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Preliminary Remarks

ugly effects of poverty, like hunger, sickness,
underdevelopment and low self-esteem confront us daily. We
encounter beggars on our streets and in the market places whose
menace is as disturbing as the tragedy of their situation. We hear
tales of refugees drifting from camp to camp in war-ravaged ar�as
searching for food and security. We shudder at the fate of the
slum-dwellers in the developed and developing world, who are
caught in the vicious circle of crime and poverty, acting out their
aggression violently within and outside their ghettos. We feel the
pain of numerous people, who are terminally and chronically ill,
and the grief of the elderly, whose life has become such a burden
that they are bored waiting for death. Allover the Third World, we
come across voiceless people
minorities, widows and orphans
who are deprived of their rights; their case is always a tale of
endless harassment and humiliation. All these people ordinarily
qualify as the poor; and their fate is vivid in the minds of the
people whose consciences are still alive.
The

-

-

Yet the term poverty, as it is used in different circumstances,
more than the class of people mentioned above. Its usage in

entail

spirituality

and

psychology

reveal yet other dimensions not often

remembered. It embodies features that
nevertheless relate to

one

another

contradictory, which,
dialectically. The ambiguity of
seem

the term poverty is such that one may find it difficult to say who is
poorer; the one who lacks possessions or the one who is enslaved

his- own

possessions, the one who is morally depraved and for
psychologically wretched or the one who, though a
victim of oppression, has developed such a personality that defies
all odds. Poverty is such an ambiguous word, that at one time it
by

that

reason
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describes a lack, at other an ideal disposition for confronting the
world. It is a paradoxical term, which could be variedly used in
situations of both the oppressor and the oppressed.
In what follows, we shall try to trace the history of this

describing the

experience, explain its

dialectics and identify its causes, expose the
and failures of the various attempts to confront it, indicate
its challenge for theology and chart a way out of the vicious circle
success

of poverty. It consists of two sections: the

poverty, and the relevance and

ambiguity and history of
inadequacies of poverty alleviation.

Section A: The Ambiguity and History

ofPoverty

1: Defmitions of Poverty

Poverty is

an

ambiguous

term

used to describe

an

equally

of life. Its usage without qualification may
paradoxical
mislead. We must therefore sample the meaning of this word in
state

few

languages, to enable us appreciate its scope. The Greeks
identify three types of poverty: a) penia which means the state of
one who is not wealthy, who serves his own needs with his own
hands and has nothing superfluous; b) ptiichei, this qualifies the
state of somebody who has nothing at all, a state of complete
destitution or abject poverty. 1; and c) lapeinos used for the
description of somebody humble, lowly; poor, of humble
circumstances; down-cast, down-hearted (2 Cor. 7:6), lacking
confidence, meek and mild (2 Cor. 10:1).
In Hebrew the words for the poor are many. The most general
word used is ras. Its meaning is expressed with a group of other
words: dal-characterises somebody thin and hungry-looking (2 Kg
25:12; Jer. 40.:7); ebion is the poor as beggar (Ex. 23:6,11); 'ani
generally used to describe somebody whose ability, power and
worth is waning; somebody who lives under the burden of sickness
and economic deprivations; 'anaw is yet another word used like
'ani except that it signifies something more. It entails the religious
aspect and describes somebody who is humble before God.2 In
general, however, the Hebrew understanding of poverty changed
with time, and the

use

of the words got to be differentiated later.
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Ebion and 'ani, for instance, were at first used for describing
somebody who is poor in the sense of lacking possessions. Later

imply somebody who has neither influence
nor power, neither help nor prestige for the simple reason that he is
poor. Much later still, they came to signify somebody who is
downtrodden and oppressed because he has no influence. And
finally, it became the term for the description of a man, who,
because he has no earthly resources, puts his whole trust in God.
Today, 'ani or ebion, like 'anaw could be used for the description
of somebody humble and helpless, who puts his whole trust in
God.3
Various words were also used in Latin to qualify the poor in the
ancient Roman world. While pauper implied somebody who has
little possessions, egens meant somebody who cannot feed
himself/herself by means of hislher own income. There is yet
another word, inos, which was mostly used by writers offiction. It
signifies one, who, in addition to not being able to feed and
maintain oneself, suffers other needs and is weak, helpless and
ignorant of how to attend to one's needs. But in the Middle Ages,
the word pauper came to qualify, not only the opposite of "dives"
(the rich) but also "potens" (the mighty); so, now, it describes the
situation of somebody lacking possessions and freedom, somebody
dependent on the mighty, and who is needy of protection and
security. In cultural domain illiterates (minus doctus) and stupid
people (minus cautus) were also called pauper. In line with this,
Bernard Clairvaux and Peter Blois included the widows, orphans
and pilgrims among the pauper.
In several African languages, the etymology of the words for
poverty, reveal specific African elements, which must be noted for
the full comprehension of the meaning of the phenomenon of
poverty. In Chewa language of modem Malawi, for instance, the
word for the poor is umphawi, meaning lack of kin and friends", In
Yoruba, the word for the poor is aku-ise which means, literarily,
"carrying misery". For the Ashanti of Ghana the word for the poor
is ohia, meaning the needy. Similarly, amongst the Igbo of Nigeria,
the word for the poor, ogbenye also denote the needy. Ogbenye is
made up of two words: the noun ogbe (community or neighbours)
the two words

came

to
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(the imperative of "to give")" Alone in this word,
needy and the obligation of the others towards
him is expressed. No matter how one wishes to understand the
word ogbenye, descriptively or imperatively, it refers to a person
who lives from the almsgiving of the community.
Each of these etymological definitions of the word poverty
furnishes us with at least one important aspect of this reality. But
only the Hebrew definition recognizes poverty as a multivariate
and the verb nye

the condition of the

phenomenon which entails deprivations of all sorts: lack of
material possessions, nutritional requirements, health, education.,
selfhood and personhood. According to this view., the various
wants are interconnected. He who lacks income would soon begin
to lack influence and prestige, and he is liable to be humiliated and
oppressed. The Jewish notion goes even further to include the
spirituality of a person who puts his whole trust in God. For our
purpose, we shall understand poverty in this broad sense, though
not

without classifications.

