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WHAT IS POVERTY? 

Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert

The way we define poverty plays a major role in determining the solutions we use in our attempts to alleviate that poverty. When a sick person goes to the doctor, the doctor could make two crucial mistakes: (1) Treating symptoms alone instead of the underlying illness; or (2) Misdiagnosing the underlying illness and prescribing the wrong medicine. Either one of these mistakes will result in the patient not getting better and possibly getting worse. The same is true when we work with people in poverty. If we treat only the symptoms or misdiagnose the underlying problem, we will not improve their situation, and we might actually make their lives worse. And we may hurt ourselves as well in the process. 

The table below illustrates how different diagnoses of the causes of poverty lead to different poverty-alleviation strategies: 

	If we believe poverty is primarily caused by …
	Then we will primarily try to … 

	A lack of knowledge
	Educate people in poverty

	Oppression by powerful people 
	Work for social justice

	The personal sins of people in poverty
	Evangelize and disciple people in poverty

	A lack of material resources
	Give material resources to the poor 


The symptoms of people in poverty largely look the same around the world; they do not have "sufficient" material things. However, the underlying causes behind those symptoms are not always apparent and can differ from person to person. Like all of us, people in poverty may not be fully aware of all that is affecting their lives, and, like all of us, may not always be completely honest with themselves or with others. And even after a sound diagnosis is made, it may take years to help people to overcome their problems. There will likely be lots of ups and downs in the relationship. 
It all sounds very time-consuming—and it is. "If you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday" (Isaiah 58:10, italics added). "Spending yourself" often involves more than giving a handout to a poor person, a handout that may well do more harm than good. 

Four Foundational Relationships 

We root our understanding of poverty and its alleviation in the Bible's grand narrative: creation, fall, and redemption. Bryant Myers, a leading Christian development thinker, notes that the Triune God is inherently a relational being, existing as three-in-one from all eternity.
 Being made in God's image, human beings are inherently relational as well. Myers explains that before the fall, God established four foundational relationships for each person: a relationship with God, with self, with others, and with the rest of creation. 
· Relationship with God: This is our primary relationship; the other three relationships flow out of this one. The Westminster Shorter Catechism teaches that human beings' primary purpose is "to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever." This is our ultimate calling. We were created to serve and give praise to our Creator through our thoughts, words, and actions.  When we do this, we experience the presence of God as our heavenly Father and live in a joyful, intimate relationship with Him as His children. 
· Relationship with self: People are uniquely created in the image of God and thus have inherent worth and dignity. While we must remember that we are not God, we have the high calling of reflecting God's being, making us superior to the rest of creation. 

· Relationship with others: God created us to live in loving relationship with one another. We are not islands! We are made to know one another, to love one another, and to encourage one another to use the gifts God has given to each of us to fulfill our callings. 
· Relationship with the rest of creation: According to the "cultural mandate" of Genesis 1:28-30, God created us to be stewards of the world that He created in order to produce bounty. Note that while God made the world "perfect," He left it "incomplete." This means that God has called humans to interact with creation, to make possibilities into realities, and to sustain ourselves via the fruits of our stewardship. 

These foundational relationships are the building blocks for all of life. When they are functioning properly, humans experience the fullness of life that God intended, because we are being what God created us to be. In particular, people are able to fulfill their callings of glorifying God by working and supporting themselves and their families with the fruit of that work.
The way that humans create culture—including economic, social, political, and religious systems—reflect our basic commitments to God, self, others, and the rest of creation. For example, because William Wilberforce viewed "others" as being created in the image of God, he devoted his life as a politician to banning the slave trade in England at the start of the nineteenth century. Wilberforce shaped the political system in a way that reflected his fundamental commitment to love other human beings, including Africans. 

These four key relationships highlight the fact that human beings are multifaceted, implying that poverty​ alleviation efforts should be multifaceted as well. If we reduce human beings to being simply physical, our poverty-alleviation efforts will tend to focus on material solutions. But if we remember that humans are spiritual, social, psychological, and physical beings, our poverty alleviation efforts will be more holistic in their design and execution. 

