverty, a country fighting a war to transform Rhodesia into independent Zimbabwe, and to develop a new nationalist narrative wrested away from the hands and guns of European elites. Many Africans in these Eurocentric missionary churches awoke to the possibility that the same biblical texts employed by their oppressors might actually become their own texts of liberation. European colonial Christian and traditional African worldviews of well-being collided, as political, social, and economic conscientization awoke the cries for independence and reindigenization.

Although the emergence of AICs is linked to African independence movements and the nationalist awakening, the relationship is more complex and variable than direct. Molly Manyonganise explores the dynamics of Zimbabwe’s colonial regime encountering AIC spontaneity, prophetic utterances, and vocal leaders who confidently proclaimed black freedom of worship. Daneel records the cautions of AICs during the wars of liberation: AIC members did not typically join or support the guerillas. While AIC churches held strongly to Jesus in their worship, the freedom fighters hated this symbol of white oppression of African peoples, forcing AIC members to burn Bibles under pain of death.116

Munyaradzi Munochiveyi tells the illuminating story of Obed Mutezo’s liberation struggle, and his American Methodist Church background, as another example from a similar era and context in colonial Zimbabwe.117 Munochiveyi describes how the liberation struggle, the nationalist political movements, traditional culture and religion, and the worldview of Christian exodus and redemption, coincided and shared a common crucible. In the case of Mutezo and his deeply religious Nyanyadzi community, the confluence of these forces and drivers melded indigenous African and Christian frameworks into a rallying cry and a movement of hope, redemption, and liberation.

Obed Mutezo’s journey into Christian scriptures read through the lens of liberation was inspired in part by the passionate ANC leader Peter Mutandwa, whose addresses to political rallies always included readings from the Christian Bible. Mutezo recalls the revolutionary potency of Mutandwa’s public proclamation of Ezekiel:



Thus says the Lord God: “Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.” I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. Then he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ Therefore prophesy, and say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people . . . I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil.’”118

Amid the generations of European expropriation of their ancestral land by the Rhodesian colonial regime, and the daily humiliations of life and livelihoods, the public proclamation of Micah 2:2 spoke directly to their oppression, ignited their solidarity, and their reimagined country:


                They covet fields, and seize them; houses, and take them;

                They oppress householder and house, people and their inheritance.

Similarly, Amos 5:10–11, read aloud at rallies:


                They hate the one who reproves in the gate,

                and they abhor the one who speaks the truth.

                Therefore because you trample on the poor and take from them levies of grain,

                You have built houses of hewn stone, but you shall not live in them.”


Observations

In these biblical texts, faith and well-being was reimagined by Zimbabweans anxious to reclaim their homeland, with subsequent rupture of relationships and institutions.119 In the case of Nerwande, he was relieved of his priestly duties by the Anglican Church. He led his followers not only to put on the physical garb and signs of a new faith identity but also to practice a new polity of participatory worship and to engage the behaviors of community transformation in healing, liberation from bondage, and ministry of well-being. The Holy Cross Church expanded at one point to 32 assemblies across Zimbabwe.

The colonial Anglicanism that drove Nerwande and his flock toward their redefined vision of well-being and health was larger than their frustrations with European ecclesiology, authority, and liturgy that spoke imperfectly to their local cultural and religious identities. Their frustrations arose within a rapidly developing culture of political, economic, and social alienation that marooned them as African strangers within their own African homeland. And which inspired them to explore and evolve alongside nationalist political alternatives that promised transformation from the ongoing regime. The poverty and ill-being of black Zimbabwean Christians under colonialism certainly included all their material deprivations, but at its darkest their poverty was cultural and spiritual powerlessness, anomie, despondency, landlessness, homelessness, and estrangement.

A postscript: Following its initial rapid growth and expansion, the Holy Cross Church movement has now ebbed somewhat over time, in part due to criticisms of significant program and resource mismanagement and also due to criticisms of Nerwande’s personal aspirations and claims to authority.120 More recently the Holy Cross Church has contracted, as Nerwande has come under strident criticism as well as prosecution by state authorities.121


Case Study 4: Practices of Religion, Ecology, and Well-Being in Rural Ethiopia122

This case study from rural Ethiopia sketches briefly the issues of well-being, ecology, and food security, the nature and presence of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and relative lack of collaboration between seemingly natural stakeholders of church, subsistence farmers, and development agencies.


Context and actors

Ethiopia’s extensive highlands are both rich and fragile, suffering serious soil erosion problems. Rates of degradation vary, as do opinions on how imminent environmental collapse might be. In many highland areas, thin soils sit precariously on sloping terrain that has lost virtually all tree cover. Bisecting gullies are evidence of highly erosive rainstorms. Mixed farming and tilling practices, monocropping and low vegetation cover during heavy rains all contribute to erosion. Other external forces—plowed-under grasslands, rural migration and resettlement, commercial and state farms, and forest exploitation, have all contributed to the highlands’ current fragility.123

In a country that remains 80 percent rural, Ethiopia’s government, people, and partners have made significant efforts to deal with rural ecology and poverty in the last decade, with measureable progress in health, education, water, roads, energy, and communications. This good news was not Ethiopia’s story in previous decades. However, enormous challenges remain. Despite its gains, Ethiopia still ranks 174th out of 188 countries in the UNDP’s Human Development Report 2016. The issues at heart are fragile ecology and growing population. Yet with only a quarter of its arable land under cultivation, Ethiopia has enormous potential for agricultural development. Currently, subsistence farmers dominate, with few inputs, low productivity, limited land access, and extreme vulnerability to external shocks. The nature of hunger and vulnerability for poor rural populations in Ethiopia and a number of other countries has become chronic, that is, near-permanent. “Global estimates suggest that chronic hunger attributable to structural causes explains 90% of worldwide hunger,” according to the FAO.124 In comparison, humanitarian emergencies play a relatively minor and secondary role to structural causes. On average 5 million Ethiopians per year were declared “at risk” between 1994 and 2003, “and since 1998 the numbers of food aid beneficiaries in Ethiopia have fluctuated between 5 and 14 million. Hunger is the norm, not an ‘emergency’.”125


Religion and tradition

To the outsider, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church (EOTC) can appear an enigmatic and colorful tapestry of Christianity, ancient Judaism, and indigenous African culture and spirituality, born of a millennium of isolation from Latin and Eastern Churches and surrounded on its highlands by Islamic communities. On the one hand it retains a strong Semitic flavor, drawing its liturgies and Sabbath practices from Jewish Scriptures and temple rites. The Ark and tablets are constant touchstones for strict rules, fasting practices, prayer rituals, holy days, food, and land practices. On the other hand, the EOTC is the only precolonial church of sub-Saharan Africa, taking Patristic form through the Christian traditions of Egypt and Syria. In the popular narrative traditions of Orthodoxy, Ethiopia is Yahweh’s chosen land; its primordial highlands are Eden; its monarchy stems from the lineage of David and Solomon, and the original Jewish Ark sits in Maryam-Tsion’s Holy of Holies in Axum, the city visited even by the Holy Family in their flight to Egypt. The holy ground around the churches, then, often contains rare animals, undisturbed forests and indigenous trees. Some would argue that the spread of Orthodox churches in Ethiopia itself fostered the belief that Ethiopia is holy ground, therefore environment to be protected. Its syllabus of traditional theological teaching methods are oral, delivered through its vast network of churches across the country, and based on the remembered, recited, improvised, allegorical theological poetry of qene.

In the eyes of its critics the EOTC has yet, however, to live up to its potential to fight poverty and contribute fully to human and ecological well-being and development. This, despite the 40-year presence of its Development and Inter-Church Aid Commission. The political and religious upheavals of the past few decades help to explain this in part—the socialist revolution of 1974, the disappearance of the Falasha Jews airlifted to Israel in the 1980s, the increase of some Islamic and Protestant fundamentalism, the government’s enforced resettlement programs, severe food shortages and famine cycles, devillagization, and the return of some rural people to traditional hamlets. The EOTC with its land, structures, caves, and underground monoliths, had been for centuries an important, interwoven actor in issues of land, ecology, and well-being. With the altering of its state church status, many of the EOTC’s large traditional land holdings across the multitude of monasteries, convents, and churches underwent radical redistribution. Many priests left the church to seek other means of livelihood, and trees and other land features that had been preserved through the ecclesiastical land system were destroyed.

Popular EOTC beliefs share coexistence with numerous indigenous traditions. For many EOTC parishioners, the world is shared equally by spirits and human beings in both temporal and nontemporal space. The biblical creation stories and the world of spirits do coexist. Understanding the dynamic forces of community means honoring the spirits and the temporal spaces where they dwell. There are examples of Protestant Ethiopians interpreting this as direct worship of trees, water, and localities, and seeking the destruction of, for example, a long-venerated indigenous tree. But locals argue that such an “educated” approach misses an essential social-spiritual-ecological holism.

This is a concept of space and place that accommodates human beings, spirits, wildlife, and other natural features such as open water, air, and forests. Communal belonging, land, and neighborhood are all reflected and symbolized in where the marriage home is placed, the placenta buried, the locations of community in relationship to trees, fields, and natural features, and so on. Ethiopian Orthodoxy is thus described by Berhane-Selassie as both inclusive and exclusive of other religious systems, as well as humanity and ecology, and is also able, without relaxing the main tenets of Christian worship, to venerate nature.