2. Classifications and Causes of Poverty

There

are

at least five various

types of poverty: the material,
spiritual poverty.

relational and

existential, anthropological,
a) Material poverty connotes
an

possession

inadequate

a

situation of deficiency,

of

material

goods

a

and

lack

or

basic

infrastructures for life: food, water, shelter, minimal tools and
property for a decent life to evade disease and unnecessary
hardship. It is ridiculous and scandalous that people should be
destitute in
human

a

world like

ours

that

displays

enormous reserve

of

Evidently, the poor
responsible for their condition;
and God., who provides this world of plenty, cannot be blamed for
the scarcity of goods. Who is then culpable for material poverty? A
statement attributed to Mahatma Ghandi gives us the clue: "The
world has enough for every body's need, but not for everybody's
greed". True indeed, the world would have enough food and other
goods to cater for its population, if only there were a fair
distribution of goods. Selfishness and greed however would not
potentials

themselves

are

and material

in most

cases

not

resources.
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less scramble for and

hoarding

of

goods in this world, there would be no scarcity at all. What we lack
is the political will to effect equity and justice in favour of the
disadvantaged people. Human greed and indifference, injustice and
oppression should be held responsible for the existence of material
poverty. Of course, one may observe poverty caused by physical
inability of the individual or scarcity of goods occasioned by crisis
and atmospheric catastrophe; but in general, the remote cause and
the reason for its persistence could be traced back invariably to
human greed and indifference.
b) Existential poverty refers to an impoverished life-style of a
morally depraved person, who whiles away his life in a banal
existence, devoid of orientation and a sense of purpose. Although
this can happen to a materially poor person, who is corrupt and
inclined towards crime, it usual befalls the rich, especially the
oppressively rich, who gets so entangled in material concern and
acquisition that he ignores spiritual and moral values. It can take
the form of self-enslavement to wealth, fame, prestige and
vainglory. The existentially poor gets so used to materialism and
consumerism that he becomes

a

victim of mammon and

a

prey to

that leaves him perpetually
unfulfilled. For such persons, unrestricted acquisition becomes a
goal in itself Nobody other than self counts. This leads them

compulsive acquisitive life-style

naturally

to brutalise and oppress other

that

by
easily turns

enslavement;
embark

on

people. Often they are
depravity
by a sense of guilt
into a compulsive self-oppression and self
existentially poor person could unwittingly

their moral

tormented

an

and haunted

self-annihilation.

is the most ironical type of poverty: it comes as a
boomerang to those who cause others pain and suffering through
This

oppression. It may sediment as a psychological
in form of depression, frustration, and sadness arising
from a sense of extreme guilt. By implication, an existentially poor
person may be culpable for his poverty after all, but he can be
nonetheless helpless and handicapped in his situation. If only such

injustice
problem

and

persons could discover God's purpose for
intention for making us human in his

creation, and God's

image

and likeness
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(Gen. 1 :26), they would come to know true freedom (Ex. 16:6-8),
acquire the happiness of the fullness of life (In. 10: 1 0) and spare
the ecology for the future generation.
c) Anthropological poverty is the term used to qualify the interior
loss of selfhood, that arises from oppression, disregard, humiliation
and the violation of one's own integrity as a person. It is that
forceful alienation from the root of one's history and culture that
lives

'one

hanging

in the no-man's-land of cultural concoction and

experience of humiliated people, and is
exploitation and slavery to which
subjected, and of the way in which they

alienation. It describes the

often used to characterize "the
the black

peoples

were

themselves have interiorised the patterns, values, and models ofthe
slave-owning powers"." The late Cameroonian theologian,

Engelbert Mveng, was the first person to call people's attention to
this form of poverty; and he meant that Africa needed to be
liberated from it before the continent can move forward.
Imperialism,

colonialism and

slavery

are

known to have caused

this type of poverty in Africa. They certainly robbed Africans a
part rf their custom and cultural heritage, and violated their human

integrity. Class-consciousness,

racism and sexism

are

also

causes

of this type of poverty. Behind all these, however, lies the human
desire to dominate and exploit others. The desire for domination

ingenious injustice of the mighty against the weak and
patriarchy in its various forms.
The tragedy of this experience is that the victim loses self-esteem
and self-identity, and intemalises self-doubt and inferiority
complex. Values that make for identity get lost. And since it is
mostly a type of colonisation of the mind, the victims interiorise
the prejudice of their oppressors and mete the same treatment to
themselves, thereby displaying the obnoxious nature ofthe vicious
circle of poverty: dependency trait which persists as long as the
master wants it. The victim is poor and needs help from the
oppressor, and when he is poor he gets dependent on him, and
remain perpetually on the receiving end.
The result is an imbalanced power affiliation that inevitably
subjugates and dominates the weak partner. From this point of
view, a good number of thinkers in the Third World now look at
feeds the

sustains the
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the current process of globalisation with suspicion, because such a
system propounded in the interest of the West, in a context of

domination devoid of equal chances, is bound to establish itself as
a relentless process of neo-colonialism, that is programmed to

perpetuate anthropological poverty.
The Third World nations
are

struggle

condemned to do that from

to eliminate
a

poverty; but they

disadvantaged position

of

dependency and indebtedness to the West. Some nations in Africa,
for instance, are already collapsing under the weight of their debt
burdens; and

relief from the creditors

forthcoming, they
apparently losing hope of ever being able to stand up by
themselves to chart the path to sustainable development. In the
face ofthe ongoing globalisation and the excruciating indebtedness
of the Third World to the West the campaign against poverty
seems lost. Even the help that comes from powerful nations
through the World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
World Trade Organizations are now suspect; they look like baits
designed to perpetrate the oppression of the weak nations. The
vicious circle of dependency is perfectly in place, and the poor has
truly become the wretched of the earth and irresistibly locked
within the oppressive mechanisms of the oppressive rich.
As is typical of vicious circles, some ill-advised measures
employed by the victims to liberate themselves often tum out to be
self-oppressive. Even when the oppressors are far from the scene,
the oppression continues because the oppressed has himself
inadvertently internalised the art of the oppressors and has taken to
self-oppression. When the colonizers departed their pupils in
palaces of power perfected corruption and enthroned self
oppression. How else can one explain the mercenary attitude of
most present day African rulers who impoverish their countries
siphoning money from their national treasuries to patronise foreign
as

are

not

are

banks?

