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POVERTY

n Christian theology. As postliberal
gians put it, the biblical world “absorbs”
iverse, rather than the other way around.
as the happy result of helping Christian-
d becoming captive to the surrounding

re:without succumbing to a *fundamen-
withdrawal from the culture. Third, it
tes against some liberal and revisionist
pts to harmonize all religions as if they
making the same claims about God and
orld. ‘Fourth, we can celebrate the ten-
cy-of postliberalism to wrench Scripture
the control of the academic elite and re-
t to the church as a world-creating and
tity-forming text for the laity. Fifth, we can
mend postliberalism for its strong sense of
ommunity over against modernity’s assump-
that religions are a matter of private choice
h little impact on other aspects of life. Sixth,
stliberals remind us that every experience
modified by interpretive elements, so that
he biblical narrative provides the interpretive
ramework for Christian experience and the
means through which it is conveyed,
At the same time, postliberal theology has
been criticized. First, does postliberalism ap-
preciate that doctrine can sometimes express
religious experience and make universal truth
claims? Second, it has been accused of being
antirealist—that is, of being concerned solely
with the regulation of Christian discourse with-
out insisting that doctrine accurately represent
the significance of a historical event. Is postlib-
eral theology concerned about an ontological
reference to which doctrinal statements corre-
spond? Related to this is a third concern: some
askif the biblical narrative and the significance
of Jesus Christ are grounded in nothing more
than the community process of socialization or
tatechization. For instance, they wonder why
the Christian book is normative as opposed
{0 some other book, such as the Qur’an. They
3gr ee that postliberals can answer the question
Who is Jesus?” but argue that they cannot an-
Swer the question “Why Jesus?”—a significant
‘oncern in a world that is religiously pluralistic
and Contentious. Fourth, do postliberals ap-
Preciate the extent to which culture influences
U2 Is there 2 dynamic interplay between cul-
'We and biblical text that calls into question a
One-way absorption? Fifth, rather than the bib-
lical texy, does the church end up absorbing the
“orld anqd becoming the ultimate norm?

See also BARTHIANISM; MODERNISM AND
POSTMODERNISMS; RADICAL ORTHODOXY.
BrerLioGraPHY. H. Frei, The Eclipse of the
Biblical Narrative: A Study of Eighteenth and Nine-
teenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press,-1974); idem, The Identity
of Jesus Christ (Philadelphia: . Fortress, 1975);
G. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and
Theology in a Postliberal Age (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1984); T. R. Phillips and D. L. Ok-
holm, eds., The Nature of Confession: Evangelicals
& Postliberals in Conversation (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996); K. J. Vanhoozer,
The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic
Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox, 2005).
D. Okholm

POSTMODERNISM. See MODERNISM AND
POSTMODERNISMS.

POSTSTRUCTURALISM. See MODERNISM AND
PosTMODERNISMS.

POVERTY

Povertyis a word whose meaning we tend to take
for granted. Everyone knows what poverty is.
When we see its images on television or hear
its stories, we recognize poverty easily. Like so
many of our ideas, the meanings we ascribe to
an abstract noun reflect our way of looking at,
thinking about and making sense of our world.
Therefore, we need to examine how we un-
derstand poverty as well as how we think and
feel about the poor. We need to identify our
assumptions and look for blind spots. In addi-
tion, sociologists have been studying poverty
for a long time. Development academics have
been doing field research and codifying what
they have learned.

Poverty is the condition of people whom we
describe using abstract noun #e poor. Referring
to people by a label is always dangerous. We
may forget that the poor are not an abstraction
but rather a group of human beings who have
names, who are made in the image of God,
whose hairs are numbered and for whom Jesus
died. Many tend to view the poor as a group
that is helpless. This invites us to treat them as
objects of our compassion, for which we can do
what we believe is best. We, the nonpoor, take it
upon ourselves to name them-—homeless, des-
titute, indigenous, working poor and so forth.
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Talking about the poor as an abstract noun
invites well-intentioned people of compassion
to speak for the poor and to practice the Jatest
fads in social engineering. The poor become
the custodians of the state, objects of profes-
sional siudy or 2 social group to be organized.
Whenever we reduce poor people from names
to abstractions we add to their poverty and im-
poverish ourselves.