This interrelatedness between the physical environment and God’s symbolic presence in it is also reflected in people’s attitudes towards severe climatic and weather conditions. Over the past two decades the effects of the southward push of the Sahel have caused frequent drought and untimely and unpredictable rains. Coupled with that has been the spread of intensive farming, unwise government agricultural policy, and impoverishment of topsoil. Many people in parts of central and northern Ethiopia strongly believe that these climatic and environmental difficulties are God’s response to their relationship with him or neglect of it.126


Poverty and well-being

The poor, then, as EOTC parishioners and farmers have for centuries had much to offer other Africans in their theology of creation, and in their sacramental practices viewing all that exists as the sacred earthly realities of divine presence in creation. Land and the church, in collaboration with farmers and development workers, can then become a lever for sustainability and food security, given the prominent role in land ownership and resource protection played by the EOTC.127

Rural Ethiopians’ perceptions of well-being and ill-being reflect their own overriding concerns for households and communities that are food secure. In answer to the question “what are the characteristics of a man/woman who lives well?” respondents in one study emphasized land and livestock, with livestock as an important signifier of social status. They talked about the critical importance to their well-being of transportation and agricultural extension services, with support for production and marketing of produce.128



The main characteristic of people who are living well in the Ethiopian sites was being economically secure and having sufficient produce or income to meet their needs (for example, having a good stock of grain in the barn). Education seems to be very important, both for yourself and your children, as is having good community relationships. People who are living well are also characterised as working hard, engaging in business activities, having a good house, owning land with sufficient oxen to plough it, and being in good health.129


Observations

The past decades are littered with a range of ineffective and harmful national and international policies and actions among the rural peoples of Ethiopia’s highlands. In the wake of the 1984–1985 famine, long-term food security and the restoration of Ethiopia’s “Eden” were promised. Ethiopia’s then military Derg regime proclaimed the most ambitious environmental reclamation program in Africa, supported by dozens of international donors and structured around large food-for-work projects. Within a few years, over one million kilometers of soil and stone bunds were built by peasants on agricultural land. Hillside terraces almost 500,000 kilometers in length were constructed. More than 80,000 hectares of hillside were protected to foster regeneration of indigenous plant species, and another 300,000 hectares were planted in trees for community woodlots.

Several evaluations that followed, however, concluded that much of this program was misdirected or even counterproductive.



The most rigorous research conducted to date shows that under certain conditions terracing has lowered agricultural production instead of raising it as had been anticipated. . . . Farmers have been unwilling to construct or maintain structures without food-for-work or coercion, and many of the structures have fallen into disrepair. Most community wood-lots have been harvested or destroyed. Hillside closures had mixed results. Where they were built best, they tended to reduce household income from livestock, to cause environmental damage by concentrating livestock on remaining pasture, and to harbour wild animals and pests.130

So, what went wrong? Viewed through lenses of religion, ecology, and well-being, it appears that the local community priorities and interests were neither adequately consulted nor integrated from the outset. The helpful parts of the indigenous knowledge base were not tested and tapped, neither the cultural assets embodied in ritual and religious beliefs and roles, nor the literacy and shamanism woven with local farming skills. According to Hoben and others, even the external technical knowledge base and reliability of these environmental restoration methods, and their relationship to local food security priorities, was not properly proven and developed. Despite this inadequate cultural, religious, and scientific foundation, these environmental management applications were standardized across much of Ethiopia for rapid, en masse, packaged implementation without appropriate adaptation to regional and local ecological conditions.

There is fertile soil for exploration of several key issues, including how might the Ethiopian poverty conversation might help us shift beyond the dominant definitions of material deprivation and narrow measure of household income to important individual, relational, and institutional aspects and values of holistic well-being. And how rural Ethiopians might share with the rest of Africa, and beyond, the wealth of its understandings and practices of cultural, spiritual, and ecological capital, as “constituted through kin, neighbourhood and friendship groups and networks, household organization, collective work groups, religious feasting groups, patron-client relations, and rotating credit relations, and social insurance societies.”131
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CHAPTER TEN

Poverty and the Poor in North American Indigenous Traditions

Randy S. Woodley

On Kodiak Island, Alaska, there is a story told of an Aleutian boy who lived with his grandmother.1 The two were trying to stretch out their meager supply of dried seal meat to get them through what was a very rough winter. The grandson became tired of eating the same thing day after day, and each day he complained to his grandmother to let him go out and hunt for something more to break up the monotony of dried seal. Finally, after the grandmother had heard just too much complaining from the grandson, she allowed him to go hunt, but she gave him these words of instruction, “After you make your first kill, bring it home to share, and we will be satisfied.”

With harpoon, knife, and net in hand, the next morning the boy eagerly set out to find something better to eat than dried seal. The winter was severe, and there was little game stirring. So, the boy had to wander quite a way from his village. Out on the horizon, he saw something darting about. It was a mouse, and a small one at that, but the boy set out to hunt and kill the mouse. Although he remembered his grandmother’s words, “After you make your first kill, bring it home to share, and we will be satisfied,” he thought to himself, “I have already spent too much energy hunting this small mouse, even if I ate the whole mouse myself, I would not have the energy to get back home.” So the boy ate the mouse and continued on his hunting journey.

Next, the boy came to a stream where he was able to catch a small fish. The fish was so small he was able to swallow it with one large gulp, completely forgetting his grandmother’s words. He followed the stream to find a lone salmon waiting to die. By this time he was famished, as the mouse and the fish were so small. He caught the salmon and immediately began eating the best parts of the fish. When he had almost finished the entirety of the salmon, he remembered his grandmother’s words once again, but it was too late. The boy had started a pattern and a pace that would grow as large as the appetite he was developing.

Next, he netted a ptarmigan. Then he speared a seal and ate the whole thing. As he continued to go farther into areas he had never seen before, the boy hunted a walrus and consumed it completely. One animal after the other, and his appetite just kept growing. Finally, after being gone for what seemed like months, his appetite was almost insatiable, so he found a beached whale and he began to eat it, bite after bite, until there was nothing left. By this time, the boy had noticed that he had grown so large in size that he no longer looked like himself. He was almost as big as his grandmother’s house. Now this made the boy very sad. What had he become? Suddenly, he remembered his grandmother’s words, “After you make your first kill, bring it home to share, and we will be satisfied.” The boy began to understand: nothing he ate would satisfy his great hunger. Thinking of his poor grandmother back home eating dried seal, or by this time perhaps starved to death, made the boy very sad. Feeling hopeless, he cried for hours, and then he made a decision to find his way home again.

As the boy walked, his belly was so full that it swished and swashed with each step he took. After many days, he finally spotted his village and then made it to his grandmother’s home. There he sat, outside the door, crying because he realized he could no longer fit through the door. His grandmother heard the boy outside and immediately told him what to do. “Grandson,” she said, “climb on the roof and come down the smoke hole.” Although he knew he would never fit through the small smoke hole in the roof, he nonetheless obeyed his grandmother. Then she said, “Put your feet in the hole and drop down.”

As the boy put his feet in the smoke hole, the grandmother lifted up a bone needle she had made, and the boy miraculously passed through the eye of it to become himself once again. On his way down, all the animals and fish he had consumed came out of his mouth, spewing up through the smoke hole, and landed in front of his grandmother’s home. They gathered up the whale, and the walrus, and the seal, and the ptarmigan, and the salmon, and the small fish, and the mouse, and everything else the boy had consumed while he was away. When they had gathered it all up, they prepared a feast for the whole village, made up of all those fine foods. But the boy was satisfied just to eat dried seal.

The story of the boy and his grandmother is likely a traditional story that was modified after the Aleutian people heard the Bible story in Luke 18:25, when Jesus said, “For it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (RSV)—or it is an uncanny coincidence. Whether adapted or original, the story is illustrative of many of the values of Indigenous North Americans2 when it comes to understanding poverty. In traditional North American Indigenous cultures, wealth was most often measured by food supply and the conditions of the homeland from which it was supplied. The normal expectation was to be satisfied with whatever one had, and one’s primary responsibility was to share it with others. The seminal Indigenous value of generosity was based on abundance as the norm, and scarcity as the exception.3 In the story, the exponential increase of food for oneself and the parallel change in the boy becoming less of himself by not sharing what he had creates something grotesquely less than a simple human being. In a sense, the boy became a monster through his own greed. Indeed, the cure for his dilemma was



1.     listening to his elderly grandmother, who was the repository of wisdom

2.     returning home, to his own land and his community of support

3.     sharing what food he had, with his community (Note: The way he shared it was regurgitation, which is supposed to add humor to the story.)

Many of the values concerning poverty and wealth among traditional Native North Americans are based on these three principles. The boy’s survival depended on listening to his elder and understanding the primacy of his own homeland, and his actual wealth came from sharing his food among his community.

Historically, the wealth of one’s own homeland or, expanding it further, one’s territory, was fundamental among First Nations. The earth, including all kinds of local environmental features, such as lakes, creeks, rivers, bays, estuaries, shorelines, mountains, hills, forests, valleys, swamps, and deserts, produced an abundance of food, materials for building homes, medicines for healing, items for trade, and so on. One’s territory was home, and home was where wealth, the kind of wealth Indigenous Americans understood as a gift from Creator, was cultivated. When one was removed from his or her own territory, life was not considered as rich.

Each tribe thought its own homeland to be a great gift. Consider the speech given by Crow chief Eelápuash/Chief Sore Belly around 1830.