people of the Third World must resolve to resist the
manipulations of the Western oppressors as well as the intrigues of
the greedy and corrupt regimes at home ward off marginalization
and unrestrained exploitation. Let us make no mistakes about it,
The
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oppressors live in the illusion that they must have
oppress; they thus abhor the equality of all

people

to

peoples.'

d) Another type of poverty, that is yet to be recognised by many,
is what I may call relational poverty: this is typified by the lack of
kin and friends that is very much abhorred in Africa. He who has
relations, friends or groups to belong to is poor by African
standard. This is true irrespective of the person's material wealth.

no

Essentially, what makes for the quality of life of a human being is
genuine relationship. One needs only to look at the claims of the
dialogical positivists to recognise that human beings are essentially
constituted in relationship. They insist that "being" must be
recognised as "being-in-relation" and that genuine human
relationship has ontological significance." This relational notion of
being prepares the ground for the proper understanding of the
poverty of being and poverty of personhood,"
Relational poverty can be easily identified in the African context
because of the African relational notion of personhood. Unlike in
the Western philosophy, where a human being is evaluated in
terms of his rationality, autonomy and individualism, the African
thought confirms the ontology of a person in terms of his blood
relationship and belongingness to a society. It is as John Pobee, a
Ghanaian theologian, argued in 1979 "that while Descartes
philosophised Cog ito ergo sum, the Akan society would rather
i.e. I belong by blood relationship,
argue Cognatus ergo sum
10
therefore I am." Arguing also in favour of a relational notion of
-

person

in

Africa, E. E. Uzukwu has this

philosophy recognizes the

to

say:

"Western

fundamental need of relationship for the

realisation of person. However, the "I" is constituted before it
chooses to be related. But the African tendency is to insist on

relationship

as

essential to the constitution of the "I". It will be

difficult to understand

an

individual without the essential linkages
I I

divinities, family, kindred and ethnic group." Two statements
in Igbo language buttress this point: Mmadu ka ego (to have
somebody is more valuable than to have money) and Ikwu ka uba
(relations value more than wealth). The relationship that is at stake
here should exist not only horizontally amongst the living, but also
vertically between the living and the living dead, between the
to
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living and the unborn. In the Christian sense, it would entail the
relationship between God and human beings.
Consequently, relational poverty has both present, future and past
dimensions. It is there when one lacks membership to revered
socio-cultural organizations and belongingness to a family. Among
the Igbo of Nigeria for instance, to be a bastard is to be poor. This
is a poverty of heritage, due to lack of visible belongingness. And
to buttress one's dignity and personhood, an Igbo usually refers to
his parentage and family. In the genuine traditional setting, enquiry
about a person, either for marriage or career, does not begin with
"who are you" but with "whose child are you?", to whom do you
belong. Childless people are relationally poor, for setting a full
stop to their generation. Theirs can be voluntary as is the case with
celibates, or fateful as with sterile couples. But for not having
children to continue their lineage they are relationally poor even
when they are materially well off. Relational poverty also
describes the poverty of the widows and orphans. The basic
problem of widows and orphans is that the level of relationship
drops abruptly with the loss of their most intimate ones, partner
and parents respectively. By implication, any state of life that
discourages interpersonal relationship, be it psychological or
existential, promotes relational poverty.
In terms of duration, all the above classified forms of poverty
could be either structural

long-term

or

abilities for

poverty

or

conjunctural." Structural poverty is a

relatively permanent lack of basic structures and
the acquisition of necessities of life. This type of

takes

more

involvement
the other

and

time
is

to

alleviate.

temporal loss of
reason of climatic catastrophe, wars, fire
and
disaster,
consequent crisis. Unlike the structurally poor, the
conjuncturally poor can easily regain his balance when the crisis is
over. Almsgiving can alleviate or even eradicate this type of

Conjunctural poverty
possessions mostly by

on

hand,

a

poverty.
We need to note this

should embark

general classification,

eradication

because whether

one

alleviation of poverty depends
whether the lack is structural or conjunctural, i.e. of lasting
on

or

short-term duration. If the lack is

deep

and

oflong-term

on
or

duration

a
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short-term solution like relief

improvement.
cultural

Structural

inhibitions

confronted

almsgiving cannot bring much
poverty, like ignorance arising from some

and

or

technical

backwardness,

be

must

is not

the

radically; sporadic almsgiving
enough;
taught the technical know-how to produce

victims must have to be
the

goods themselves. Fast remedies devoid of the will to get to the
problem may tum out to be counterproductive. Only

roots of the

when the root

causes

of poverty

are

identified and eliminated

structurally poor from slipping into
of destitution, indigence and wretchedness.
we save

a

the

a

permanent

can

state

e) Spiritual poverty is another major type of poverty, though with
striking difference. It contrasts with all the above types of

poverty and relates to them dialectically as a therapy. It is a
voluntary self-renunciation, self-sacrifice and detachment from
undertaken for the purpose of achieving the goal of
life. Unlike all the other forms of poverty that are forced, spiritual

material

goods

poverty is voluntary and

not

any life situation. It is a
such, it does not connote

imposed by
and

life;
positive disposition
deficiency or privation. Rather, it generates genuine freedom and
self-fulfilment, makes genuine love possible and promotes
humility, and confirms faith and dependence on God.
In summary, poverty is a term that could denote both negative
and positive experiences. On the one hand it is an undesirable
to

as

condition of life. On the other, it describes a chosen life of
restraint, adopted to contain the impulses that otherwise proliferate
forced poverty. Poverty is therefore a paradoxical term that
describes the dialectic of life. However, poverty, as it concerns us
here, refers mainly to the state of the victims of deprivations of all

sorts, who are materially and economically,
socially and politically handicapped.
3.