1. Christian Views of the Poor

2. Who Are the Poor?

3. Who the Poor Are Not

4. Toward an Understanding of Poverty

5. The Causes of Poverty

6. A Holistic Understanding of Poverty

7. Poverty of the Nonpoor

1. Christian Views of the Poor.

Christians tend to vary in their views of poverty
and the poor. Richard Mouw has outlined a
simple typology that is helpful (Mouw, 20-34).

L.1. The Poor as Made in the Image of God.
This view draws on the creation narrative and
tends toward a romantic view of the poor. Their
povertyis a lack of skills and opportunity. What
the poor need is a leg up.

1.2. The Poor as People in Rebellion. This view
draws on the Fall as the defining reason why
the poor are poor. They are lazy and make bad
choices. The poor need to accept the gospel, go
to work and make better choices.

1.3. The Poor as Christ Incarnate. Drawing
on Matthew 25:31-46, this view of the poor
centers on the incarnation and, with Mother
Teresa, sees “Christ in the distressing guise of
the poor.” The poor lack love and relationships;
they do not belong. The poor need accompani-
ment; we should relieve as much suffering as
we can.

14. The Poor as God’s Favorites. This view
draws on the prophetic tradition and the
Exodus account. The poor are the ones who
are blessed, for theirs will be the kingdom
(Lk 6:20). They are poor because they are op-
pressed by social systems that keep them poor
for the benefit of the nonpoor. The poor need
Jjustice and help in finding their voice and place
in the economic and political system.

1.5. The Poor as Lost Souls. This is an addition
to Mouw’s typology. This view draws selectively
on the Gospels and reflects the dichotomy be-
tween the spiritual and the physical of the mod-
ern world. The poor are lost, and the kingdom
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is coming when Jesus comes, and that |
soon. The poor need to be saved.

Seen in this light, the conclusions are gl
ous. First, Christians are sometimes Select
In their use of Scripture and thereby sy p:
a view of the poor that they already hold 4
that they received from somewhere else. §
ond, it would seem more fruitful to develoy
understanding of the poor that includes all
excludes none of these metaphors. The p
are made in the image of God. They are fa]
Christ did use the poor asa metaphor for 4
self and our need to serve the less fortun
There is a scriptural bias toward the poor:
against the nonpoor, and the poor are of
among those who have not heard or respon
to the gospel.

2. Who Are the Poor? _—
Our Bible and our theology tell us tha
poorare whole, living people, inseparably ‘
soul, mind and heart. Further, they are
sons embedded in families, communities
the corresponding social systemns. Like s
poor are encumbered selves. Finally, th
cal narrative tells us that the poor arem
the image of God and thus have gifts; s
the potential to become kingdomi-like;
we are. e
The poor live in households and so
opment thinkers believe that we need
the household as the economic and
of importance. Each member help
tributes, disrupts and consumes
understands himself or herself 4
social unit and not so much as ir
cause households normally con
lated to one another in some wa
reciprocity and mutual obligat
is 2 moral economy of mutu:
operates by moral rules learned:a
the household (Friedman, 48
economy operates, at least in: par
market economy and is an imip
poor maintain life and liveli
economy is based on relatio
changes. To the poor house
are often more important to life

The idea of the househo
social unit also resonates wit
rative. The Bible seems to see
hold units too. Noah and: his
ily were saved (Gen 7:1). Go
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d Land fairly according to clans and
old units (Wright, 68). Joshua made

ments in the name of his family (Josh
Lydia and her household were baptized
il, as were the Philippian jailer and his

ater in the same story (Acts 16:15, 33).