The Crow Country is a good country. The Great Spirit has put it exactly in the right place; while you are in it you fare well; whenever you go out of it, whichever way you travel, you will fare worse. . . . The Crow Country is exactly in the right place. It has snowy mountains and sunny plains; all kinds of climates and good things for every season. When the summer heats scorch the prairies, you can draw up under the mountains, where the air is sweet and cool, the grass fresh, and the bright streams come tumbling out of the snow banks. There you can hunt the elk, the deer, and the antelope, when their skins are fit for dressing; there you will find plenty of white bears and mountain sheep. In the autumn, when your horses are fat and strong from the mountain pastures, you can go down into the plains and hunt the buffalo, or trap beaver on the streams. And when winter comes on, you can take shelter in the woody bottoms along the rivers; there you will find buffalo meat for yourselves, and cottonwood bark for your horses; or you may winter in the Wind River valley, where there is salt weed in abundance. The Crow Country is exactly in the right place. Everything good is to be found there. There is no country like the Crow Country.4

When attempting to understand the Aboriginal poor in light of modern North American social measurements, such as household income, purchasing power, wage comparison, unemployment, and the like, and the maladies that the poor usually suffer as a result of such disenfranchisements, though the statistics are difficult to find, Aboriginal North Americans by most standards are the most poverty-stricken group on the continent. Aboriginal poverty in the United States and Canada is widespread, all-encompassing, and it runs deep, as illustrated by Osage Indian George “Tink” Tinker in this assessment:



The resulting poverty of Indian peoples puts us at the bottom of virtually every economic indicator, although any public announcement of statistics usually manages to conceal the enormity of Indian poverty by including Indian statistics in that nebulous category called “other,” hiding us among unknown numbers of American population sectors that are doing quite well. Indian people are 45% below the poverty line with the lowest per capita income of any Americans, including new immigrants. Longevity still lags some 20 years behind the average for all North Americans, which means that Indians die, on average, in their fifties rather than their seventies. Unemployment statistics for Indian communities are notoriously difficult to obtain, because the U.S. Department of Labor does not include the chronically unemployed in its statistics. Research over the past two decades, however, shows a consistent real unemployment rate among Indian peoples of 40% to 60% unemployment and on some reservations as high as 85% to 92%. Disease rates are abnormally high among Indian peoples, with, for instance, tuberculosis occurring several times the U.S. average and diabetes at 6.8 point eight times the U.S. average. Given the poverty and the long history of community trauma, it should surprise no one that alcoholism also occurs at an abnormally high rate. Teen and young adult suicide ranges from 3 to 10 times the national average with one in six Indian adolescents having attempted suicide. And the public school dropout rate is still nearly half (48%) with only 4% of our young people managing to complete a college curriculum.5

There is a strange irony present when comparing poverty and wealth among the dominant white European-based cultures of Canada and the United States to the present state of Indigenous peoples in North America. Both societies base their wealth on what comes from the land, but there are different values concerning the distribution of those resources. Wealth among First Nations has always come from the abundance of what could be hunted, grown, harvested, or gathered from the abundance of the land. The glaring irony is that the newcomers stole the land and subjugated the Host People, making apparent attempts to assimilate them into a capitalistic system, with very little land, and resultant resources from the land left at their disposal. From an Aboriginal perspective, that wealth was then considered to be a shared community investment as opposed to a private enterprise.6 North American Aboriginals have been able to thrive in what seems to be the most inhospitable climates and geographies in North America, which is an amazing fact when you consider the temptation under such circumstances to hoard food and resources to become successful. Yet, despite these hardships, the laudable values of generosity, hospitality, and concern for the common good among Indigenous North Americans that developed during their commonwealth period are apparently what seems to have sustained them and assured their success on the continent.

In a very real sense, and until recent history, poverty and wealth among Indigenous North Americans was not as much an individual assignment as it was a temporary status of a community whose resources were either abundant or scarce at the time. Most often, those resources were available in abundance. Therefore, poverty was not thought of in the same way by Native Americans as people living in a society driven by capitalism and individualism think of it today. This point is important to remember because poverty, as modern First Nations know it, is a relatively new concept, and their difficult adjustment to a poverty status in a modern American society has become a major debilitating factor.

It is difficult to judge Aboriginal North American poverty by modern standards. Modern class analysis “presumes the validity of the modern state as much as democratic capitalism does.”7 Such an analysis is built on European concepts of progress and civilization, neither of which would characterize traditional Indigenous hopes or values. Foremost among those Indigenous values is the understanding of the inherent goodness of the land, along with the traditions and lifeways that have been lived upon the land. In other words, life in the old days, and in the old ways, had prescribed sets of remedies structured in society for maladies such as temporary poverty. Those structures and mechanisms of healing had been time-tested for multiple generations. Finding ways for Indigenous North Americans to become less poor, according to modern standards, may be helpful in some regards, but increased material wealth may not be the ultimate answer to the Indigenous predicament. The European colonizing disruption to Indigenous constructs of progress inserted its values, ideas, and hopes in the midst of Native America, creating a dependency that has been a cruel taskmaster. The Indigenous peoples of the United States and Canada are not necessarily seeking the “American Dream” today, although relief from its intended marginalization may provide some temporary comfort.

In looking to the past, Aboriginal North Americans are able to see their futures.8 More than a quest to rid themselves of poverty is the longing for a sovereign way of life on their own lands. In other words, although Indigenous peoples are poor by modern standards, the spiritual reality of living in harmony, or well-being, lifts one above such circumstances. While modernity presents a shiny image of another kind of wealth, those promises have not had a positive impact among a people who seek harmony or well-being in themselves, with others and with all creation; who disdain greed; and who value the good of the commonwealth above that of the individual.

Over 200 years ago, Tenskwatawa, a brother of the famous Shawnee Indian chief Tecumseh, referenced a sense of happiness or well-being among Native North Americans that was, even then, in rapid decline. As evidenced by his speech below, Tenskwatawa understood that Indigenous people were searching for something beyond their current misery. He was trying to find a way for the Host People of North America to recover their naturally endowed values while confronting acculturation in the form of American modernity. The same problem identified by Tenskwatawa in his day may apply to present-day Indigenous communities. Many Indigenous people seem to be lost somewhere between those ancient traditions and modernity—unable to find just the right instruments needed to successfully navigate the waters existing between both worlds. Indigenous poverty, by modern standards, is perhaps more than a class status in a democratic capitalistic society. Although the words of the Shawnee leader Tenskwatawa were recorded in 1805, they bear directly to any discussion concerning Native American poverty today.



Our Creator put us on this wide, rich land, and told us we were free to go where the game was, where the soil was good for planting. That was our state of true happiness. We did not have to beg for anything. Our Creator had taught us how to find and make everything we needed, from trees and plants and animals and stone. We lived in bark, and we wore only the skins of animals. Our Creator taught us how to use fire, in living, and in sacred ceremonies. He taught us how to heal with barks and roots, and how to make sweet foods with berries and fruits, with papaws and the water of the maple tree. Our Creator gave us tobacco, and said, “Send your prayers up to me on its fragrant smoke.” Our Creator taught us how to enjoy loving our mates, and gave us laws to live by, so that we would not bother each other, but help each other. Our Creator sang to us in the wind and the running water, in the bird songs, in children’s laughter, and taught us music. And we listened, and our stomachs were never dirty and never troubled us. Thus were we created. Thus we lived for a long time, proud and happy. We had never eaten pig meat, nor tasted the poison called whiskey, nor worn wool from sheep, nor struck fire or dug earth with steel, nor cooked in iron, nor hunted and fought with loud guns, nor ever had diseases which soured our blood or rotted our organs. We were pure, so we were strong and happy. But, beyond the Great Sunrise Water, there lived a people who had iron, and those dirty and unnatural things, who seethed with diseases, who fought to death over the names of their gods! They had so crowded and befouled their own island that they fled from it, because excrement and carrion were up to their knees. They came to our island. Our Singers had warned us that a pale people would come across the Great Water and try to destroy us, but we forgot. We did not know they were evil, so we welcomed them and fed them. We taught them much of what Our Grandmother had taught us, how to hunt, grow corn and tobacco, and find good things in the forest. They saw how much room we had, and wanted it. They brought iron and pigs and wool and rum and disease. They came farther and drove us over the mountains. Then when they had filled up and dirtied our old lands by the sea, they looked over the mountains and saw this Middle Ground, and we are old enough to remember when they started rushing into it. We remember our villages on fire every year and the crops slashed every fall and the children hungry every winter. All this you know. For many years we traded furs to the English or the French, for wool blankets and guns and iron things, for steel awls and needles and axes, for mirrors, for pretty things made of beads and silver, and for liquor. This was foolish, but we did not know it. We shut our ears to the Great Good Spirit. We did not want to hear that we were being foolish. But now those things of the white men have corrupted us, and made us weak and needful. Our men forgot how to hunt without noisy guns. Our women don’t want to make fire without steel, or cook without iron, or sew without metal awls and needles, or fish without steel hooks. Some look in those mirrors all the time, and no longer teach their daughters to make leather or render bear oil. We learned to need the white men’s goods, and so now a People who never had to beg for anything must beg for everything! Some of our women married white men, and made half-breeds. Many of us now crave liquor. He whose filthy name I will not speak, he who was I before, was one of the worst of those drunkards. There are drunkards in almost every family. You know how bad this is. And so you see what has happened to us. We were fools to take all these things that weakened us. We did not need them then, but we believe we need them now. We turned our backs on the old ways. Instead of thanking Weshemoneto for all we used to have, we turned to the white men and asked them for more. So now we depend upon the very people who destroy us! This is our weakness! Our corruption! Our Creator scolded me, “If you had lived the way I taught you, the white men could never have got you under their foot!”9

Tenskwatawa’s observations are as poignant today as they were over two centuries ago. He notes that the North American Indian people were given their land by the Creator and in harmony, living by their traditions prior to European contact. He acknowledges that they were happy and self-sustaining, free, and spiritual people. He views white people as being diseased, dirty, in religious turmoil, evil, covetous, and polluting and living with a different set of values. Similar testimony by other past and present Native North American leaders is easily found, but perhaps none give as much detail as listed here by Tenskwatawa. His view is clear: Native peoples do not prosper living according to European American values, and by trying to live under those values, they have lost something precious that once held them together. He says they will continue in this poverty until those Indigenous values are reclaimed.