Poverty

in the

culturally

and

morally,

pre-colonial and post-colonial Africa

Africa is familiar with poverty to an extent that the name of the
continent has become synonymous with it. The tragedy is that

poverty

seems

to be

increasing rather than decreasing in the sub
living standards of remote villages and

Saharan Africa. Decline in
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shantytowns characterise the Africa of today. A research
by John Iliffe shows that the situation of poverty is
in
the continent. There is the belief that ''until recently
worsening

urban

carried out

Africa, because economic differentiation was
freely available, and the 'extended family'
slight,
members.
Only with the coming of colonial rule, market
supported
did things begin to fall apart.,,13
economies, and urbanisation
This does not mean that poverty did not exist in the pre-colonial
Africa. It did exist, but it was rare. Its occurrence differed from

there

were no

poor in

resources were

...

place to place and from time to time. All depended on the
availability of land and access to labour. In the land-rich societies
only the incapacitated the old, the handicapped, and the very
-

poor, while in the land-scarce areas even able-bodied
be poor. Able-bodied people rarely became
could
people
structurally poor in the pre-colonial era." In some cultures of the
young

-

were

sub-Saharan

Africa, the incapacitated were

not allowed to become

poor, except of course they lacked relations.
With population growth, urbanisation, intensive

agriculture and
vestiges
Apartheid, poverty began to
appear among the able-bodied people in modem Africa. Now that
ill-advised development projects and unplanned educational
systems characterise the corrupt regimes of the continent, the rate
of unemployment and low wages rises in geometrical proportion.
And faced with the alarming effect of ecological disaster and
political upheaval, the post-colonial Africa experiences more
conjunctural poverty now than in the pre-colonial era: drought and
wars tum out economic and political refugees in their thousands
of colonisation like

other

across

Africa.

country like Nigeria more and more people are living below
poverty line. The Federal Office of Statistics (FOS 1996) warns
that 71 percent of Nigeria's household are poor. And according to
the World Bank report of 1996 "about 34.7 million people in
In

a

Nigeria out of an estimated 1992 population figure of 102 million
are poor." The report went on to show that cases of extreme
poverty increased nationally from 10 million to ·14 million between
1992 and 1996.15 The following view from an economist on

Nigerian economy says it all:
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the 'Nigerian economy has witnessed such inherent
characteristics as declining capacity utilization in real
...

performance of major infrastructural
facilities, large budget deficits, rising level of
unemployment and underemployment and high
inflationary rate. In addition, the economy has
lingering problems of import dependence, reliance on a
single economic sector i.e. crude oil, weak industrial
base, low level of agricultural production, a weak
private sector and high external debt overhang,
inefficient and in most cases lack of public utilities,
low quality of social services, widening inequalities in
the distribution of wealth and income.":"
sector,

This is

poor

happening

to

a

country that is endowed with

a

huge

of crude oil, 'vast arable land and enormous human
resources. It is a tragedy which challenges every right-thinking
reselVe

person, not only to bemoan the unjust system that produces this
wretched condition, but also to do something concrete to end the

scandal of poverty in

a

world of

plenty

human and material

resources.

Earlier in this paper, we had identified colonialism as the remote
of poverty in modern Africa. Its oppressive and exploitative

cause

character left behind

culture of

self-perpetrating misbehaviour,
cause of poverty. High on
the list is corruption. Corruption begets inefficiency, injustice and
violation of human rights, misplaced priorities and self-sabotage,
a

which could be termed the immediate

as

well

as

lack of direction and erosion of values in

education,

Inefficiency abounds in every aspect of life.
Because people are hurriedly in pursuit of the "almighty" money,
they would not bring out time and energy to execute a function, to
learn a skill: fake medicine, drinks and produce abound. When
nothing is genuine poverty thrives. This inefficiency shows itself
fundamentally in education, which is now undergoing a crisis of
irrelevance. Many students are today more interested in the
collection of certificates, which they call "meal tickets", than in the
politics

and cultures.
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acquisition of skills and learning. To them, what matters is the
acquisition of certificates, whether it certifies knowledge or
ignorance is irrelevant. After all people get employment not
according to their qualification and knowledge, but according to
their relationship to the decision-makers. Wrong people fill up
important spaces in the Government and economy, because
nepotism and not knowledge, money and not capabilities are the
yardsticks for selection of workers. Injustice and deprivation of
rights abound. People earn money without working for it, and
those who work have their salaries either slashed
Because of corruption,

experienced

and

disciplined

or

withheld.

statesmen are

not allowed to enter the corridors of power; in their stead are

selfish, ill-equipped mediocrities, whose visionless leadership turn
oppressive. Because of corruption, dubious people chase out
heirs from their throne and

themselves

kings.
taking, which used to be the
prerogative of men of proven integrity, has now been hijacked by
the oppressive rich, who can display wealth. Oppression thrives.
All these mal-developments are sources of oppression as well as

rightful

of

Because

corruption,

structural poverty.
Another immediate

crown

title

cause

of poverty in

a

country like Nigeria is

acquisitive lifestyle. Like most countries suffering from
anthropological poverty, Nigeria assumes the illusions of capitalist
societies: to think that the pursuit of individual egoism can lead to
the well-being of everybody. Consumerism and limitless
acquisition of things have become priorities. The having mode of
existence, as identified" by an American psychoanalyst, Eric
Fromm, dominates in the Nigerian mentality. According to Fromm
there

are

two attitudes to life that influence human existence

mode" and

-

"being mode". For people whose mode of
predominantly that of having, consumerism and
limitless acquisition of things become priorities; while for those
who live in the "being mode" values and relational use of
creativity and talents are optimised." Most Nigerians live in the
having mode; this is responsible for the looting mentality that
pervades the whole of the Nigerian society.