Effects of the Fall 
After this grand story of God's good creation, Adam and Eve disobeyed God, and their hearts were darkened. The Genesis account records that all four of Adam and Eve's relationships immediately became distorted: 

· Their relationship with God was damaged, as their intimacy with Him was replaced with fear. 

· Their relationship with self was marred, as Adam and Eve developed a sense of shame. 

· Their relationship with others was broken, as Adam quickly blamed Eve for their sin.

· Their relationship with the rest of creation became distorted, as God cursed the ground and the childbearing process. 

Because these four relationships are the building blocks for all human activity, the effects of the fall are manifested in the economic, social, religious, and political systems that humans have created throughout history. For example, not loving "others" as they should, politicians have passed laws institutionalizing slavery and racial discrimination. And not caring for "the rest of creation," at times shareholders have allowed their companies to pollute the environment. The systems are broken, reflecting humans' broken relationships. Moreover, in addition to sinful human natures and behaviors, Satan and "the powers of this dark world" (Ephesians 6:12) are at work, wreaking havoc in both the individuals and systems. 

Yet despite the effects of the fall, neither humans nor the systems they create are as bad as they could possibly be. Christ continues to "hold all things together" and to "sustain all things by his powerful word" (Colossians 1:17, Hebrews 1:3). Hence, while the good creation is deeply distorted, it retains some of its inherent goodness. Flowers are still pretty. A baby's smile brings joy to all who see it. People are often kind to one another. Governments build roads that enable us to get around better. Companies often pay their workers decent wages. And both poor individuals and communities continue to exhibit God-given gifts and assets. 

Thus our basic predisposition toward poor communities—including their people, organizations  and culture—should not be to see them primarily as products of the fall. True, the poverty in these communities can be traced to effects of the fall on individuals, systems, and the created world. Yet even more fundamentally, these communities are part of the good world that Christ created and is sustaining. We do not bring Christ to poor communities; he already has an active role and presence there. A significant part of working in poor communities involves discovering and appreciating what God has already been doing! This should give us a sense of humility and awe as we enter these communities, for part of what we see there reflects the very hand of God. 
Of course, residents of these communities may not recognize that God has been at work, or even believe that God exists. So our task may include introducing the community to who God is and what He has been doing for them since the creation of the world, including how He is at work to redeem and restore sin and brokenness in their community, as He is in all places. 

Poverty and Relationships 
These considerations lead to Myers's description of the fundamental nature of poverty:
 

Poverty is the result of relationships that do not work, that are not just, that are not life-giving, that are not harmonious or enjoyable. Poverty is the absence of shalom in all its meanings. 
This definition goes beyond material poverty. Poverty as "the absence of shalom," or wholeness and well-being, can be expressed through each of the four foundational relationships: 
Relationship with God: Poverty of spiritual intimacy 

· Denying God's existence and authority

· Materialism

· Worshiping false gods and spirits

Relationship with self: Poverty of being

· God-complexes

· Low self-esteem / shame 
Relationship with others: Poverty of community

· Self-centeredness

· Exploitation and abuse of others 

Relationship with rest of creation: Poverty of stewardship 

· Loss of sense of purpose

· Laziness / workaholism
· Materialism

· Ground is cursed (environmental degredation)

So who is poor? 

If poverty is rooted in the brokenness of the four foundational relationships, then who is affected by poverty? Due to the comprehensive nature of the fall, every human being is poor in the sense of not experiencing these four relationships in the way that God intended. Every person suffers from a poverty of spiritual intimacy, a poverty of being, a poverty of community, and a poverty of stewardship. We are all incapable of being what God has created us to be and unable to experience the fullness of joy that God designed for these relationships. 

For some people the brokenness in these foundational relationships results in material poverty; that is, they lack sufficient money to provide for the basic physical needs of themselves and their families. For others, the effects of these broken relationships are manifest in different ways. For example, for a workaholic, poverty is manifest in the idolatry of wealth or status that glorifies productivity over intimacy with God, strains relationships with family and friends, and leads to stress-related physical and emotional ailments. We are all broken, just in different ways. 