Historical Survey of the Idea of Poverty and Identification of the Indigenous Poor

Along with the theft of Indigenous land from 1492 forward came the marginalization of Aboriginal North Americans in every area of both Canadian and U.S. social systems, including housing, health, citizenship, legal rights, access to Native-owned resources, and education. Initially, enslavement of Native North Americans was a common practice. European merchant ships captured and enslaved America’s Indigenous peoples among their very early encounters, and their enslavement continued well into the 19th century, with slaves in the Americas numbering in the hundreds of thousands.10 Indigenous slaves, in the North American context, lost their land, their families, their homes, their means of producing wealth, their health, and their freedom. For nearly 500 years, American Aboriginal slaves lost everything. The results of those losses, compounded by other historic losses, still continue today.

The colonial power’s attempts to “educate” First Nations might be considered an extension of slavery. The effects of educational marginalization through residential boarding schools, missionary efforts, and other reprogramming efforts have contributed greatly to the increasing modern poverty statistics among North America’s First Nations.



Settler-colonialism has functioned, in part, by deploying institutions of western education to undermine Indigenous intellectual development through cultural assimilation and the violent separation of Indigenous peoples from our sources of knowledge and strength—the land. If settler colonialism is fundamentally premised on dispossessing Indigenous peoples from their land, one, if not the primary, impact on Indigenous education has been to impede the transmission of knowledge about the forms of governance, ethics and philosophies that arise from relationships on the land.11

In other words, Indigenous peoples must return to their original relationship with their own land, which is the basis of all life, including freedom and education. But history would prove it nearly impossible for most Indigenous tribes to remain on their homelands.

In the United States, with the Indian Removal Act passed and implementation well on its way, it was now time for the government to justify Indian removal. To protect the deal, the U.S. president needed to be sure the U.S. Congress did not suffer too much from buyer’s remorse, as Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal Act had only passed Congress by one vote. On December 3, 1833, in his inaugural address, Jackson made the following statement concerning America’s Indigenes:



They have neither the intelligence, the industry, the moral habits, nor the desire of improvement which are essential to any favorable change in their condition. Established in the midst of another and a superior race, and without appreciating the causes of their inferiority or seeking to control them, they must necessarily yield to the force of circumstances and ere long disappear.12

To Jackson’s likely chagrin, even though Native Americans have not fared well, they are still here, as are the First Nations of Canada. In fact, Indigenous populations are continually increasing in both countries. Unfortunately, as the populations increase, so do many of the difficulties surrounding them. This is especially so in the United States, as knowledge of the Indigenous plight remains virtually unknown to the American public. One of the reasons is because the percentage of the Indigenous population in the United States is much smaller than in Canada, but an often-neglected reason should be considered. Historically, at least up until the past half-century, Indigenous North Americans have not written much about themselves, nor anything else for that matter.

Because Indigenous cultures have a deep-seated investment in oral tradition and storytelling, the written word was not considered to be necessary.13 Most often, this meant the words spoken by some of the greatest Aboriginal orators, and there have been many, were recorded by those not familiar with their culture and who may have had ulterior motives, good or bad, for misrepresentation. Nonetheless, the words of the Western settlers are often all that remain from the historic period. For this reason, it is necessary to point out the juxtaposition of viewpoints when discussing First Nations writings. Only by comparison can we tell whether the words recorded by nonnatives ring true to Native American values. The contrast seems necessary because the worldview of the colonizers, as in most cultures, are largely unrecognizable to themselves. As the saying goes, “A fish does not know it swims in water until you pull it out of the water.” The contrast is therefore necessary because of the context.

Along with understanding the context of Indigenous values, there are social and environmental factors that must be understood to make sense of Native North American Indigenous poverty today. Perhaps the first sociohistoric consideration to be considered is the sudden onslaught of structural and individualized racism held by the settlers that forced First Nations to the bottom rung of the socioeconomic ladder through social constrictions, such as the Doctrine of Discovery. The Doctrine of Discovery, with its full-blown colonial intentions, created social classes of people in America based on religious beliefs and what we now call race. The whole of the colonial project in America was at first fueled by the religious Doctrine of Discovery, even though its true aim was economic prosperity for the European nations. The resultant sort of racism, which is often established through extreme violence, is just an abstract until it becomes embedded into “earned privilege” in the minds and mythologies of a particular group exerting hegemonic influence over another group. Hegemony through earned privilege, or a supposed natural right or privilege to rule, is a way of stating what is known today in North America by critical race theorists as white supremacy, white normalcy, and white privilege.

As Seneca elder John Mohawk states,



Cultural genocide has become a regrettable but necessary evil, a simple consequence of progress. The discovery of the Americas brought Western civilization into contact and conflict with the natural world peoples all over the globe. The true nature of the conflict that resulted can be seen through an analysis of Western culture. The West is a true civilization. It is a culture that organizes its societies into population centers that are not materially self-sufficient. Cities are population concentrations that depend on outside sources for their existence. They must import their food, fuel, materials, even laborers, from other places. This requires, basically, the subjugation and extraction from the Natural World of food, fuel, water, power, and all the things civilizations need in order to survive. It seems not only logical but actually necessary that Western civilization would develop racist ideologies. Racism basically rationalizes and justifies the subjugation necessary to facilitate the extraction of materials and laborers from the Natural World. The actual implementation of that process has been known, variously, as colonialism and imperialism.14

The colonization of North America took on the added misfortune of demographic calamity through the rapid spread of disease, resulting in widespread population loss among North American Natives. The Indigenous Nations who inhabited what is now known as Canada and the United States were diverse societies and cultures, with their own traditions, languages, arts, poetry, medicine, philosophies, religions and lifeways. They had developed complex educational systems, governments, and laws. Within the first century, many tribes were reduced by what is generally agreed to be 90 percent of their population. Some tribes, such as the Timucua in Florida, whose population at European contact is estimated to have been 50,000–200,000 people and whose land covered nearly 20,000 square miles (50,000 km), actually went extinct.15 Such a sudden collapse of population had tremendous consequences on Native cultures, families, and societies. The devastating effects on the First Nations and the shock, along with other continuous reinforced trauma consistently issued from the United States and Canada, has only added to the Aboriginal state of poverty in North America. Unfortunately, the intended and unexpected consequences of European colonizing actions on the Americas has apparently further reinforced ideas of superiority in the European mind and in their philosophical and religious beliefs. This reality is evident by measuring the seemingly endless poverty status of Aboriginal peoples in both the United States and Canada.

It may be difficult to comprehend the thinking behind such comprehensive racism as that which has been exhibited by Europeans toward Indigenous Americans. The stated right to think that a particular religious or racial group may justify mass murder, theft, and even genocide may stem from a utopian belief of that group possessing absolute truth. That thought, for whatever reasons, makes them feel they deserve the plunder gained from whom they consider to be the “lesser” groups of people. The supposed superior group sees in itself an inherent goodness, knowledge, or right that it feels the supposed lesser group does not possess. The belief of the Europeans in their own racial and ethnic superiority set them above, in their own thinking, every so-called inferior people, culture, biological organism, or system known, or unknown, to themselves.

Once the utopian idea of a particular supremacy was socially solidified, as in this case with the Doctrine of Discovery, whether through religion or populism, any act of aggression could be justified, and America’s Aboriginal people, along with the whole earth, stood in peril. In the Americas, that idea was a certain type of white supremacy—the belief that Western Europeans were superior to all other peoples of the earth. Racism then, became the tool of white supremacy to inflict an inferior social status upon North American Natives. One readily observed result of White Supremacy on the Indigenous peoples in North America, especially as it played out in a capitalistic society, was poverty. After all, one of the primary forms of capital in North America was land. That stolen land (capital) was taken from Native North Americans and used by white Euro-Canadians and Euro-Americans to create their own wealth. In the process, Native Americans found themselves trying to adapt to a land-based, capitalistic society with little to no land capital.16

The structured hegemony resulting from racist idealism was especially evident in the United States during the formation of the reservation era. U.S. senator Henry Dawes from Massachusetts, after touring Indian Territory, described the Cherokees in the report of the secretary of the interior to the Board of Indian Commissioners:



The head chief told us that there was not a family in the whole nation that had not a home of its own. There was not a pauper in that nation, and the nation did not owe a dollar. It built its own capitol, in which we had this examination, and it built its schools and its hospitals. Yet the defect of the system was apparent they have got as far as they can go, because they hold their land in common. It is Henry George’s system, and under that there is no enterprise to make your home any better than that of your neighbors. There is no selfishness, which is at the bottom of civilization. Til this people will consent to give up their lands, and divide them among their citizens so that each can own the land he cultivates, they will not make much more progress.17

Progress, according to Senator Dawes, was equated directly with individualism, materialism, and even selfishness. None of these were Cherokee values, nor did they represent the values of other Native North Americans. The Dawes Act, legally known as the General Allotment Act, became the basis of a particular kind of structured racism against Aboriginal Americans in the United States, striking at the heart of their established systems of shared wealth and forcing them into a new, unfamiliar, individualistic, and capitalistic system. What remained of Indian land was forced to become individual land, and the disastrous result was the eventual loss of the majority of American Indian lands. Even if the historic First Nations wanted to participate in the American civilization process, they had to expressly violate their own community values to do so. For Indigenous Americans to be good capitalists, the shared land, or what is often referred to as “Mother Earth,” which was considered to be sacred to Indigenous peoples, would have to be converted from sacred places to mere individually owned space—a proposition that still haunts the Native North American people today.