¢ of leadership is that deacons “must
ge their children and their households
1 Tim %:12).

ions are
imes sel

o the Poor Are Not.
ay the poor are lazy, fatalistic and will
ve for the future. Others say the poor are
ind ignorant. Robert Chambers debunks
claims and calls us to be more humble in
dgments. The poor may not save, but this
¢ for the very good reason that their sur-
oday will not permit it. The poor may ap-
azy, but what we may be seeing is their way
serving limited physical energy or wait-
or things over which they have no control.
lism may be an adaptation that is prudent,
giving up at all. “The appearance of power-
ss, unawareness and acquiescence may be
ition for survival” (Chambers, 106).
e assertion that the poor are ignorant
upid does not survive any informed un-
nding of real poor people. The depth
readth of their indigenous knowledge
ntly astounds us. Their knowledge of lo-
cology, traditional medicine and survival
re considerable, The poor can survive in
tions that would daunt the best of us. The
re no more lazy, fatalistic, improvident,
d or arrogant that anyone else. All people
from these problems, poor and nonpoor
nfact, only the nonpoor can really afford
ulge these behaviors. “People so close to
ge cannot afford laziness or stupidity.
vhave to work and work hard, whenever
however they can. Many of the lazy and stu-
gor are dead” (Chambers, 107).

eparably b
they ar

gifts, skills
m-like, ju

ard an Understanding of Poverty.

Y has been described in various ways and

fcreasing sophistication. Three impor-

ontributors will be briefly summarized
$sons drawn from each.

Poverty qs Entanglement: Robert Cham-

obert Chambers is a respected develop-

' :professional, working at the Institute of

lopment Studies, University of Sussex, in

hton, England, and an important author

;)eople in

on poverty and development. Chambers de-
scribes the poor household as living in a “clus-
ter of disadvantage” (Chambers, 103-39). This

-cluster has five elements: the household is poor,

physically weak, isolated, vulnerable and pow-
erless. Chambers connects these dimensions of
poverty into an interactive system that he calls
the deprivation or poverty trap. This systems
view of poverty has considerable explanatory
power and aligns well with experience.

4.1.1. Material Poverty. The household has few
assets. Its housing and sanitation is inadequate.
It has little or no land, livestock or wealth.

4.1.2. Physical Weakness. The household
members are weak, They lack strength because
of poor health and inadequate nutrition. Many
in the household are women, the very young
and the very old.

4.1.3. Isolation. The household lacks access
to services and information. It is often remote,
far from main roads, water lines and even elec-
tricity. It lacks access to markets, capital and
credit,

4.1.4. Vulnerability. The household has few
buffers against emergencies or disaster. Its
members lack choices and options. They can-
not save and they are vulnerable to cultural de-
mands, such as dowry and feast days, that soak
up savings.

4.1.5. Powerlessness. The household lacks the
ability and the knowledge to influence the life
around them and the social systems in which
they live.

4.1.6. Spiritual Poverty. We may add this cat-
egory of poverty to Chambers's list in the inter-
est of working toward a holistic Christian un-
derstanding of poverty. The household suffers
from broken and dysfunctional relationships—
with God, each other, their community and
their creation. Its members may suffer from
spiritual oppression-—afraid of spirits, demons
and ancestors. They may lack hope and be un-
able to believe that change is possible. They
may have never heard the gospel or may have
responded to a truncated version of it that lacks
transforming power.

Chambers’s systems approach to under-
standing poverty is a powerful tool. The inter-
connection between the six elements of his pov-
erty trap is an important feature. Each is linked
to and reinforces the others. A problem in one
area means problems in another, and it is easy
to see how the momentum can move toward
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greater and greater poverty.

One important feature is missing from
Chambers’s analysis of poverty: the impact of
spiritual poverty. FEach of the elements of his
poverty trap has a spiritual dimension. Pow-
erlessness is not just a problem the poor have
with the material world and the nonpoor who
live in it. The poor often live in fear of the un-
seen, spiritual world of curses, gods, demons
and angry ancestors. The poor often associate
spiritual causes with physical weakness. Isola-
tion from God and the Bible is as significant
as not having access to government services,
markets and capital. The need to find money to
lift curses and ensure the blessing of the spir-
its contributes to vulnerability in the same way
that disasters and social convention do. -

There is another, more fundamental level at

“which we can see the spiritual missing. There
is a spiritual reality that underlies the entire
poverty trap system and its six interacting ele-
ments. This foundational spiritual reality pro-
vides the explanation for (1) the deceptive and
dominating activity of the nonpoor, (2) the
contribution the poor make to their own pov-
erty by destructive behavior within the house-
hold, and (8) the poverty of being (we are of no
value and are unworthy) and meaning (there
are no answers for important questions), espe-
cially among the poor. No systems account of
poverty is complete without a holistic view of
the spiritual and material at the level of people
and the social systems within which they live,