"having

existence is
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is therefore the

Corruption

modem Africa.

Thriving

as a

overriding single cause of poverty in
vestige of colonialism, corruption is a

form of self-oppression.
4.

Poverty

and

oppression

in the Bible

foregoing definitions and classification, the truth emerges
that poverty is a statement about the oppressed and the oppressor.
In all cases its remote causes are oppression and injustice, which,
From the

in tum, are ignited by human greed and insatiability. The bible
shares the same view. In the book of Deuteronomy, the people of
God

"you should have

midst/or Yahweh
conquered. Ifyou
listen to the voice of Yahweh, your God, and obey all that he has
commanded you he will bless you as he promised" (Deut. 15:4f).
By implication, poverty comes about when the people, especially
the rich and the mighty, fail to observe the precepts of God; and
also when people are lazy and wasteful (prov. 6:10f; 10:4).
Although God can also inflict poverty on people to test them and to
move them towards conversion (Ps. 66:4; 119:67,71), he does not
are

told

no

poor in your

will give you prosperity in the land that you have

...

in any way progmmme poverty for his people. He who created
human persons in his image and likeness (Gen. 1 :26; 2:15) and led
his people out of Egypt, away from exploitation, cannot be in

involuntary poverty is caused by
oppression
injustice. Biblically speaking therefore, the
materially poor are the oppressed, the abused and the marginalized.
The prophets denounce the injustice oftheir oppressors and preach
social justice (Job 24:2-12; Amos 2:6-7).
The New Testament, especially Luke's gospel, shows that God
favours the poor. The proclamation of the birth of Jesus was first
communicated to the poor shepherds (Lk. 2:8-18). And in the very
beginning of his public appearance in a synagogue at Nazareth,
support of poverty. In

most cases,

and

Jesus

insinuated, in what looks like his manifesto, that he has been

"anointed to

bring good news
oppressed" (Lk. 4: 18). And true

to the poor
and to free the
indeed he had close association
...

with the poor, the blind and the lame, and called them even to his
banquet (Lk. 14:21-24). In contrast, he condemned the rich for not
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sharing with the poor (Lk.16: 19- 31) and exposed the foolishness of
calculations (Lk. 12:13-21). The Magnificat, which
summarises the Old Testament prophecy and theology of poverty,
and opens it towards the New Testament perspective, speaks of
how God raises the lowly
tapeinoi (Lk. 1 :52) and looks at the
lowliness of his handmaid (Lk. 1 :48).
their

-

However, when Jesus is made to declare in Luke's version of the
beatitudes, that "blessed are the poor" (Lk. 6:20), he leaves one to
wonder whether poverty is still a curse to be eradicated or a

blessing to be envied. Evidently, the poor referred to in this context
are the ptiichoi, they are people who have nothing at all, whose
picture is vividly painted in the story of the Dives and Lazarus as
the ragged, starved, incapacitated (by sickness), deprived of
dignity and security, and victims of misfortune, human greed and
arrogance (Lk. 16: 19-31). How can such persons be blessed? Even
though Matthew's version of the beatitudes tends to bring in more
light by saying "Blessed are the poor in spirit" (Mat. 5:3), it does
not very much unravel the paradox; for he still uses the word
ptiichoi referring to people materially destitute. It is believed,
however, that Luke presented the beatitudes as was delivered by
Jesus, while Matthew edited it for his Jewish audience, who would
have been scandalized that Jesus calls blessed those who became
poor because of a breach of divine covenant. Experts have varied
opinions here. Be that as it may, one must, however, hold finn to

the

point that

the poor whose blessedness

proclaimed are
materially, economically
socially poor.
The poor are blessed, not because poverty ceases to be negative,
but because of the opportunity it offers for one to grow spiritually
towards perfect trust in God. The poor should naturally find it
easier to open himlherselfto God. In recognition of this fact, Jesus
points out that it is difficult, and would need the special grace of
God, for the rich to enter the kingdom of God (Matt. 19:23-26).
The rich lives with the danger of diverting allegiance due to God to
mammon (Matt. 6:24), of basking in false security (Lk. 12:16-21),
and of becoming blind to the needs of his neighbours (Lk. 16:1931) for the sake of wealth. It is against this background that Jesus
indeed those who

are

are

and

speaks of the blessedness of the poor. Moreover, the poor are also
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simple reason that the Messiah has come to

liberate

them from poverty: he will give bread to the hungry, heal the sick,
and open the eyes of the blind. The arrival of the kingdom of God
is their

blessing,

because it is

a

kingdom

based

on

justice

and

peace. This beatitude does not in any way suggest that poverty is to
be glorified; neither does it spiritualise it to the point of explaining
away its gravity. It merely speaks of the opportunity poverty could
offer for growth and about the concrete relief the event of Jesus

Christ

brings.
by making the words of Jesus to read "Blessed are the poor in
spirit, Matthew was pointing precisely at that dynamism
characteristic of the Hebrew notion of poverty, which begins with
material poverty, goes beyond the experience of humiliation and
total loss of trust in human beings, to a state of putting one's whole
trust in God. It is a type of dialectic that must happen in orderfor
the poor to be really blessed. As William Barclay says:
But

If

a man

has realised his

own

utter

helplessness,

and put his

whole Trust in

which

are

God, there will enter into his life two things
opposite sides of the same thing. He will become

completely detachedfrom things,

for he will know that

things

have not got it in them to bring happiness or security; and he
will become completely attached to God, for he will know that

God alone
man

can

bring

who is poor in

things

mean

nothing,

him

spirit

help,

and

is the

and that God

hope,

man

and

strength.

The

who has realized that

means

everything.

We must be careful not to think that this beatitude calls actual
material pqverty a good thing. Poverty is not a good

thing

....