The land itself produced almost everything needed in a Native North American economy, and whatever it lacked could be traded for in an active intertribal system of barter. Centers of mass trade, such as Poverty Point, Cahokia, Chaco Canyon, and Celilo Falls, were known far and wide by hundreds of tribes as places of abundant commerce. In addition, neighboring tribes consistently traded staples and other food items to make up for any lack among themselves. For example, desert floor tribes in the Western United States, who had an abundance of pinon nuts, traded annually with the neighboring tribes living in different climates, where oak trees and acorns were in vast supply.18 River nations on both continental coasts traded salmon for elk, deer, and other food sources.19 Precious stones, such as turquoise in the Southwest; shells for wampum on the Northeast coast; and pipestone in the Central Plains were traded among tribal peoples. Horses, dried vegetables, salt, medicines, and hundreds of other items were used freely for trade between Indigenous Americans, but it was generally a tribe’s own lands that produced the wealth of what was needed for them to survive.

As settlers began to move into American Indian country, those crucial food supplies that were for millennium kept in a symbiotic balance became more scarce. Tribal hunters would have to hunt at farther distances, sometimes causing competition among themselves and other tribes, which could lead to skirmishes and sometimes even result in wars. The root of the problem, as the Natives saw it, was the settlers themselves and their inability to “walk softly” on the land. The newcomers lived on the land; the Host People’s lived with it. The land itself meant something very different to the Euro-originated settler than it did to their Aboriginal counterpart, as Chief Seattle famously put it:



Every part of this soil is sacred, in the estimation of my people. Every hillside, every valley, every plain in grove, has been hallowed by some sad or happy event in days long vanished. Even the rocks, which seem to be dumb and dead as they swelter in the sun along the silent shore thrill with memories of stirring events connected with the lives of my people, and the very dust upon which you now stand responds more lovingly to their footsteps than yours, because it is rich with the dust of our ancestors and our bare feet are conscious of the sympathetic touch.20

Settler travel in and through Aboriginal lands never seemed to end, resulting for many First Nations in the downward spiral toward today’s seemingly perpetual Native North American poverty status. In the past, poverty had most often been caused by natural disasters to Indigenous Americans. Droughts, floods, and severe winters were only temporary, and societal recovery mechanisms were long established. But there was no known cure among them for what the white people called “progress.” When the land no longer produced the foods and medicines needed to sustain Indigenous peoples, as it had for hundreds and sometimes thousands of years, they found themselves in inescapable poverty. What was at the philosophical core of the onslaught of the invaders was even more obvious, namely, a people who saw themselves as having not an equal right to the land but a presumed inalienable right that superseded those who had been the cosustainers of that ecosystem from time immemorial. Later, such ideas as “Manifest Destiny” would be used to accurately describe that mighty migration across Indian lands.

During the campaign to place Native Americans on reservations, the military and militias sought to disrupt natural food-gathering systems so that the tribes would become impoverished and dependent on the governments. Among the Eastern Woodland Tribes, campaigns would often be waged after corn and other harvested foods were stored, so they could burn any food stores and cause eventual starvation. Such action would create poverty and also had a great demoralizing effect by attempting to take away the tribe’s dignity. The near extinction of the American bison had the same effects on the Plains Indians. Once the tribes were subject to U.S. and Canadian rule on reserves or reservations, they found themselves almost totally dependent on food rations promised by the Western governments. Often, these rations were either extremely limited in nutritional value or limited in quantity, not allowing Aboriginal people to live on even a survival diet. The result was sometimes starvation, as noted by Chief Sam (Ko-Ko-Ha-Wah) of the Rogue River, in Oregon:



Before we came to the reservation, myself and my people were promised cattle, horses, clothing and so on. We were to have coffee, sugar. We were to have each a piece of land to cultivate. What we raised by our own labor was to be ours to do what we pleased with. Now we have not had any of these things. The government has not kept its promises. This is a bad country. It is cold and sickly. There is no game on the hills and the people are dying. There will soon none left. The graves of my people cover the valleys. We are told that if we go back we will be killed. Let us go then, for we might as well be killed as die here.21

Throughout the United States and Canada, the geographic remoteness of many reservations and reserves has also contributed to Aboriginal poverty. Lack of employment opportunities and food scarcity are both concerns of physical seclusion resulting in poor diet. The inability for many Indigenous people living on or near reservations and reserves to find nutritious food has been a great concern when considering Native diets. Lack of access makes it difficult for the people living in these places to obtain needed nutritional food sources and creates a constant state of food insecurity. These “food deserts” force American Indigenes to spend more money on food than most others in society, even though Aboriginal people overall have much smaller incomes. As a result, the choice is often diets that lead to poor health or spending an inordinate portion of one’s budget on food. Higher food prices have a direct bearing on household income and the level of poverty rates among North American First Nations.

A 2016 report by First Nations Development Institute, titled “Indian Country Food Price Index: Exploring Variation in Food Pricing across Native Communities, includes this comment:



More of a household’s income is spent on food rather than other essential goods and services that improve the quality of life for children and families. Not only does food pricing impact households and families, the price of food also contributes to the decline of reservation economies. If households spend more money on food, families have less money available to spend on other things. This means there is less economic activity in businesses and markets outside the food economy. Moreover, in many instances, the exorbitant food prices are spent in non-Indian retail outlets, transferring food dollars from Native to non-Native hands.22

Settler colonialism completely disrupted natural food cycles equal to or greater than the most drastic poverty suffered by Indigenous Americans by natural disasters. North American Native society would never be the same. The European invasion and westward migration was most often described by words such as “progress,” “civilization,” and, later, “modernity.” The Western goal of progress for Aboriginals during the 19th and 20th centuries was to achieve civilization through assimilation in its most modern forms. Ironically, advanced civilizations had already existed among the First Americans, having been developed through endless systems of science, language, rhetoric, mathematics, medicine, environmental ecologies, architecture, economic systems, and so on, but Indigenous civilization was not recognized by most Europeans as such. To quote the progressive U.S. president James Monroe,



The hunter or savage state requires a greater extent of territory to sustain it, than is compatible with the progress and just claims of civilized life, and must yield to it. Nothing is more certain, than, if the Indian tribes do not abandon that state, and become civilized, that they will decline, and become extinct. The hunter state, tho maintain’d by warlike spirits, presents but a feeble resistance to the more dense, compact, and powerful population of civilized man.23

President Monroe understood well the economic realities required for both civilizations to flourish; he just felt his way was superior to the Native American way. It should be mentioned that there were those rare persons of European descent throughout history who resisted such racists notions, or at least noted the irony involved in the Euro-Canadian, Euro-American march toward civilization. People such as Jean de Brebeuf, Thomas Mayhew, Roger Williams, Anne Hutchinson, and even Benjamin Franklin stand as a testament to human kindness and justice and as a testimony against historical white supremacy. Quoting Franklin, “Savages we call them, because their manners differ from ours, which we think the perfection of civility; they think the same of theirs.”24

As native food sources began to dissipate and eventually disappear, starvation became the greatest fear among First Nations. Even after surrendering to the U.S. and Canadian governments, there was no guarantee that Aboriginal people would not starve. Indians often complained about the starvation and disease among them in the civilization efforts of their new “wards,” including the efforts of the residential boarding school system. Malnutrition, dysentery, and starvation were unexceptional at the Indian residential schools.25 Civilization, at least for Indigenous Americans, also meant giving up food and medicines natural to them and replacing them with European-based food and medicine products. The result has been that North American Natives have not fared well under the modern Western diet or medicine. Obesity, diabetes, and other food-related diseases are at epidemic rates among Native peoples. In addition, there is not the opportunity for walking or daily exercise needed simply for Native Americans to make a living in the modern lifestyle that was necessary just a generation or two prior.

Today’s modern Western diet consists heavily of sugar and carbohydrates, resulting in tremendous health concerns, which contribute to poverty in Native North American health and also a poverty in the Native spirit. In the United States, Native Americans and Alaska Native adults are more than twice as likely to be diagnosed with type 2 diabetes than white adults; Indigenous youth have a nine times higher rate of type 2 diabetes than their white counterparts; and the financial cost of having diabetes is 2.3 times higher than those who do not.26 In Canada, Aboriginal peoples consistently develop type 2 diabetes at a rate three to five times higher than the general population.27 The factors contributing to diabetes are many, but all of them can be traced to the Western idea of progress.



