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Central Intentions
Part 3:  Holy Poverty



From the Constitution of the Rivendell Community:

 11.	Our way of living the Gospel

… In accordance with common Christian tradition, members of the Rivendell Community seek to respond to Jesus’ invitations to poverty, chastity and obedience in ways consistent with their life circumstances and vocation, seeing them as ways of joy and freedom.  While these ways will vary from person to person, our intention and hope is that our response to these invitations will be intensified and deepened as an expression and result of constant, continuing conversion.

ii.	Poverty is embraced in entire dependence on God and God’s grace, setting our hearts and wills on God and joyfully declaring that nothing else and nothing less will content us.  We express poverty in seeking to live in holy simplicity, both for the sake of uncluttered lives available to God’s purposes and in order to share what we have with those in need and to use our resources for the ministry of Christ.  This spirit of simplicity will also be reflected in the furnishings and other possessions of Houses of this Community.

+ + +


In previous sections, we have noted that each of us will live out the “evangelical counsels” of poverty, chastity and obedience in ways consistent with the life circumstances and vocations, and that for people who are married, with families, and/or living in their own homes these ways will naturally be quite different from those appropriate to traditional religious orders.  At the same time, they need to mean something concretely embodied in our daily lives, rather than remaining on the level of vague aspirations.  How they will be embodied will very likely change with our circumstances and opportunities; and “our intention and hope is that our response to these invitations will be intensified and deepened as an expression and result of constant, continuing conversion.”

This section invites you to consider “Holy Poverty,” and what it might look like in your own circumstances. 

We should first distinguish between “poverty” and “holy poverty.”  Poverty is a principal problem, and tragedy, of the world we live in.  Whether or not we see real poverty on a daily basis, we can hardly be unaware of the grinding, desperate poverty which oppresses so many of our fellow human beings—children, women and men created in the image of God, persons for whom Jesus Christ died.  Such poverty is “unholy” indeed.  The radical injustices which contribute to it are expressions of the corporate sin that burdens us all, and all of us are called to take our part, according to our vocation and opportunities, in alleviating and healing them.   Involuntary, unholy poverty can be ugly and squalid; voluntary, holy poverty should be beautiful.  As one of our favorite authors, Mother Mary Frances pcc, observes, holy poverty is loved; and we beautify that which we love.

Holy poverty and involuntary poverty are not unrelated, however.  One obvious connection is that finding ways of embracing poverty, even small ones, can open our awareness and our hearts more fully to the needs of others; it can grace us with compassion, in the original, literal sense of “experiencing” or “suffering together with” others, though probably in a very modest way.  It can also enable us to contribute more generously toward alleviating suffering and injustice.  Still, to maintain some perspective, we would want to remember that what “poverty” looks like in our lives would very likely be unrecognizable as such by the involuntarily poor!

Actual, material poverty would seem to be a necessary starting point, so that our reflections don’t drift off into some ethereal, disembodied realm.  However, in the Christian spiritual tradition “poverty” has dimensions other than simple material want.  It is interesting and fruitful to compare the versions of the first Beatitude in Luke and Matthew:  Luke has, simply, “Blessed are you poor,” while Matthew has the more familiar “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”  While neither simple, literal poverty nor poverty of spirit can be reduced to the other, they are both related and blessed.  Luke seems to be quite familiar with the Anawim, the literally “poor” who embraced their radical dependence on God in trust and love:  Lukan scholars often see the characters of the infancy narrative—Elizabeth and Zechariah, Mary and Joseph, Simeon and Anna—as epitomizing the devotion of the Anawim.  Likewise, Luke’s reminiscence of the life of the early Church in Jerusalem is full of anawim spirituality.  Luke’s description of these first believers’ life together (Acts 2:44-47 and 4:32) has provided an inspiration and model for countless Christian movements through the centuries, communities seeking to return to the practice of renouncing private ownership and holding everything in common.  (Although the pattern of the “mother church” of Jerusalem cannot be discounted, we lack evidence that other first-century churches followed this example as the Christian movement expanded into other regions.)