4.2. Poverty as Lack of Access to Social Power:
John Friedman. John Friedman, professor of ur-
ban planning at the University of California at
Los Angeles (UCIL.A) and a promoter of what
he calls “alternative development,” describes
poverty by focusing on powerlessness as lack of
access to social power. Poor households are ex-
cluded and need to be empowered. Like Cham-
bers, he begins with the household as the social
unit of the poor and sees it imbedded in four
overlapping domains of social practice: state,
political community, civil society and corporate
economy (Friedman, 26-31). Each domain has
a distinctive type of power: state power, politi-
cal power, social power and economic power.

Each domain has its own set of institutions.
The central institutions of the state consist of
the formal executive and judicial elements of
government. The core institutions of the politi-
cal community consist of independent political
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organizations. In the overlap betweep the 54
and the government domains, Friedman Piac €
the Jegislature and regulatory bodies. Civil s
ciety consists of all households; it is the lar
community. Where the civil society overly,
with government, we find churches ang volu
tary organizations. The central institutioy
corporate economy are the corporation and |
cal and national markets. This domain is
open to and profoundly interconnected y;
the global economy and transnational corpor
tions. Where the corporate economy overly
with the political community, we find poli
parties, protest movements and environmenj
groups. Where the corporate economy overly
with civil society, we find the nonforma] eg
nomic sector and popular economic organiz
tions. These interacting domains form the s
tem within which the poor household struggl:
to find space, location and influence.

Friedman then develops a set of eight b
of social power that are available to the p
as a way of creating social space and influe
social networks, information for self-develo
ment, surplus time, instruments of work an
livelihood, social organization, knowledge an
skill, defensible life space, and financial ¢
sources (67).

Absolute poverty for Friedman occurs whe
the values for these eight dimensions are
low for a household to move out of poverty
its own. Friedman’s explanation of pover
lack of social organization and lack of acces
the political process.

The (dis)empowerment model of p
is a political variant of the basic ne
proach, It is centered on politics rather
planning. . .. The starting point of themd
is the assumption that poor household
the social power to improve the conditl
their member’s lives. (Friedman, 66)

Friedman’s understanding of povertyD
a more sophisticated understanding ';Of
poverty is related to lack of access 1@
power, in contrast to simply a lack of th
lack of knowledge. It also inserts po
holds into a social system that goe
the local setting. The role of governin
political system, civil society and the €¢
integrated into the global economy, 18 %
of the field of play. Poverty is unders
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manage them. Withou; 5 doctrine
cipalities and bowers, it is unclear
ple cannot make social instity-
0od they were set up to do. Fur-
re is no means to account for the
haviors and Poor choices of hoth
he nonpoor, nor the fact that the
ploit each other.
ty-as Disempowerment. Jayakumar
yakumar Christian, a long-time
opment Ppractitioner and develop-
uilds on Chambers and Fried-
a Christian Ppractitioner, develops
ide of understanding poverty.
the poor household embedded
ex framework of interacting systems.

stem of disempowerment made up
interacting systems, Each part of the
i articular contribution

t of the poor, includ-

Christian terms captivity to the god
$ of the nonpoor, deception by prin-
and powers, inadequacies in world-
“mind and body, and suffering from

to God Complexes of the Non-
stem. Similar to Friedman,

» police and local gov-
ernment functionaries. Or it can take place in
the form of the Worlg Bank imposing policies
for poverty reduction On poor countries that
have little chojce but to comply.

4.3.2. Deception &y Principalities and Powers:
The Spiritual System. While acknowledging the
impact of the Faj and sin on individya] human
beings, Christian also identifies an additional

‘impact of the Fal] in what he ca]is deception by
the principalities and
The powerlessness of

unbelievers” (2 Cor 4:

devil, having been h

his will” (2 Tim 2:26).