The higher rate of adverse health outcomes in Aboriginal peoples is associated with a number of factors, including lifestyle (diet and physical activity), genetic susceptibility, and historic-political and psychosocial factors, stemming from a history of colonization that severely undermined Aboriginal values, culture, and spiritual practices.28

Adult-onset diabetes is just one of many maladies brought on by Western civilization that is adversely affecting North America’s Indigenous populations. Rates of obesity, alcoholism, and other diseases are also at extremely high levels among Aboriginal peoples, each of which creates another factor contributing to Aboriginal poverty.

An additional factor to be considered is the widespread value of community among most First Nations. Individual, European, Enlightenment-bound, capitalistic values clashed with Aboriginal values of community welfare above individual welfare. To be called “greedy” or “stingy” is a high-level insult in Indian country. To provide for others is considered both normal and noble. Among the Cheyenne, for instance, the elder women of the tribe watched the children carefully as they grew up. Those children who were especially generous and shared whatever they had were often later promoted to leadership status because the elders knew they would make decisions primarily for the good of others.29

Another factor contributing to poverty, also embedded within the values of Indigenous Americans, was an open work ethic.30 During times when work was needed, whether it be hunting, fishing, planting, gathering, building shelters, or any other responsibilities, the people all pitched in and worked until the tasks were completed. After the work was done, it was time for rest, feasting, and enjoying the fruits of the labor expended. In modern society, one most often works individually for a set amount of time, regardless of how much work is really needed. Also, when a loved one is sick or dies among First Nations or when a special ceremony or event occurs, the natural inclination is to take care of one’s family or to support the community. A deep-seated, open work ethic may make it difficult for Aboriginal Americans to hold down a permanent job, as valued by their Western counterparts, and may be a contributing factor that has resulted in an Aboriginal unemployment rate of 13.9 percent in Canada, compared to 8.1 percent of non-Aboriginal Canadians,31 and a rate of 11 percent in the United States, compared to a non-Native rate of 6.2 percent.32 In addition, the poverty rates are much higher in Indian country than their non-Indian equivalents, with some reservations reaching as high as 69 percent.33

In a 2009 report titled “Making the Invisible Visible,” Portland, Oregon, the ninth-largest Native American community in the United States, revealed the general poverty status of its Native American community. Multnomah County, where the majority of Portland’s over 40,000 Native Americans reside, discovered the following:



•    Median annual income in 2009 for Natives was $14,597, compared to $32,740 for whites.

•    Poverty rates are over triple those of whites (79.1 percent for single mothers raising young children).

•    Unemployment in 2009 was 70 percent higher than whites.

•    Over half the Native students do not graduate high school.

•    The rate of incarceration is almost double that of whites.

•    Twenty times more Native children end up in foster care than white children.

•    Native American teen birth rates for females are more than double the rate for whites, and infant mortality is double.

Portland is more typical of Indigenous urban centers in the United States and Canada than it is unique. In both countries, urban center are places where Indigenous people moved to seek jobs and escape the poverty of the reservation. In the cities, they found a different kind of experience that placed them on poverty’s doorstep.

The historical and social factors mentioned, along with Indigenous values such as hospitality, generosity, putting community above the individual, and an open work ethic, among others, sustained American Aboriginals for thousands of years. Theirs was a land of plenty, a place of abundance that was cosustained by macromanaging vast areas of land and water and only taking what was necessary to survive. Their roles were fashioned and fastened to provide optimum results. The forced transition from precontact living to modern living, which for some peoples was just over a century ago, has contributed greatly to poverty in North America.

A Traditional Religious Analysis of Indigenous North American Poverty

There are nearly as many religions among North American tribes as there are tribes. These include Sun Dance; Stomp Dance; the Native American Church; Longhouse religions, such as Handsome Lake; Shaker; individual tribal religions; and others. Each of these traditions and each of these tribes has dozens, and sometimes even hundreds of stories that teach about the sacred. While these differences may serve as illustrative examples of the differences among tribal peoples, there is among many First Nations a common spirituality with similar, widespread values.34 From those values, we may understand what might be considered Indigenous North American responses to poverty, given the values themselves are considered sacred.

As poverty was never a real or at least not a permanent category among Indigenous North Americans, it is difficult to reflect on any long-standing religious thoughts on the subject that can be compared equally to today’s ideas of poverty. In doing so, a certain social imagination must be employed to understand what it might have meant among Aboriginal people to understand how someone could be in continuous need or poverty. The natural response to help those in poverty among First Nations would have surely been hospitality and generosity.

Even more difficult is the task of undertaking a religious or theological examination of poverty among Aboriginal Americans. In the Western mind, theology is primarily a cognitive exercise, coming to conclusions that require a particular set of beliefs. Religion among First Nations has very little to do with what one thinks; it has more to do with what one experiences and values. In terms of disseminating a comparable type of knowledge among First Nations, only certain groups or individuals, such as a particular society within the tribe or entrusted elders, are considered to be the repository of specialized kinds of knowledge. Additionally, the knowledge is retained for the advancement and stability of the community, whereas among the settler-colonial society knowledge is an individualistic pursuit.

The inherent dualism embedded in Western thinking between knowledge and experience presents a severe constraint when attempting to do any type of theologizing. The dualism, particularly in the realms of Western religion, that is, Christianity, and Western education, are built on historical platforms privileging the theoretical over the experiential, as explained below:



The kind of dualism I am referring to also provided the basis for a philosophical split in understanding reality. Dividing reality into categories can be a useful tool if we do not attempt to treat the categories as if they are the whole of reality. Unfortunately, in the Euro-western world-view, the categories themselves are often seen as the whole truth rather than being seen in the context of their wholeness. Extrinsic categorization, which divided the theoretical part from the practical whole, has created civilizations that attempt to live life out in mere fragments of reality. Modern theological dualism began at the University of Berlin with the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher. Ever since then, the American academy and the North American church have fed at the trough of modern dualism, dividing reality between the practical and theoretical. Western Enlightenment influences dichotomized the world (including the philosophical and theological realms) by separating humanity from nature and then dividing those partial realities into extrinsic categories. It is this reality that allows western Christians to easily ignore their responsibility to care for the earth. This type of dualism eventually led to a Christianity that promoted the split between theory and practice. Academically, it actually takes on a type of classism that appears as the theoretical (that which is primarily for scholars) and the practical (regular cognition open for everyone). . . . The problem with such a division of reality was that false dichotomies in reality, when believed, take on a life of their own by creating their own momentum. The western world soon found itself living into the extrinsic categories of reality that it had created.35

Indigenous epistemological realities are primarily based on shared experience, not necessarily cognition. To know something, in a manner consistent with traditional North American Indigenous societies, is to have experienced it and to have studied the actual thing, whether it be an herbal remedy or formula, a ceremony, history, story, or the like. In Western terms, one may study about the thing of interest without ever being exposed to it; and still, if one has researched it enough, a person may be considered an expert in the thing of interest, perhaps without ever having experienced it.

Explanation of the Indigenous reality of the spiritual, especially God, becomes particularly problematic because there is a great deal of tolerance of beliefs among Native North Americans on the subject, and it would be most unusual for any one person to say their understanding or experience is more true than anyone else’s. In fact, in some tribes, it is considered hubris or even taboo to talk too much about God, as if anyone could explain the Great Mystery. In some sense, there can be no actual Native North American theology. Those scholars who attempt Aboriginal theology must tread lightly because, strictly speaking, unpacking the Great Mystery in a similar cognitive manner as Western theologians would make it a Western process and no longer Indigenous. How, then, shall we proceed to theologize poverty among First Nations when there is no theologizing?36 Traditionally, such a task is done through story and concrete examples.

Any useful analysis among anything having to do with North American Indigenes must begin with a traditional story. The following is a story from the author’s own tribal tradition.

When the earth was first made, it was covered all over with water, except for one small island. This island was the top of a high mountain. This was Blue Mountain, in the Cherokee country. For the Cherokees, the Ani-Keetoowah, this is where it all begins.37

Everyone lived together on this mountaintop island. The human beings and the animals all got along fine. In those days, they could understand one another’s speech, for this was before the humans broke the harmony. The animals were also much bigger in those days. In fact, the animals of today are but shadows of those who once were. It was a good place to live. Sure, the island was small, but it was what everyone knew and was used to. All were content, until there came to be more of them than the small bit of land could support. As they noticed they were getting crowded, a general council of all the people (both humans and animals) was called. The question was asked, “What can we do?” The only answer given was, “We can pray. All we can do is pray and ask the Creator to please give us some more land.”

So all the animal people prayed, and the Creator answered, “Oh my precious children, there is nothing I enjoy so much as giving good gifts to my children. But if I do everything for you without asking you to help in any way, how will you ever learn any responsibility? I really want to teach you some responsibility. Here’s what I will do: If one of you will swim to the bottom of the ocean and bring up some mud, just a little bit of mud, I will take that mud, that little bit of mud, and make a whole great land of it.”

All the people (animals and humans) began to look at one another. Someone asked, “Who will go? Who will get the mud?” A slow, deep voice answered, “I will go. I will get the mud.” It was Grandma Turtle. “Grandma Turtle, you can’t go!” they said. “You’re too old and slow. We don’t know what it’s like down there. We don’t know how deep it is.” “I’ll go,” quacked Duck. “Now that’s more like it,” they said. “You’re a good swimmer, Duck. You can go; you can do it.”