That kind of poverty is the aim of the Christian gospel
poverty which is blessed is the poverty of

to remove. The

spirit, when a man realises his own utter lack of resources
meet life, and finds his help and strength in God.

to

guarantee that somebody materially poor becomes
automatically poor in spirit. There are poor people who are very
possessive of the little they find, so selfish that they let nothing off
There is

no

their hands

once

they

clench their fist. One

can

remain

possessive

�

of material
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even

when one is

destitute. The poor praised are the poor who, on account of their
poverty, have learnt to live detached lives. Poverty per se is not

praised,

but the life of detachment it enhances.

By implication

rich person who is poor in the spirit of
detachment, and poor person who is selfish. Although this
interpretation is right, it is belaboured with danger, because as

therefore there

be

can

a

Gustavo Gutierrez says, it

invariably "leads to comforting
tmnquillising conclusions"." It can make the rich live in

glorify

come

the

be rich in the midst of the poor. It can make
poverty instead of seeking the way for the poor to

illusion that he
him

and

can

out of it. It remains

questionable, however,

whether

a

really

detached person can be rich in the midst of poor people.
In Christian terms, both the rich and the poor must get detached
from things and attach themselves to God. The bible urges
believers to live detached lives so that they can be God-bound.
And when misfortune and human
the

way it

people
of spiritual poverty by
one

can

exploitation imposes poverty on
by a voluntary practice

be eradicated is

all concerned. This is embodied in the
Pauline account of Jesus' own spirituality: "Although he was rich,
he made himself poor to make you rich through his poverty"
(2Cor. 8:9). And out of the same background, Paul describes his

mission with the Christians at Corinth thus: "So we fight with the
we seem to be
weapon of justice, to attack as well as to defend
....

we enrich many; apparently we have nothing, but we
God has chosen the poor, says James, to be
everything."
possess
rich in faith (James 2:5). The truth is that those who voluntarily
embrace spiritual poverty make others rich and those who amass
wealth at the expense of others impoverish many

poor, but

B The Relevance and Inadequacies

ofPoverty Alleviation

1. Care of the Poor in the Church

Church took the blessedness of the poor in spirit very
serious and urged believers to get detached from things and

The

early

attached to

spontanea)
poverty one

God.
a

She

was

to

in

voluntary poverty (paupertas
Through voluntary
freedom
from
the
of
gain
grip mammon and the

way of

saw

realising

this ideal.
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compulsiveness of the instinct of acquisition and to be well
disposed for total dependence on God. This idea primarily
motivated the early Christian monasticism and even subsequent
spirituality of the faithful. In the Middle Ages, the renunciation of
property was common, not only among the monks, but also among
priests and lay people. It became yet more popular through the
preaching and lifestyle of St. Francis of Assisi, who stressed both
the individual and community obligation to voluntary renunciation
of material goods. He urged people, not only to renounce material
possessions, but also to relinquish all that they are proud of
knowledge, piety and even their cherished feeling of being poor. in
spirit.
Before St. Francis, the reason for voluntary poverty was mainly
the attainment of personal salvation. With him however the idea
began to gain ground, that voluntary poverty could be a way of
confronting poverty head on. It was to train people in humility and
in the imitation of Christ, who became poor to make us rich (2Cor.
8:9), and also to point to the life of detachment as a sure way of
eradicating poverty in the world." The Church learnt from Christ
that sacrifice ushers in glory. This became evident in his life which
moved from self emptying and humility to exaltation (Phil. 2:611).
Even though the bible is suspicious of riches and St. Francis
insisted

on

Christianity

total

of property, the
of the medieval period did not, however,

renunciation

mainstream

reject riches;

it believed that property and wealth should be shared, not
renounced. This conviction produced a type of tension that

characterised the attitude of the medieval Church towards riches.
On the one hand, she adopted the biblical criticism of wealth; and
on the other she expected support from the wealthy. To observers,
it looked as if a symbiotic relationship between the rich and the
poor were wished in the Middle Ages: "The rich supply the needs
of the poor, who in tum provide the rich with the
,,20
good works and prayers for their salvation.
One

evident

thing

about this

period

is that

opportunity

humility

for

and

almsgiving became very important virtues. Since then, the Church
gives much attention to the care of the poor, both at community
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and individual levels.

Christianity takes the credit that today many
individuals and organisations in the West took to attending to the
poor regularly and particularly in times of crisis. But, little by little,
the tendency to institutionalise charity began to increase in the
history ofthe Church. More charitable organisations have begun to
emerge to take over a good part of the apostolate of the Church.
The side effect ofthis development is that the Church at a time was
emphasising charity and almsgiving more than justice; in the end
she often "ignored the root causes of poverty" 1. Individuals and
organisations were habitually concentrating on measures that make
for the alleviation and not the eradication ofpoverty. Processes and
structures that entrench poverty were hardly ever challenged.

problem with this early Christian care of the poor, which still
lingers today, is that it paid more attention to providing alms to the
poor, and less to embarking on measures that would eradicate
The

poverty from the
and

roots.

At the root of structural poverty is
Almsgiving that does not equally address

injustice.
injustice and oppression maintains the status quo.
Think of the enormous charity work provided by such
organisations as Church In Need, Misereor, Caritas etc. Much is
achieved in terms of relief. It would be unfortunate, if relief alone
were offered to the needy, but no escape route from poverty. In the
oppression

the issue of

grown that certain aids
from Western organisations come with strings attached, and may
achieve little or nothing more than servicing the Third World

Third

World, the consciousness has

now

dependency on the West. If dependency is not disengaged poverty
is bound to persist in all subtlety.
The situation is perhaps changing; the impact of the social
teaching of the Church and liberation theologies are being felt
today, Both emphasise the interconnection between development,
justice and peace.
In

fact,

a

look at the evolution of the Catholic social

teachingf

shows how the recent popes have been shifting ground from the
minimal and superficial care of the poor typical of the medieval

period to a more radical and self-involving care of the poor. In
1891 Pope Leo xm made the first move with his encyclical R-erum
Novarum (The Modem Situation) which argues in favour of the
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economic advancements.