Poor are “enslaved 1o

the world” (Ga] 4:3). Christian is affirming the
biblical position that it is not simply human
beings and the Systems within which they live
that create and sustain poverty; there is an ad-

the Bible offers,
4.3.3 Inadequacies in, Worldview: The Cultural
ysiem. For Christian, powerlessness is rein-
forced by what he calls inadequacies in world-
view (Christian, 199, 262), Writing from within
a Hindu context, he points to the disempow-
ing i at teaches the poor that

power people, discourage change and lape] op-
pressive relationships as legitimate, sacrosanct
and ordained,
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powerlessness as a result of hunger, illness and
lack of education (Christian, 200). Undernour-
ished, sick and weak bodies and minds are easy
homes for a marred image, captivity, deception
and inadequate worldviews.

4.3.5. Marring the Identity of the Poor: The Per-
sonal System. Christian concludes his explana-
tion of poverty by pointing out that captivity to
the god complexes of the rionpoor, deception
by principalities and powers, inadequacies in
worldview, and a weak mind and spirit result in
what Christian terms the marred identity of the
poor (Christian, 206). The identity of the poor
is marred in two important ways. First, the poor
are systematically excluded as actors. Too often
people see the poor as “damaged goods” and
thereby still the voices of the poor. Second, a
lifetime of suffering, deception and exclusion
is internalized by the poor in a way that results
in the poor no longer knowing who they truly
are and why they were created. The poor come
to believe that they are, and were always meant
to be, without value and without gifts to con-
tribute. This is the deepest and most profound

" expression of poverty. ’
For Christian, these five interacting systems

of disempowerment create in the minds o
poor what he calls a “web of les” thy ent
the poor in ways far stronger ang insigo
than physical bonds (Christian, 264), Tab)
illustrates the web of lies associared wi

th €ach
element of Christian’s disempowering 5 :

ysten

5. The Causes of Poverty.
Our understanding of how POVETty is (o
is important because it tends to direct {
way we respond to poverty. Table 9 Hlustry
the point: :
Articulating the cause of poverty is oftey
the eye of the beholder. Our understap;
of cause is shaped by our place in the sod
system, our education, our culture apqd o5
our personalities. Understanding cause
depends on where we start {(and stop) looki
at poverty. If we begin with needs, we see i
lack of water, Without further thought, thiy
the cause of poverty, and providing water s
answer. However, behind needs are issues, sii¢
as ownership of the water. If this is the ey
of the lack of water, then the response i
work on ownership or access. Yet behind iss
there are structures, such as caste, that jafii

Table 1. Poverty as Disempowermént (Developed from Christian, 264)

Theme

Lie

Social System

“Social
Political -
Economic
Religious

Captivity to the
god-complexes of the
non-poor

You are outside the social system. -
Your purpose is to serve us. '
You have no assets, nor should ybli. S
We will speak to God on your behalf. . .

Social
Political
Economic
Religious

Marred identity of the poor

We are not worthy of inclusion.

We have nothing to say; we are ignorant pe
We have nothing to contribute, -~
God is not interested in us.

Social
Political
Economic
Religious

Inadequacies in worldview

Our place in the social order is fiked:
They are supposed to rule over us.

Our poverty is ordained. ey

We sinned; god is giving us what w deser

Social
Political
Economic
Religious

Deception by the principali-
ties and powers

Social systems are not for the likes of
Political systems are not for the likes o
Economic systems are not for the
God is not for the likes of you.

Social
Political
Economic
Religious

Weakness of mind, body
and spirit

I'm not smart enough.

P'm uneducated. E

T'm too weak to matter; I have nothing
I can’t understand these things anywa




¢ 2. Causes and Responses to Poverty (Developed from Christian, 264)

iew of Cause

Proposed Response

he poor are sinners.
he poor are sinned against.
The poor lack knowledge.
The poor lack things.
The culture of the poor is flawed.
The social system makes them poor.

Evangelism and uplift

Social action; working for justice
Education

Relief/social welfare

Become like us; ours is better
Change the system

ce who gets access to water and which often
te impenetrable barriers to access, Behind
ctures are groups who inhabit and enforce
he structures by insisting that it is their water
nd their right to control its use. Behind the
groups are the ideologies and values that drive
the group and social structure, the unspoeken
ssumptions that we are to be served and they
are so completely other that they aren’t sup-
posed to drink where we drink.

- This kind of social analysis does deepen our
understanding of what causes poverty. It allows
us to discover much of what Chambers, Fried-
man, Christian and Jayakaran say we must see.
* We raise our view from physical need.and the

individual person to the social and cultural sys-
. tems within which the poor live. We begin to
- understand that ideas, values and worldviews

need to change.