Duck paddled out onto the ocean and dived, but he popped right back up to the surface. Duck dived again and again and again, but the same thing happened each time. Well, you know how ducks are. They dive well, but they float much better. Duck paddled back to shore, shook the water off his tail, and said, “I can’t dive that deep. I float too well.”

The question was asked again, “Who will go? Who will get the mud?” Grandma Turtle said, “I will go. I will get the mud.” “Grandma Turtle,” they said, “we settled that before! You can’t go. You’re too old. Who will go? Who will get the mud? Hey Otter, how about you?” “What?” Otter said. “How about you going to get the mud?” “Mud? What mud?” “The mud we need so Creator can make more land!” “Oh, sure,” said Otter, and he slid off into the water and was gone a good long while.

When he came back, he had a fish in his mouth, but no mud. Without a word to anyone, Otter climbed up onto the beach and began munching on the fish. Everyone was watching him, but Otter paid them no mind, just kept eating his fish. “Hey Otter!” someone yelled. “What?” Otter said. “Where’s the mud?” “Mud? What mud?” Otter asked. “Ohhh, the mud! Well, I left here to go and get it. Then I got started playing. Then I caught this fish. Then I forgot all about the ummm, ummmm, whatever it was I was supposed to get.” Oh my! They were nearly at their wits’ end. “Who will go?” they all asked. “Who will get the mud?” Grandma Turtle said, “I will go. I will get the mud.” No one even paid her any mind. “Who will go? Who will get the mud?” “I will go,” said Beaver. “I will get the mud. I don’t play, and I do not eat fish.”

Resolutely, Beaver swam out into the ocean. He took a deep, deep breath and dived. Wow, Beaver was gone a long time. Some of the people watching and waiting were holding their breath in sympathy, but none seemed able to hold it that long. Finally, Beaver popped to the surface gasping for air. He swam to shore and climbed onto the beach shaking his head. “It’s too deep!” Beaver said. “I don’t know how deep it is. I never reached the bottom.”

Everyone was in despair. Beaver was the last best hope. How would they ever get mud? Maybe there would never be anything but the little mountaintop island. “Who will go?” they asked. “Who will get the mud?” A slow deep voice answered, “I will go. I will get the mud.” “You can’t go, Grandma Turtle, you’re too . . .” “I WILL GO! I WILL GET THE MUD!”

There were no other volunteers, so they let Grandma Turtle go. She slowly paddled her way out onto the surface of the ocean. As everyone watched, she took a slow, deep breath, then another and another and another. She took three more breaths and disappeared beneath the water. They waited a long time. Grandma Turtle was gone much longer than Duck or Otter or even Beaver had been. She was gone all that day and the next and the next and the next. They posted a sentry up on the very top of the mountain. Finally, on the seventh day, the sentry called out, “I think I see something coming up. Yes, yes, something is rising in the water. Could it be? Could it be? Yes! It’s Grandma Turtle!”

Sure enough, Grandma Turtle rose to the surface of the ocean, and there she lay, not moving, with her legs, her tail, her head all hanging down. Grandma Turtle was dead. Quietly, reverently, Duck, Otter, and Beaver swam out and drew Grandma Turtle’s body to the shore. They pulled her up on the beach, as all the people (humans and animals) gathered sadly around, and what’s this? There, under her front feet, they found . . . mud. Someone took the mud, that little bit of mud from under Grandma Turtle’s front feet, rolled it into a ball, and lifted it up toward the sky. The Grandfather took that mud, that little bit of mud, and cast it out, making this whole, great land that many nations call Turtle Island.

Notice that the religious basis of this story is related to the same three points listed in the first story about the Greedy Boy, though from a different tribal tradition. In the Grandmother Turtle story, we may examine the same three points:



1.     The elder, Grandmother Turtle, ultimately provides for her community.

2.     Creator gives the earthlings their home.

3.     The gift is shared among the community via Grandmother Turtle and, ultimately, from Creator.

In many Indigenous stories, Creator, or a mythical creator-like character, or sometimes simply the earth (Mother Earth) is the source of all things, and humans or animals are blessed to be cosustainers with Creator. In essence, there is nothing that exists that is not a gift from Creator. The responsibility of the created beings is to care for what has been given by Creator, always expressing gratefulness by sharing and always restoring the harmony when things get out of balance. Perhaps the greatest, all-encompassing, widespread value among First Nations is the way of balance or harmony.

The harmony way is a way of living that undergirds all of Native American history, religion, traditions, ceremonies, stories, philosophy, and relationships. The harmony way is found within an Indigenous worldview that encompasses both being and doing in life according to a set of values that are interconnected and that construct a meaningful whole. Harmonious and reconciled relations with others result when there is a deep ethical respect that characterizes those relationships. The wisdom in Indigenous religious traditions and stories emphasizes the importance of restoring the relationships that exist among Creator, humans, each other, animals, and the earth. The principal value related to poverty, found within, what may be called the harmony way construct, is generosity.

Generosity takes many forms among Indigenous Americans, both formally and informally. Hospitality is often the most common form of the Indigenous giving spirit. Anthropologist Carl Starkloff notes the historic practice of the hospitality value among Native Americans:



On reading the various accounts and monographs by explorers and anthropologists, what strikes one is the almost universal hospitality shown by Indian tribes, especially to their White visitors. It is quite remarkable as described in David Bushnell’s writings about explorers and missionaries among the Siouan, Algonquian, and Caddoan tribes west of the Mississippi. . . . There are practically no examples of inhospitality or harsh treatment rendered to Whites. On the contrary, the tribal leaders went out of their way to receive these visitors as special guest. There seems to have been a conviction among the Indians, at least until the middle of the 19th century, that they and the newcomers could share the land equally, even if the land was sometimes thought to be the tribes sacred inheritance.38

Starkloff goes on to say that among Native Americans today, “Generosity . . . is practiced . . . almost to excess.”39

Generosity among First Nations is not just to give; it often means to give one’s best away to others or to those who ask for it. Among the Kiowa, for example, the instruction is simply that if someone, especially a stranger, comments about how they like something of yours, you should give it to them ungrudgingly. This will not only make them feel welcome, but it shows the import principle to oneself that people are more important than things, and true relationship is better than material gain.

Another aspect of generosity among North American Natives concerns the primacy of care for others, especially elders, which is taught consistently throughout Indian country. An elder may not be interrupted when speaking. An elder should either be given their food first or they are seated and someone brings food to them. An elder should always be given food to take home when they visit. When visiting an elder, one always brings a gift, often of food. In many ceremonies, such as first deer or first wild onions, the hunter or gatherer must first give some away to an elder before he or she can enjoy the fruit of his or her labor. When an elder comes to sit down, it is customary for a younger person to give up his or her chair.

Sharing of food, caring for each other, and extending hospitality to the point of making others your relative are common marks of generosity of spirit among American Aboriginals. Many tribes have a “making a relative ceremony” that involves creating space in that family for someone else for the rest of their lives. These are not tacit commitments. When a relative is made, everyone in the family is to treat that person as an honored family member, and everyone outside that family is expected to treat that person the same as they would a member of that family.

The adage “better to give than to receive” is a cultural norm for Native North Americans. “Give-a-ways” throughout the United States and Canada are practiced at certain ceremonies. Native Americans in the Northwest have a similar construct called a “Potlatch.” Basically, a give-a-way is a formal public ceremony where an individual or family gives away any number of items to others. The give-a-way items may be expensive or not; they may be personally valuable or not. The items given away may include horses, saddles, rifles, baskets, blankets, and many other gifts. They may even include sacred items, such as drums or eagle feathers. The gifts may be given to strangers, friends, elders, those in need, other honored guests, or others, but among many tribal peoples, they are not supposed to be given to one’s relatives.

The one thing that all give-a-ways have in common is that they are given by, and not to, the person who is being honored. The idea behind the give-a-way is that it is the privilege of the person being honored to give things away. The honored person shows generosity by sharing his or her honor with others in this way, thereby spreading the honor around. Give-a-ways are routinely done at certain times in Native American culture, including entry into the powwow arena, the making of a chief, when a person is given an Indian name, and other celebratory occasions. Although the give-a-way is a formalized method of generosity, the spirit of generosity pervades Native American communities.

There is a place in the American Indian community for public ceremony, and there is a place for subtler giving; but this characteristic differs from tribe to tribe. Often Indigenous people give without any recognition by leaving a gift in one’s home after a visit. There are also other occasions among America’s Aboriginals when acts of kindness are done for someone in need, especially for elders. All the while, no one would know who to thank for the gift. Boxes of food are sometimes left on a person’s porch, cut wood for the winter, or yards cleaned—all without anyone knowing who expressed the generosity. What all these forms of secret or quiet giving have in common is simple generosity from the heart, without fanfare or expectation.

Another value, not usually associated in Western theological circles with poverty, is humor. One of the ways in which First Nations deal with poverty is through humor, especially self-deprecating humor. Theologically, humor has a central role to play in Native American spirituality. The highest form of spirituality in Aboriginal life is to be a “real human being,” meaning one who seeks to be humble and know his or her place as a created being on this earth. Indigenous trickster stories are full of examples that teach people not to try to be more than a simple and humble human being. Tricksters are mythical creatures found in the stories of most Indigenous tribes. Varying by tribe and region, tricksters can be animals, such as coyote, wolverine, raven, rabbit, crow, and so on, or take the form of humans or have a human-like appearance, such as Nanabush, Wasakejack, Napi, Saynday, or others. The trickster characters are demigod types who have limited powers. They are often used in Aboriginal stories to explain how things came to be and to teach lessons of morality. The stories are sometimes regionally interchangeable, with different names given to the trickster. One such story from the far north, as told to the author, involves wolverine and bear.