Material Poverty and Poverty of Being 
Until we embrace our mutual brokenness, our work with low-income people is likely to do more harm than good. Shame—a "poverty of being"—is a form of brokenness that low-income people often experience in their relationship with themselves. Instead of seeing themselves as being created in the image of God, low-income people often feel they are inferior to others. This can paralyze the poor from taking initiative and from seizing opportunities to improve their situation, thereby locking them into material poverty. 
At the same time, the economically rich (including most people reading this article, from a global perspective) also suffer from a poverty of being. In particular, development practitioner Jayakumar Christian argues that the materially rich often have "god-complexes," a subtle and unconscious sense of superiority in which they believe that they have achieved their wealth through their own efforts and that they have been anointed to decide what is best for low-income people, whom they view as inferior to themselves.
 Few of us are conscious of having a god-complex, which is part of the problem. We are often deceived by Satan and by our sinful natures. 
Consider this: Why do you want to help the poor? Try to get beyond the surface answers. What truly motivates you? Do you really love poor people and want to serve them? Or do you have other motives? I confess to you that part of what motivates me to help the poor is my felt need to accomplish something worthwhile with my life, to be a person of significance, to feel like I have pursued a noble cause … to be a bit like God. It makes me feel good to use my training in economics to "save" poor people. And in the process, I sometimes unintentionally reduce poor people to objects that I use to fulfill my own need to accomplish something. It is an ugly truth, and it pains me to admit it, but "when I want to do good, evil is right there with me" (Rom. 7:21). 

One of the biggest problems in many poverty-alleviation efforts is that their design and implementation exacerbates the poverty of being of the economically rich (their god-complexes), and the poverty of being of the economically poor (t​heir feelings of inferiority and shame). The way we act toward those who are materially poor often communicates—albeit unintentionally—that we are superior and they are inferior. In the process we hurt the poor and ourselves. And this dynamic is likely to be particularly strong whenever middle-to-upper​ class, North American Christians try to help the poor, given these Christians' tendency toward a Western, materialistic perspective of the nature of poverty. 

Hurting by Helping: Creekside Community Church 

This point can be illlustrated with the story of Creekside Community Church, a predominantly Caucasian congregation made up of young urban professionals in a downtown area. Being in the Christmas spirit, Creekside Community Church decided to reach out to the African American residents of a nearby housing project, which was characterized by high rates of unemployoment, domestic violence, drug and alcohol abuse, and teenage pregnancy. Despite their fear of venturing inside, Pastor Johnson insisted that Jesus cared for the residents of this housing project and that Christmas was the perfect time to show his compassion. 

But what could they do to help? Believing that poverty is primarily a lack of material resources, the members of Creekside decided to address this poverty by buying Christmas presents for children in the housing project. Church members went door to door, singing Christmas carols and delivering wrapped toys to the children in each apartment. Although it was awkward at first, the members of Creekside were moved by the big smiles on the children's faces and were encouraged by the warm reception of the mothers. In fact, the congregation felt so good about the joy they brought that decided to expand this ministry, delivering baskets of candy at Easter and turkeys at Thanksgiving. 

Unfortunately, after several years, Pastor Johnson noticed that he was struggling to find enough volunteers to deliver the gifts to the housing project. At the congregational meeting, he asked the members why their enthusiasm was waning, but it was difficult to get a clear answer. Finally, one member spoke up: "Pastor, we are tired of trying to help these people. We have been bringing them things for several years now, but their situation never improves. Have you ever noticed that there are no men in the apartments when we deliver the toys? The residents are all unwed mothers who just keep having babies in order to collect bigger welfare checks. They don't deserve our help." 

In reality, there was a different reason that there were few men in the apartments when the toys were delivered. Oftentimes, when the fathers of the children heard the Christmas carols outside their front doors and saw the presents for their kids through the peepholes, they were embarrassed and ran out the back door of their apartments. For a host of reasons, low-income African American males sometimes struggle to find and keep jobs. This often contributes to a deep sense of shame and inadequacy, both of which make it even more difficult to apply for jobs. The last thing these fathers needed was a group of middle-to-upper class Caucasians providing Christmas presents for their children, presents that they themselves could not afford to buy. In trying to alleviate material poverty through the giving of these presents, Creekside Community Church increased these fathers' poverty of being. Ironically, this likely made the fathers even less able to apply for a job, thereby exacerbating the material poverty that Creekside was trying to solve! 