5.1. Physical Causes of Poverty. There are
physical causes to poverty. Chambers’ catego-

. ties of material poverty and physical weakness
speak to this. People need food, shelter, water
and clean ajr. They need an environment that

Supports life. Money, land and livestock are

helpful assets to have. Absence of these kind

of things is the immediate cause of material
poverty.

3.2, Social Causes of Poverty. The physical
causes of poverty exacerbate and are exacer-
bated by the social causes of poverty. “There
&e large-scale social practices and a whole
$stem of social roles, often firmly approved by
the members of society generally, that cause or
Perpetuate injustice and misery” (Wolterstorff,
%), This idea was developed by Chambers
and then more fully by Friedman. Christian’s
framevork Points to these systems as the source
of the web of Jies. Jayakaran locates stakehold-
s behind each Jimitation to growth.

53. Mental Causes of Poverty. Lack of knowl-
edge and technical skill are also causes of pov-

erty. Debilitated mental states resulting from
poor nutrition, poor healthcare, and alcohol
or drugs create and sustain poverty. But the
mental causes of poverty go deeper than this;
poverty is within the mind. Christian is right to
propose the idea of the web of lies that the poor
believe and that, by their believing, disempow-
ers them. Melba Maggay, a Philippina activist
and theologian, provides an evocative descrip-
tion of this kind of poverty:

The spirit that always denies, the annoying
yet darkly seductive doubt that constantly
questions the best we believe. The result
for some is a creeping disillusionment, an
intemperate realism, that in the end takes
away the spring and lightness in our step,
stoops our shoulders and makes us bitterly
huddle in corners. (Maggay, 97)

We need to be careful, however, lest we im-
ply the poor make themselves mentally poor.
This is not the case. The social activist and
theologian Walter Wink reminds us that “pow-
erlessness is not simply a problem of attitude,
however. There are structures—economic, po-
litical, religious and only then psychological—
that oppress people and resist all attempts to
end their oppression” (Wink, 102).

5.4. Spiritual Causes of Poverty. The spiritual
causes of poverty are often overlooked or un-
declared by development academics. I have
already pointed out how Chambers and Fried-
man ignore the impact of the spirit world, sha-
mans, and witchcraft and their very significant
contribution to making and keeping people
poor. Money is spent on charms for protection
and time is lost to feast days, all done in an at-
tempt to manage these power relationships.
Technical improvements are refused for fear of
the reaction of the spirit world, Furthermore,
while there are lots of references to oppres-
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sion, deceit, malfeasance, corruption, violence,
fatalism, alcohol, and broken and unjust rela-
tionships in the development literature, the
spiritual dimension seldom surfaces in the
explanatory schemes. There is no hypothesis
about the source of these causes of poverty. As
I have noted, Christian adds the principalities
and powers and their active deception to his
variation of Friedman’s framework for power-
lessness as the cause of poverty. Maggay sup-
ports this view: “Social action is a confrontation
with the powers that be. We are, ultimately, not
battling against flesh and blood, nor merely
dismantling unjust social systems; we are con-
fronting the powers in their cosmic and social
dimensions” (Maggay, 82). R. Jayakaran actu-
ally names the spiritual as a cause of poverty.
So what can we say about poverty and its
causes at the end of this review of four major
contributors to the conversation? First, poverty
is a complex.phenomena of many interacting
factors; there are unlikely to be any simple an-
swers. Second, understanding poverty requires
that we be multidisciplinary; we need the tools

of anthropology, sociology, social psychology,

spiritual discernment and theology, all nicely
integrated. Third, the work of Chambers,
Friedman, Christian and Jayakaran need to be
seen as complimentary, each adding something
to the other.

6. A Holistic Understanding of Poverty.
Combining what can be learned from Cham-
bers, Friedman, Christian and Jayakaran with
a theological and biblical perspective, two ma-
jor summary statements can be made about
poverty.

6.1. Poverty Is Fundamentally Relational in Na-
ture. At the end of the day, poverty is relation-
ships that do not work for well-being. Poverty
is relationships that are not just, that are not
for life and that are not harmonious or enjoy-
able. Poverty is the absence of shalom in all its
meanings.