It seems wolverine was so very hungry that he didn’t know what to do. He could find little to eat at this point, before a long, long winter was about to set in, and he knew he would not survive without a great cache of meat for himself. Wolverine happened across bear in his misery, and bear was somewhat unhappy as well. “What’s the matter, bear?” asked wolverine. “Why do you seem so miserable?” Bear replied, “I am not happy with myself.” Bear was spending all his time looking at his reflection in a pool of water. “Whatever would make you so unhappy, bear?” asked wolverine. And bear proceeded to tell him his problem.

It seemed that bear had a patch of white fur under his chin on his neck that he really admired. Oh, if bear could only make that patch of white fur spread to the rest of his body, he would be so happy, he thought. It was at this time, in bear’s utter misery, that wolverine came up with a plan to supply his meat cache for the winter. “Bear, if you want your brown fur to turn white, all you had to do was ask,” said wolverine. “Really?” replied bear. “I have a medicine that will turn your fur white, just like your northern cousins,” spoke wolverine. “But first you must purify yourself in the sweat lodge.” Bear was more than willing to do as wolverine asked, and wolverine prepared the sweat lodge for bear’s ritual.

Wolverine told bear to go on in, and he would be pouring the water over the hot rocks from outside, above the sweat lodge, since he did not need to purify himself, only bear. The rocks were heated red-hot, and wolverine began to pour the water on as soon as the door-flap was closed tight. “It is really hot in here already,” said bear. Bear had never experienced a sweat lodge so hot in all his life. Bear asked, “Am I done?” “Oh no,” said wolverine, “you still have a long way to go.” And the sessions went on, getting hotter and hotter with each pour of the water. Bear complained again to wolverine. “It is just too hot for me in here. I need to step out for a while.” But wolverine reminded him of the importance of the purification ceremony. “Unless you are purified, my medicine will not work to turn your fur white.” “You are almost ready,” wolverine assured him.

As the steam kept getting hotter, bear began to lay down as low as he could on the ground to find a cool spot, but to no avail. There was no avoiding the thick, scalding steam. Finally, a very weak voice came from bear, “Wolverine, am I done yet?” “Not quite, bear,” spoke wolverine. “You are almost done.” Again, bear asked in an even weaker voice as wolverine poured more water over the hot rocks, “Am I done yet?” “Just a little bit more, bear, and you’ll be completely done,” wolverine replied. After a few more pours, wolverine yelled out to bear, “Hey, bear, are you still purifying?” Again he shouted into the sweat lodge, “Hey, bear, are you still purifying?” When the bear gave no answer wolverine knew it was time. Wolverine smiled to himself and said aloud, “Now you are done.” That whole winter wolverine had for himself a great cache, of bear meat.40

Many lessons can be learned from this story, but the most glaring theme is probably to be happy with yourself, just as you are, and be grateful all you have been given, lest the trickster fool you into becoming a target for someone else’s schemes.

Many of the old rivalries between tribes or bands focus their humor on the other group having more poverty than themselves. Generally, this joke is told by a neighboring tribe. The author first heard the joke from a Lakota of the Rosebud Sioux Reservation who was teasing a person from another Sioux band, the neighboring Pine Ridge Reservation. The joke goes like this: Did you hear about the two Indians walking down the highway between Pine Ridge and Rosebud? Each was coming from his own reservation, and they began to see each other from far off in the horizon. The guy from Rosebud noticed the guy from Pine Ridge was kind of walking with a limp. The Rosebud guy was curious to see why he was limping, watching him get closer and closer as he waddled from side to side. Finally, when they could see each other from a fairly close distance, the guy from Rosebud saw the other guy just had on one old, badly worn, duct-taped together sneaker. The guy from Rosebud yelled out, “Hey, looks like you lost a shoe.” “No,” the Pine Ridge fellow yelled out, “I found one.” Poor housing, food scarcity, low income, unemployment, and the like on both these reservations make them among two of the poorest in the United States, but humor is a way to focus on what is important in life.

Another well-known story among reservation Indians is that of government rations. Especially valued are the big blocks of commodity cheese. Health concern is fast becoming more popular throughout the Indigenous populations in Canada and the United States, but commodity food jokes still abound. Years ago, when government rations were delivered, people would make one long line for the distribution. The joke goes like this: Why are there no family portraits on an Indian reservation? Because whenever the photographer says, “Say cheese,” everyone gets in a single-file line. In the Western world, one might consider dependency on government food rations to be unfortunate or even shameful. Among the poor in Native American communities, it has become an unfortunate part of daily life. The Indian way is to laugh at one’s self, even in the most desperate states, creating a sense of humility and remembering they are just simple human beings.

Another widespread brunt of humor throughout all of Indian country are the classic jokes about the “Indian cars,” referring to old vehicles falling apart and commonly said to be “held together by duct tape and bailing wire.” It is said that “if all four tires match, it’s not a real Indian car.” Back when one could actually push a standard gear vehicle to get it started, the joke went around, referring to one’s broken-down vehicle, “You know you are a real Indian when all your friends turn and run when they see you coming because they know you either want a jump, a push, or a tow.” There is even a popular song by Native artist Keith Secola, sung at various functions throughout Indian country, that has become somewhat of a humorous national anthem for how Native North Americans deal with their own poverty. The song is appropriately titled “Indian Cars,” and it can be heard in its entirety via YouTube or other venues on the Internet.

While “Indian Cars” may seem like a novelty song to many, First Nations people find a sense of solidarity among each other when this song is played. It gives rise not only to Native American humor, but to a feeling that everyone is suffering together and making fun of the pain together; knowing their poverty does not dictate that Aboriginal people maintain only an identity of poverty. In some ways, there is a common feeling among First Nations that these jokes, and especially this song, are a commentary on the dominant Western culture and their misplaced values of materialism and greed. The song solicits a sense of dignity among Native North Americans because it is understood as being a temporary circumstance, and, because of that, it gives rise to a future hope.

There is hope in the midst of poverty among North American Indigenous people. That hope must not simply reside in a poverty of materialism, according to Mohawk professor Dr. Taiaiake Alfred:



There is an unquestionable pathos in the material and social reality of most reserves. Yet above all the crisis we face is a crisis of the mind: a lack of conscience in consciousness. Material poverty and social dysfunction are merely the visible surface of the deep pool of internal suffering, the underlying cause of that suffering is alienation—separation from our heritage and from ourselves. . . . From the outside, the intensity of the crisis is obscured by the smoke screen of efforts to reduce the most obvious signs of social deprivation and increase the material wealth within Native communities. It is commonly thought that allowing indigenous people a reasonable standard of living will solve all their problems. But there is more to justice than equity. Of course indigenous people have a right to a standard of living to that of others. But to stop there and continue to deny their nationhood is to except the European genocide of 500 years. Attempting to write historical wrongs by equalizing our material conditions is not enough: to accept the simple equality offered lately would mean forgetting what indigenous nations were before those wrongs began. Indigenous people cannot forget.41

One phrase that can often be heard throughout Indian country is, “We are still here!” That simple refrain speaks volumes to the hope that resides within America’s Aboriginal people. Despite enduring attempted genocide and cultural genocide, wholesale land theft, slavery, residential boarding schools, disease, lack of access to food, unemployment, racism, challenges in education, suicide, broken treaties, equal access to the law, social disenfranchisement, marginalization, and other sorts of the most difficult circumstances imaginable, “We are still here” is a testimony to survival in the midst of extreme poverty. That hope may not always burn brightly, but it is not based on utopian idealism; it is real. North American Indigenous hope is connected to land, spirituality, and the connected relationships of all things that were real in the Indigenous past, and the same hope looks for ways to make those things real again in the future.
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  3. It should be noted that Indigenous North Americans have historically survived, and often thrived, in every geographic region of North America. Indigenous peoples in North America have adapted well in extreme climates and living conditions and have still maintained an ethic of abundance and core values of hospitality and generosity.

  4. Little Big Horn College, “Famous Speeches,” Apsáalooke Writing Tribal Histories Project, chapter 3.9, accessed October 1, 2016, http://lib.lbhc.edu/index.php?q=node/144 (as cited in “The Adventures of Captain Bonneville, U.S.A., in the Rocky Mountains and the Far West.” Washington Irving, 1783–1859).
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  9. F. T. Miller, “The Prophet and Tecumseh,” Missouri State.edu, accessed October 1, 2016, http://courses.missouristate.edu/ftmiller/Documents/Prophet&Tecumseh.htm.

10. Jack D. Forbes, Africans and Native Americans: The Language of Race and the Evolution of Red-Black Peoples (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 58-59.

11. Matthew Wildcat, Mandee McDonald, Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox, Glen Coulthard, “Learning from the Land: Indigenous Land Based Pedagogy and Decolonization,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3/3 (2014): 11.

12. http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2013/07/17/nice-day-genocide-shocking-quotes-indians-us-leaders-pt-2-150465 last accessed 10/1/16.
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