Holy Poverty inclines us toward and includes radical dependence on God.  It involves humble acceptance of insecurity, with the realization that our only true security is in God.  It also takes the form of accepting, and even embracing, whatever unchosen forms of poverty may come our way, whether they are financial losses, material inconvenience or discomfort, poor health or the physical changes of aging, social awkwardness or embarrassment; social and emotional privations like bereavement of a loved one, loss of friendships, rejection, loneliness or depression; or interior poverty like desolation in prayer, and realization of our own lack of “competence” in faith, hope, love, patience and other virtues.  For that matter, it includes our own inability to deal gracefully, as we would have wanted to do, with these circumstances.  Simply identifying these experiences as guises of “poverty,” and remembering that we are committed by promise or vow to embrace them, may help us turn more quickly and consistently to God, who alone is sufficient.  Practicing this letting-go, this trusting Godward turn in small, everyday disappointments and deprivations may help us remember how to deal with the greater difficulties and losses we will encounter.

Though we don’t seek them out, such experiences of “poverty” seem to be necessary for us to realize something of the depths of our neediness, our “nothingness,” and of God’s unimaginable grace and mercy.  Unable to maintain the semblence of self-sufficiency, to others or to ourselves, we become free—free for God, free for joy and peace and love.  And so poverty, far from being the onerous, heavy thing we expected, turns out to be joyful and light; and even when we’re so overwhelmed that joy and light seem very far removed from our experience, the reality remains, and gradually takes form in the depths of our being, often beneath the level of psychological accessibility.

Now—how might we actually practice poverty?  Again, this will vary depending on our circumstances; but here are a few ideas to prime the pump of your own thought and prayer.  Remember, too, that it’s well to discuss your thoughts and plans with others in the Community, your spiritual director, and perhaps some trusted, understanding friend.  Companions who are living in residential community will have some shared expectations, and will certainly want to review their communal practice of poverty periodically, and discuss how it can be deepened and made more workable and more radical.  Article 12 of our Constitution includes some specifics which are applicable to residential Companions (only):

a.	They will live in community and hold possessions in common, not as private property.   They will seek in attitude and in practice to reckon nothing as exclusively their own, but to share freely with the Community and the needy.  The vow of poverty also commits these Companions to a modest, simple and sacrificial manner of living, avoiding unnecessary accumulation of material goods, in order to live more fully in loving fidelity to Christ who for our sakes became poor,_ to share with others deprived of basic necessities, and to depend on God’s care in all our needs.

b.	These Residential Companions normally contribute whatever income they may receive to the Rivendell Community.  Such income is contributed freely as a gift; the member relinquishes any present or future claim on it.  When circumstances warrant, a portion may be set aside in a personal account for the needs of a Companion’s dependents; in this case, these funds are not given to the Community. 

c.  A Residential Companion may place assets in a separate account or trust, to be used for the benefit of family or to fulfill other prior obligations.  The Companion may also choose to place assets in the common fund, in which case those assets are contributed freely as a gift to the Rivendell Community; the member relinquishes any present or future claim on them.
  If you are married, and/or have dependents living with you, you will of course want to discuss anything that affects your common life with those in your household.  However, there are many small, inconspicuous and non-disruptive ways of practicing “holy poverty” that won’t impose on, or even be known to, anyone else.

	Simplicity of life might include reducing optional acquisitions.  Work on distinguishing “needs” and “wants.”  What do you “collect”—and why?  If you’re considering new appliances, vehicles, computers and other electronics, weigh your actual need, or the advantages of the new item, and try to sort out the pressures of advertising, others’ expectations, and so on.  Consider your wardrobe:  is it full of clothing you don’t wear or need that could be given away?  If you have clothing adequate for your work and circumstances, do you “need” more?   Simplifying your surroundings and avoiding clutter has the fringe benefit of making more space, literally and metaphorically, for prayer, time with loved ones, solitude, spiritual reading, and just being.  “Quiet” on the outside tends to foster quiet on the inside!


	Find ways to take up less space on the planet:  to live in environmentally responsible ways.  Recycle, even if it’s a bit of a nuisance.  Be careful to turn off lights, keep the thermostat at a reasonable level, turn off water when you’re brushing your teeth, avoid unnecessary driving—all those little environmentally friendly things we know we ought to do.  Remember, we have the privilege of doing these things, not only because they’re sensible, but for the love of God!