Pius XI wrote the

Forty years later., in 1931.,
QuadragesimoAnno (The Fortieth Year) to

commemorate the Rerum Novarum: in it he declares for social

challenges capitalism and unjust regimes in
Governments. In 1961 Pope John xxm wrote Mater et Magistra
(Mother and Teacher) condemning the attempt by the wealthy to
misuse the social teaching to resist social change; and criticising
the church's over-emphasis on the right to property., he offered
many "options for the poor". Three years later., in 1963., the same
John XXllI wrote Pacem in Terris (peace on Earth)., the first
Encyclical addressed to the whole world., to urge for peace and
respect of human rights. Most importantly., he campaigned for the
right of the poor to share in the resources ofthe earth and reminded
the rich of their obligation to do more than just giving alms. Pope
John xxm went further in his 1965 Encyclical
Dignitatis
to identify recognition
humanae (Dignity of the human person)
of "the dignity of the human person" as a way out of the numerous
evidence of human misery. Moving in the same direction., Pope

justice

and

-

-

Paul VI tackled the issue of the world's

Populorum Progressio.

In that

mass

poverty in his 1967

he recommends

a new
Encyclical
take
care
of the
global
adequately
interest of the poor. A year after, in 1968., the bishops of Latin
America met in Medellin and declared option for the poor calling
for solidarity with the poor and the marginalized. Again, while
addressing the 1971 Synod on De justitia in mundo (Justice in the
world)., Pope Paul VI spoke against structural injustice and systems
that marginalize the poor. And in his 1975 Evangeli Nuntiandi
(Evangelisation in the Modem world) the pope pressed for a
change in thought and economics to favour the poor.
On his part, Pope John Paul IT gave out the following encyclicals
to advocate social justice., integrity of creation and universal
harmony: Redemptor Hominis (Redeemer of Humanity) 1979;
Laborem Exercens (On Human Labour) 1981; Familiaris
consortio (Letter on the Family) 1981; Solicitudo Rei Socialis (On
Social Concern) 1987; Centesimus Annus (100 years of Rerum
Novarum)1991, Evangelium Vitae (The Gospels of Life) 1995. In
1994, the African synod of bishops tackled the issue of social

economic structure that would
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perspective that sees the Church as the family of
God, the synod argued for the restoration of the African values of
communion, fraternity, solidarity and peace. It condemned the
external debt burden, IMF/World Bank policies and the Western
sale .of arms to the African nations which impoverishes and
aggravates conflicts in Africa. And requested the Western nations
injustice.

From

a

to cancel some

percentages of the debt, and advised creditors to
desist from granting loans to corrupt regimes in Africa, because
such credit

the poor. A

merely advance the interest of the rich atthe expe�se of
campaign for justice and peace is therefore a campaign

against poverty. Efforts

in

this

direction

lead

to

poverty

eradication.
2. Care of the Poor in ancient and modern Africa

The effort to alleviate or eradicate poverty differed from place to
place in Africa of the pre-colonial and post-colonial period.
Generally, areas with Christian and Islamic influence try to contain
poverty by means of the institutional care of the poor. In other
places without Islamic and Christian influence, informal
benevolence flourished: This suggests that the world religions
brought new dimensions into the usual African approach to

poverty.
The institutional

of the poor, introduced by the world
has the tendency to. train recipients to be perpetually

religions,
dependent

on

care

the donors,

thereby encouraging poverty. This is

very much the case in many Islamic communities, where an Alhaji
might be very ready to display philanthropy by cooking for

hundreds of poor people in a day, but would be very reluctant to do
something to let his dependents become independent. He might
feel fulfilled

performing a charitable work afterwards, but he has
failed in his duty, if he does not try to provide education and job
for them. Apart from encouraging many able-bodied people to be
dependent, such mode of almsgiving remains superficial and
incapable of attaining lasting eradication of poverty. At the end it
would not even be able to alleviate poverty, because the number of
the poor will continue to rise.
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care

of the poor contrasts with the above.
more at rehabilitation of the poor

oriented and aims

almsgiving; for., on the one hand, it believes that the
poor merits sympathy and should be spared undue exposure." and
that it is better to teach the able-bodied poor how to earn a living
than to subject him to perpetual reception of alms. The traditional
African society did not envisage perpetual destitution, because
relations were expected to help the poor sooner or later. Where
poverty persisted, therefore, it showed people's reluctance to help
the poor. To many Africans, structural poverty is disgraceful: for,
if it is caused by laziness, the victim should be culpable; and ifby
the unwillingness of the relations to. help, the latter should be
ashamed. This is particularly true of the Igbo of Nigeria, who see
abject poverty as a sign, either that one has misused one's
opportunity (this includes displeasing the gods) or that one has
nobody to tum to.
The African tradition recognises that poverty is a relational issue,
primarily seeking the concern of kin and friends, who should help
with the intention that they are performing an existential duty and
not a mere act of charity. In an ideal Igbo society, not even the
the childless elderly
should become
poorest of the poor
destitute. If he or she has no children to depend on, the extended
family should be relied on. The poor was not expected to go
begging, because to do that would amount to insulting the kin,
making them.look irresponsible or selfish.
The traditional Igbo society was thus prone to concealing poverty
than at

mere

-

-

for this very reason. The concealment of poverty and the obvious
absence of professional begging in the Igbo villages puzzled the

early missionaries, especially as compared to their experience in
Yoruba cities. To these missionaries, the Yoruba people appeared
more urbanised, wealthier, and culturally more sophisticated than
the stateless Igbo people. But much to their surprise, poverty and
professional begging were more pronounced among the Yoruba
communities than among the Igbo societies. Disorganised and
wretched as the Igbo people seemed they featured no beggars, even
though they had their own share of the poor." The poor were
concealed not out of pride, but out of the belief that the issue of
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the victim and his relations. This belief

discouraged professional begging and persuaded
to

seek worthwhile

means
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able-bodied poor

of livelihood.