All four poverty frameworks provide expla-
nations that rest on the idea that relationships
are fragmented, dysfunctional, dominating or
oppressive. Chamber’s poverty trap, Friedman’s
access to social power and Christian’s frame-
work for disempowerment all have at their
foundation relationships that lack shalom, that
work against human well-being of all, against
life and life abundant.
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Understanding poverty as reIationships e
do not work as they should is consisep, Wi
the biblical account as well. The scope of sin
fects every one of the five relationships with
which every human being lives: with God,
our community, with those we call other, y;
the environment in which we live anq With
ourselves. Each of these relationships finq ,
pression in the poverty systems related eqy;
in this section. '

At the center of this relational understan,
ing of poverty is the idea of the poor not knq
ing who they are and the reason why they we
created. When people come to believe th,
they are less than human, without the brajy
strength and personhood to contribute to the
own well-being or that of others, their unde
standing of who they are is marred. Simila;
when the poor do not believe they have ap
thing to contribute, or believe they cannotb
productive, their understanding of their voc:
tion is damaged as well. With marred identiti
and a diminished view of their vocations, th
poor cannot play their proper and rightful r
lational role in the world, either within them
selves or with those around them. '

6.2. The Fundamental Cause of Poverty Is Spi
itual. What causes the distortion and injustic
in our relationships? What stands between Go
and us? What divides us inside ourselves into
family of competing, conflicting voices? Wh
separates us within our community, with som
doing well and others suffering? What cause
us to exclude and sometimes demonize ti
other? Why do we abuse the earth? What
that works against life, against shalom? Thea
swers to these fundamental questions prov
us with an explanation for the fundame
cause of poverty. Why does the poverty t
work as it does? Why are the poor denied ac
to social power? What is at the root of the v
of lies and the powerlessness that results? Sin
what distorts these relationships. Sin is theT
cause of deception, distortion and domin?
When God is on the sideline or written 0
our story, we do not treat each other well.
work instead for what we think life is f0
try to provide our own abundant life. With
strong theology of sin, comprehensive €XP
tions for poverty are hard to come by.

Finally, if it is true that sin is the fundam
tal cause of our lack of shalom, of ot
of dominating relationships, then the
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d news and bad news. The good news is
through Jesus Christ there is a way out of
and toward transformation. The bad news
at if we do not accept this news, there is a
e in which we sit wrapped in chains of self-
osed limitations.

ction on poverty is not complete unless
e are some comments on the poverty of the
npoor. They have their own set of problems,
he least of which is that God hates idolatry
injustice. ’
he nonpoor have a great deal in common
he poor from the biblical perspective.
nonpoor are made in the image of god, are
n, are being offered redemption. Sadly, it is
er for them to hear this good news than it
- the poor. This is partly true because they
v, knowingly or not, playing god in the lives
¢ poor.
he nonpoor are poor in another way that
metimes miss. Their poverty is'in their ex-
and it is the mirror image of the poverty
e poor. Too little food makes us weak and
beptible to disease; too much food makes
erweight and susceptible to heart disease
ancer. Illness among the poor is physical;
among the nonpoor is physical and in-
asingly mental. The poor have inadequate
ng; the nonpoor are sometimes slaves to
ouses. Koyama puts this “too much is
ty” idea nicely:

an cannot live without bread. But, man
must not live by this essential bread alone.
Bread-alone, shelter-alone, clothing-alone,
come-alone, all these alones damage man’s
uality of life. Strangely, these good values
ntain danger elements too. Man is sup-
0sed to eat bread. But what if bread eats
man? People are dying from over-eating to-
y in affluent countries. Man is supposed
live in the house. But what if the house
8ins to live in man? . . . Man needs bread
lus the word of God. (Koyama, 4-5)

idea of too much or too little being two
of the same problem reminds us of Prov-
0:

Give me neither poverty nor riches;
feed me with the food that I need,

or I shall be full, and deny you,
and say, “Who is the Lorp?”
or I shall be poor, and steal,
and profane the name of my God.

The activity of the nonpoor in safeguarding
their privilege and power also creates a poverty
unique to the nonpoor. When we misuse a so-
cial system for our benefi, it is hard to believe
that our friends are not doing the same. When
domination is the goal, we have to keep win-
ning in order not to lose.