In addition to hurting the residents of the housing project, the members of Creekside Community Church hurt themselves. At first the members developed a subtle sense of pride that they were helping the project residents through their acts of kindness. Later, when they observed the residents' failure to improve their situations, the members' disdain for them increased. What is often called "compassion fatigue" then set in as the members became less willing to help the low-income residents. This reinforced church members' poverty of being—their god-complex, or sense of superiority. Furthermore, the poverty of community increased for everyone involved, as the gulf between the church members and the housing project residents actually increased as a result of this project.

Our efforts to help the poor can hurt both them and ourselves. In fact, as this story illustrates, often the North American church finds itself locked into the following equation: 

	Material 
definition of poverty
	+
	God complexes of materially 
non-poor
	+
	Feelings of inferiority of materially poor
	=
	Harm to both materially poor and non-poor


What can be done to break out of this equation? Changing the first term in this equation requires a revised understanding of the nature of poverty. North American Christians need to overcome the materialism of Western culture and see poverty in more relational terms. Changing the second term in this equation requires ongoing repentance. It requires North American Christians to understand our brokenness and to embrace the message of the cross in deep and profound ways, saying to ourselves every day: "I am not OK; and you are not OK; but Jesus can fix us both." And as we do, God can use us to change the third term in this equation. By showing low-income people through our words, our actions, and most importantly our listening ears that they are people with unique gifts and abilities, we can be part of helping them to recover their sense of dignity, even as we recover from our sense of pride.  

The Imperative of Truly Helping Those in Material Poverty 
While all human beings are poor in the sense that all are suffering from the effects of the fall on the four foundational relationships, it is not legitimate to conclude that there is nothing uniquely devastating about material poverty. Low-income people daily face a struggle to survive that creates feelings of helplessness, anxiety, suffocation, and desperation that are simply unparalleled in the lives of the rest of humanity. 

Development expert Robert Chambers argues that the materially poor are trapped by multiple, interconnected factors—insufficient assets, vulnerability, powerlessness, isolation, and physical weakness—that ensnare them like bugs caught in a spider's web.
 Imagine being caught in such a web. Every time you try to move, you just get more hung up on another strand. You think to yourself, Maybe this time will be different, so you try to make a change in your life. But immediately you find yourself even more entangled than before. After a while you come to believe that it is better to just lie still. This is miserable, but any further movement only brings even greater misery. You hate your situation, but you have no choice. 

Most middle-class Americans do not lead this type of life. We believe that we have choices and that we can make changes. According to Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen, it is this lack of freedom to be able to make meaningful choices—to have an ability to affect one's situation—that is the distinguishing feature of poverty.

Scripture's call to address material poverty is unmistakable and compelling. While there are passages where the term "poor" is used generically to describe the general plight of humanity, throughout the Old and New Testaments are a host of texts in which the term refers specifically to those who are economically destitute. We cannot let ourselves off the hook by saying, "I am fulfilling the Bible's commands to help the poor by loving the wealthy lady next door with the troubled marriage." Yes, this lady is experiencing a "poverty of community," and it is good to help her. But this is not the type of person referred to in such passages as 1 John 3:17. 

The economically poor are singled out in Scripture as being in a particularly desperate category and as needing very specific attention (Acts 6:1-7). The fact that all of humanity has some things in common with the materially poor does not negate their unique and overwhelming suffering, nor the special place that they have in God's heart. We must not help in a way that hurts—but Scripture is clear: we must learn to help. 
Reflection Questions 
· Reflect on your relationships with God, self, others, and the rest of creation. List specific things that you would like to see improved in your four key relationships. 

· Consider the definition of poverty given on p. 3. Based on this definition, how is poverty evident in Knoxville? In your community? In your church? 
· Think back to a situation in which you or your church have tried to minister to others. In what ways did your approach help both you and them to overcome a poverty of spiritual intimacy; a poverty of being; a poverty of community; and a poverty of stewardship? In what ways might your approach have actually contributed to greater "poverty" in these four relationships? What could you do differently? 

· How does the equation on p. 6 describe how you or your church have approached ministry? Do you have a "material definition of poverty"? In what ways do you suffer from a "god-complex," the belief that you are superior to others and are well-positioned to determine what is best for them? What steps can you take to break out of this pattern? 
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