
Christian tradition places a notable emphasis on poverty, because Scrip-
ture is emphatic that God’s solidarity is with the poor. Many familiar exam-
ples in scripture and in Jesus’ own teaching emphasize leaning away from 
the crutches of material gain or fi nancial security. “A generous person will 
prosper; whoever refreshes others will be refreshed,” writes the author of 
Proverbs.1 Elsewhere in the same text we read, “Speak up for those who 
cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Speak 
up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy.”2 Signifi cant-
ly, Saint Luke inaugurates Jesus’ ministry by having him repeat the famous 
proclamation from Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he 
has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.”3 With these words, Luke 
brings his gospel within the wide biblical horizon of God’s solidarity and 
identifi cation with the poor. 

The life we live together at SSJE seeks to align our hearts with this divine 
affection. At our profession, we take a vow of poverty (alongside those of 
celibacy and obedience). As our Rule puts it, “Our vow [of poverty] binds 
us to ruthless self-examination as to our real solidarity with the poor.”4

Yet poverty is not the sole purview of monks. The Christian conception 
of poverty covers more than material lack and extends to us all. In fact, 
Christian poverty, before it refers to any material condition, implicates the 

1  Proverbs 11:25
2  Proverbs 31:8-9
3  Luke 4:18
4  The Rule of the Society of Saint John the Evangelist, Ch. 15
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whole of our vocation as creatures before God. Poverty is a statement 
about the kind of creature God has made—and called—us to be. It is 
a central aspect of the on-going summons to become fully human. It 
is a shameless proclamation that we are joyfully contingent creatures, 
dependent on God for all good things.

Meditating on this spiritual expression of poverty, Johannes Metz writes, 
“Being is entrusted to us as a summons, which we are each to accept and 
consciously acknowledge. We are never simply a being that is ‘there’ and 
‘ready-made,’ just for the asking. From the very start we are something 
that can Be, a being who must win selfhood and decide what it is to be.”5 
Poverty is fundamental to us, because it is fundamental to how we are 
made: as God makes room for time and space by emptying God’s self, 
so too God makes room for you and me. We, in turn, draw near to God 
when we empty ourselves.

We see this most clearly lived out in Jesus, our exemplar. Becoming 
human was, for Jesus, an act of supreme self-emptying. In his humanity, 
Jesus was completely dependent upon the Father for his being. He was 
dependent upon God for his very identity, and did not pretend that his 
own creaturely will was anything other than the emptiness it is without 
God. So too we each are invited to make room in our hearts, declaring by 
our pattern of life our total dependence on God’s grace, mercy, and love. 
Spiritual poverty draws us, by the Holy Spirit, away from the broken ideas 
and broken values that surround us. It teaches us that only love has the 
power to save us. 

Poverty is an attitude that invites us into a new, countercultural freedom. 
Saint Paul writes of this freedom in his second letter to the Corinthians, 
saying, “but [the Lord] said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for 
power is made perfect in weakness.’ So, I will boast all the more gladly of 
my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.”6 The spirit 
of poverty transforms all that we might find weak or lacking in ourselves 
into occasions whereby God’s power and freedom are perfected in 
us. By accepting our creaturely poverty, we admit with joy that we no 
longer have to agonize over what is sufficient or insufficient in ourselves; 
God becomes the source and end of our sufficiency. As our Rule of Life 

5  Johannes Baptist Metz, Poverty of Spirit (New York: Paulist Press, 1968), 3
6  2 Corinthians: 12:9
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says, “Our whole spirituality should bear the mark of [poverty], showing 
that God is freeing us from dependence on feelings of success and 
happiness.”7 As this attitude develops, we learn to pray: We stretch out 
our empty hands to you, O Father. Only you can fill them with the bread 
of life.

This is the unexpected grace of poverty: to know that God, who knows all 
that we can be, has not formed us as completed, self-sufficient subjects, 
but as living vessels of God’s life and grace. Remember that you are poor 
in love; only God can provide such an alm.

7  The Rule of the Society of St. John the Evangelist, Ch. 16

A  P R AY E R  for poverty

O Lord Jesus Christ, you became poor for our sake, that we might be 
made rich through your poverty: Guide and sanctify, we pray, all whom 
you call to follow in your way of self-emptying love, that by their prayer 
and spiritual poverty they may know your more closely, turn to you for 
succor, and by their life and worship glorify your Name; for you reign with 
the Father and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. [Adapt-
ed from ‘A Prayer for Monastic Orders and Vocations,’ BCP, 819]
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Q U O T E S  to ponder

We are so poor that even our poverty is not our own; it belongs to the 
mystery of God. In prayer we drink the dregs of our poverty, professing 
the richness and grandeur of someone else: God. The ultimate word of 
impoverished humankind is: “Not I, but Thou.” 
    –Johannes Metz, Poverty of Spirit, 51

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was 
in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born 
in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.   
 –Philippians 2:5-8

I can have no other spouse, but Jesus Christ. I have considered myself 
content to live in poverty and misery for his love. –St. Kateri Tekakwitha 

The poverty that comes from God is not a barren emptiness. Christ 
‘became poor, so that by his poverty we might become rich.’ It is only 
because we are being ‘filled with the fullness of God’ that we can pledge 
to […] give ourselves away in a common life of worship, hospitality, 
evangelism, and service. –– The Rule of the Society of St. John the 
Evangelist, Ch. 12

P R A C T I C E S  to try

Meditate on biblical stories that center on material wealth or poverty (e.g. 
Matt. 25:32-40; Matt. 11:2-6; Luke 8:43-47; Luke 14:12-24; Luke 16:19-31, 
to name just a few).

Recall Jesus’ feeding of the multitude (Matt. 14:12-21; Matt. 15:32-39; 
Mark 6:31-44; Luke 9:12-17; John 6:1-14). Sit with this scene and imagine 
Jesus offering you the bread of life in the midst of whatever lack you may 
be experiencing.



Q U E S T I O N S  to consider

Bring to mind during your private prayer the awareness that God is filling 
you with his grace and abundance. What emotions arise in you? How in 
your life are you aware of being a vessel of God’s life and grace?

In your prayer, share your awareness of your own poverty with Jesus. 
Come to the Holy Eucharist wholeheartedly anticipating that Jesus’ mercy 
and grace will fill any lack you bring before him.

R E S O U R C E S  to explore

How has poverty manifested itself in your life, whether materially or 
spiritually? Do they have common threads? How have these experiences 
brought you closer to God? To your neighbor?

Experiences of material or spiritual poverty can remind us of our 
dependence on God. How has God provided for your needs during 
seasons of dryness or lack? Do you trust that God can and will provide?

How do you experience the alms of God’s love day to day?
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The Brothers of SSJE are a community of men giving our whole selves 
over to living the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  We invite you to learn more at 
www.SSJE.org