At the end of the day, the poverty of the
nonpoor is the same kind of poverty as the
poor, only differently expressed: The poverty
of the nonpoor is fundamentally relational and
caused by sin. The result is a life full of things
and short on meaning. The nonpoor simply live
with different deceptions. The only difference
is that the poverty of the nonpoor is harder
to change. This is what Jesus was trying to say
when he compared a rich man getting into the
kingdom to a camel trying to go through the
eye of a needle (Mt 19:24). For more on this
topic see my Walking with the Poor. )

See also HoL1sTIC MI1ss10N; MONEY, WEALTH;
POWER, POWERS; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR
THE POOR; RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT; SUFFER-
ING; WORK, THEOLOGY OF.
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B. L. Myers

POWER

Contemporary theological treatments of the
word power are varied. With the social forces
of modernity rapidly shaping our world, a
lively global theological debate has emerged
about how current human power structures
are now often negatively affecting the poor of
the earth, and—ecologically speaking—the
earth itself.

The analysis of power that follows seeks to
understand the new powers of *globalization,
including the ethical problems that they pose.
Theologically speaking, in contrast to top-
down constructions, power that emerges from
contemporary forms of global empire-building,
new “bottom-up” theologies have emerged that
provide a new vision for humanity and a new
articulation of power that is not centered either
politically or geographically. We will focus here
on this kind of Christian bottom-up approach
in the context of biblical, neo-orthodox and
*|iberation theologies, concluding with a dis-
cussion of human agency in the face of the way
power is conceptualized and exercised in the
light of global liberation struggles against the
dominating forces of empire.

1. Natural Power

2. Human Power

3. Institutional Power

4. Divine Power

5. Power Discourses in the Bible

6. Pentecost and the Global Struggle for

Liberation
7. Theological Implications

1. Natural Power.

Throughout history humans have been amazed
and terrified at the brutal power of nature.
While nature has been thought to demonstrate
a creative capacity through the great number
of natural species that have emerged to cre-
ate the beautiful array of life on the planet, it
also has destructive capabilities demonstrated
in natural disasters like hurricanes, tornadoes
and tsunamis. The Eastern notion of chiis one
example of how to describe this underlying life
force that animates nature as a cosmic field of
living energy.
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2. Human Power.

Like natural power, human power, too, ¢y
said to have creative and destructive capac
For Nietzsche, the will to power is the ¢lem
tal and creative vitality that is at the very Core
of life itself. One example of this will (o povie
is what Nietzsche described as the pre-Socr,
war ethic. Another version is the “supery,
or Ubermensch, which is Nietzsche’s vision g
powerful being that not only exhibits the y
to power but finds in this the highest aspi
tions of nobility. The Ubermensch impoges
will upon others, but also, most importantly,
imposes that will upon himself, subjecting hi
own will to the same kind of scrutiny thay
would impose on others.

3. Institutional Power.

Michel Foucault, an influential interpreter
Nietzsche, builds on Nietzsche’s conception
power by pointing directly to the concepti
ization and exercise of power at work in so
and political institutions. Forms of power (
likewise be used by those oppressed by suc
institutions as a way of resisting injustice. F
cault documents what he argues to be a shif
the internal logic of power as it was underst
and practiced in eighteenth-century Euro
with its emphasis on top-down mechani
of external control, to what he described :
logic of “discipline,” that is, analysis of the
of the direct or indirect supervision of so
norms that are internalized by human bei
through schools, governments and prisons.
that way, people become internally formed

- the mechanisms of power in a similar way t

certain practices discipline the body and br
about certain results. i
Yarlier, the German sociologist Max We
in his discussion on power and leadership, |
focused on those holding institutional P
tions of power, arguing that individual Jea
ship traits—or charismatic authority—are
ten most important in legitimating the ac
exercise of power. At the same time, he
particular attention to the routinization ot
reaucratization of institutions and social 10
that often develop in order to maintain the
thoritative role of a leader over time.
Foucault went further than Weber 2!
ing that these “institutions of control” ar¢
ployed by controlling power centers © o
tain subjection of the populace in gen

1alayital p
e gospel