The ancient

Igbo also had other ways of escape from poverty,
which are no longer so feasible. The first is migration. Young
people from densely populated areas of Igboland learnt very early
to migrate in order to evade the problems of structural poverty
accruing from land scarcity. In modem time, however, migration
encounters problems: it is now checked within the country by
ethnicity and outside by racism. Another escape route was
polygamy. Widows usually loose their land to the husband's
relations, if they had no male issue. This cultural regulation about
land rights would invariably plunge such widows into destitution.
But they were often integrated within polygamous family
structures. Today, polygamy is fading away, but the land rights
have not been improved upon to favour widows without .male
issues. In their case, destitution seems programmed. Improvement
in the land and property rights of the widows may tackle poverty
better than just giving them alms.
3.

Solidarity with the

poor in liberation

The theme poverty is
theology done from the

theology

for liberation

goldmine
theology. As a
of
the
perspective
poor, poverty is at once
its hermeneutical principle and the target of its orthopraxis The
Latin American liberation theologians should take the credit for
being the first to mise the issue of poverty for theological
reflection. Their thought reveals that poverty is purely a structural
issue, and should be seen as a by-product of social and economic
marginalization of people, and not the fault of the poor.
As against popular "spiritualistic" interpretation of the phrase
"the poor in spirit" in Matthew's version of the Beatitudes, which
leaves people with the impression that they can campaign against
poverty and still retain their riches, liberation theology contends
that there can be no spiritual poverty, if there is no corresponding
attempt to visibly and concretely renounce poverty. The prophets
and Jesus Christ are seen as models in this regard: Jesus and the
a

26
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denouncing poverty, but fought against it,

and in the process lived poverty _25
According to this view, material poverty must be protested
against; for it is a scandalous phenomenon to be eradicated, and

merely to be alleviated. The rich must become spiritually
(voluntarily) poor, not in form of an interior detachment from
goods that does not entail a move to liberate the poor from
oppression. Spiritual poverty means a relational involvement with
the poor in their situation. It is not a passive disposition, but an
active participation in the experience of the poor, a life of
solidarity with them. Solidarity with the poor means becoming
poor with the poor: foregoing all oppressive devices the rich have
put in place to exploit them. Solidarity with the poor means
confronting oppression and injustice wherever we find them not
minding the cost in terms of discomfort. It means destroying the
systems that perpetually keep them down. For the Church, it may
mean priests not becoming richer than the people they minister to,
so that they can confront oppressive regimes together with the
not

poor.
It should be noted that liberation

theology takes different forms in
place to place,

various continents. Points of emphasis differ from
but the

one common concern

is

is liberation from poverty. In Latin

liberation from material poverty, from
emphasis
economic oppression. In Africa it is on liberation from

America

unjust
anthropological

on

and material poverty, from cultural loss of identity

and esteem, as well as from unjust socio-economic systems. That is
why inculturation theology should be seen as a form of liberation
In Asian context liberation from existential poverty is
uppermost in their minds, i.e. liberation from mammon, greed and

theology.

consumerism

as

influenced

by their Buddhist heritage.
voluntary poverty should

the Christian insistence that

This is

why

be used for

fight against forced poverty is better received in Asian
spirituality than elsewhere. Because of these nuances, it would be
wrong to import the liberation theology of one continent into
another. All the types of poverty are to be found everywhere, but
certain types are more pronounced in the various areas.

the
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theology,

be it in

Africa, shares the same view "that the poor
but justice, so that instead of waiting for

or

charity

crumbs to fall from the master's

table, they

can

take their

legitimate place at the table" .26
C

Summary

and Conclusion

experience of varied forms of deprivations that
dialectically to one another. The material and
anthropological poverty appear as by-products of relational
Poverty is

an

relate in part

poverty, and existential poverty as nemesis to the oppressors who
perpetrate other forms of poverty. All these types of poverty are

usually forced and undesirable: they are imposed either by natural
or oppressive conditions of life. All these types of poverty belong
to the class of forced poverty. The only consequential way to
eradicate them is to embark on voluntary (spiritual) poverty. This
is the dialectics of poverty. Voluntary poverty relates to other
fOnTIS of poverty inversely: where voluntary poverty is rare
exploitation and impoverishment of the weak proliferate, and
where voluntary poverty abounds poverty is bound to retreat
because justice and equity flourish. The poor is poor because some
persons

are

persons

are-

rich at their expense and the rich is rich because some
impoverished for their sake. Thus the accumulation of

possessions without distribution may cause the rich existential
problems, but it invariably impoverishes a number of people. From
this point of view, poverty is the by-product of oppression and
exploitation.
Poverty is indeed a relational issue, which the victim alone
cannot solve. People living above poverty-line are obliged to help
the poor, who, despite their struggle to survive harsh conditions,
either by means of industry or guile, resourcefulness or hawking,
begging or stealing, cannot bail themselves out of the cocoon of
poverty trap. Of course, the poor do receive help from their
families

and

friends

institutions. But
form

of

more

and

from

humanitarian

often than not, the

irregular almsgiving,

as

and charitable

help comes to them in
charity that relieves them
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momentarily from want, but leaves them often still entrenched in
the oppressive structures that breed poverty. Charity may be
devoid ofjustice, if it settles superficially at the level of almsgiving
and covers the issue of injustice with deceptive benevolence. If
charity work should not sometimes become unwittingly guilty of
maintaining and multiplying the structures of oppression, it must
ultimately include the promotion of justice and peace. Any
programme of poverty alleviation that does not entail a plan to
confront the root causes of poverty
injustice and oppression
in
be
an
investment
The
may
futility.
poor needs justice and not
What
is
said
about
only charity.
peace is true of poverty
-

-

alleviation: if you want the eradication of poverty prepare for

justice.
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