	Be aware of what and how you eat.  The cost of eating out adds up much more quickly than we may notice.  Are there ways of simplifying your diet, and perhaps making mealtimes more of an “occasion” at the same time?  Watch out for wasted food, and avoid it as much as possible.  Some may want to consider eating less, or no, meat, or making a real effort to purchase locally-grown produce.  This may not involve monetary savings, but may benefit both health and economic justice nonetheless.  Note that it may not be possible for most of us completely to avoid expenditures that raise social/ethical questions; that’s an aspect of the fabric of corporate sin in which we’re inextricably enmeshed.  For example, if buying local produce involves more driving, does it take priority over saving fuel?  In any case, we can try to shop and consume more thoughtfully as well as more sparingly; and if, after consideration and prayer, we decide to accept options which may have ethically ambiguous implications (shopping at WalMart?  Buying “factory”-raised chicken and eggs?  Purchasing products probably manufactured under oppressive conditions?) we can contribute whatever money is saved to assist those in need, or in some other way “throw our weight to the other side.”   (And remember, being unable to achieve ethical purity can also be an aspect of poverty.)


	Fasting/abstinence, or any similar small voluntary relinquishment, can be a good way to counter the drive to consume, to heighten our sensitivity to others and to the presence of God, and to express and realize more deeply our dependence on God.   Remarkably, it can also enhance our enjoyment of and gratitude for what we do eat, drink, and use.  These practices can have an obvious connection with poverty, in that we can experience, to a small, limited extent, the hungers and wants with which so many people live involuntarily.


	Live with and seek to internalize the realization that assets, money and possessions, intellect, talents and abilities, aren’t ultimately “ours”; all we have is from God, to be used for the purposes of God, and shared with others.  Look for opportunities to share, and to give away.  Make, and repeat often, a conscious decision to relinquish your claim to possessions (of whatever sort) into the hands of God, and look for opportunities to give this some outward expression, lovingly trusting your Father to care for you.  Even if you’re not in a position to renounce private ownership and hold goods in common in outward financial arrangements, let the reality of our interdependence and mutuality, and our common dependence on God for everything, shape your thought and prayer, and gradually shape and transform how you live from the inside out.


	Practice gratitude; give thanks frequently.  Enjoy and give thanks for the many little comforts, beauties, delights and gifts that come our way.  Enjoy these things without trying to possess, guard, or consume them.  Living in gratitude, wonder and joy is one of the sweetest fruits of holy poverty.


	The attitude of “entitlement” which is so pervasive in our society is antithetical to holy poverty.  It’s also antithetical to joy, peace, love, patience, and most everything else a Christian would aspire to.  Watch yourself for the sense of entitlement:  it may well be there, for instance, when you feel “put upon,” unreasonably irritated (maybe even reasonably irritated!), even bored.  Practice setting aside your “rights” and expectations.  Noticing and putting aside entitlements and rights can even be practiced like a game.  See whether it doesn’t yield some desirable fruits!


These suggestions may strike you as overwhelming, “underwhelming,” or even both at the same time:  Overwhelming, in that trying to address all of this may seem hopeless; underwhelming, in that even together they are so far from the desperate needs of the world and the luminous examples of holy poverty we recall, like Francis and Clare, or Mother Teresa.  But remember, it’s far better to do some little bit that is within your grasp, and do it with love, than to imagine great steps you would take if your circumstances were different, or to be frustrated because there seems to be so little you can do and so give up!

Remember, these suggestions are just starting points.   Ask God to show you appropriate ways of practicing holy poverty in your own situation; and do whatever you may be led to with great generosity, even if it is a tiny thing in itself.  Nothing is small or insignificant which is done for love!

We keep practicing holy poverty (after all, we’re not so good at it!) and eventually, maybe in a blinding flash of joyous recognition, more likely bit by bit, almost imperceptibly, we discover that God is indeed drawing us into freedom, and that, having in intention already relinquished everything we have and all that we are into God’s hands, there is nothing left to fear!  With Brother Francis, we can begin even in this life to taste creation redeemed and made new, to enjoy all creatures without possessing them, and know them all to open up into the unimaginable generosity and providence of God.




