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   How Th is Book Works      

   Th e Editors  

 Poverty is one of the most signifi cant challenges our world today faces, and it is a 
particular challenge for Christians, who follow the Jesus who urges giving to the poor 
and who includes people in poverty among his highest concerns. Th e essays in this 
book off er a fresh angle on debates about poverty by bringing together people who 
have expertise and experience in alleviating poverty today with people who have 
expertise in the ancient worlds of the Bible. We bring them together in order to have 
a conversation about how Christians today might think about and act on poverty 
issues, informed by the way our ancestors-in-faith responded to poverty in their places 
and times. 

 We are not simply interested in holding up modern practices to a supposed early 
Christian example. Rather, we are interested in the complex ways in which the early 
Christian ideas and practices relate to modern ideas and practices and vice versa. 
In other words, the conversation in this book aims to address both continuities 
and discontinuities between the ancient world and today. We are most interested in 
coming to grips with the full complexity of the matter, in order to inform and engage 
our readers, whom we hope will include church leaders, people working in non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) concerned with poverty and thoughtful people, 
both Christian and not. 

 We designed the book in order to be most benefi cial to individuals and organizations 
currently involved in addressing poverty in its many forms, as a space for critical thought 
and discussion. Th erefore, we ground our thinking in a rigorous study of poverty and 
its alleviation in both earliest Christianity and today’s world, while presenting the fruit 
of this study accessibly for those who do not have formal training in these areas. In this 
light, the heart of the conversation consists of eight sections. 

 Our book opens with two forewords, which are themselves thoughtful refl ections 
on poverty, by Graham Tomlin, the Anglican Bishop of Kensington (London), and 
Cardinal Vincent Nichols, the Catholic Archbishop of Westminster. Justin Th acker then 
refl ects on the ways we identify poverty and off ers a valuable theological assessment. 

 Th e body of the book is a series of sets of four essays, in which we pair an expert in 
early Christianity in its Jewish and Graeco-Roman settings with an expert in modern 
strategies for addressing poverty and benefaction. Th ey each address the same topic 
from their respective areas of expertise in a substantial essay, and then each author 
responds to their partner much more briefl y, identifying points which are mutually 
informing and stimulating. In this way, we hope we shall both model and encourage 
profi table conversation between those primarily engaged in today’s world and 
specialists in the biblical world. 
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 Francis Campbell then discusses what it means to be a Catholic university in today’s 
world of poverty, a ‘case study’ of Christian engagement with poverty. Finally, Craig 
Blomberg and Francis Davis review and refl ect on the whole collection of essays as 
(respectively) a New Testament scholar and a Christian social thinker. 

 Th is book grew out of a conference ‘Engaging with Poverty in the Early Church 
and Today’ held at St Mary’s University, Twickenham (London) in December 2015, 
and we are very grateful for the hospitality of the university. Th e project was the 
brainchild of Professor Chris Keith, Director of the St Mary’s University Centre for 
the Social-Scientifi c Study of the Bible, and Mr David Parish, chair of the Hampton 
Fuel Allotment Charity, and became a partnership in money and kind between the 
university, Tearfund, Caritas (Diocese of Westminster) and the Bible Society, and we 
gratefully acknowledge the contributions of each of the partners. We are also thankful 
to Professor Francis Campbell, Vice Chancellor of St Mary’s University, Twickenham, 
for his support and encouragement, including his own essay in this volume. Scott 
Robertson kindly provided the index for the volume. 

 During the conference, we contributed a portion of the registration fees to Riverside, 
a local Christian charity which works with single parents in poverty. Ellie Hughes, 
who writes in this book, was then the Director of Riverside’s ministry. In similar 
vein, royalties from this book will be split between Tearfund and Caritas (Diocese of 
Westminster) to support their Christian engagement with people in poverty today. 

  Lent, 2018      
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   Refl ecting on Poverty      

   Bishop Graham Tomlin  

 A little while ago, I spent a day at homeless drop-in centre in one of the parishes I have 
responsibility for here in London. When we hear the word ‘homeless’, we probably 
imagine ragged, unkempt people with plastic bags, straggly beards and dirty clothes, 
people with little employment capacity, living in poverty and who have spent a good 
deal of their lives unemployed. In any gathering of people in the average homeless 
centre, there may be a fair number who fall under that description, but during that day, 
I found my preconceptions of homelessness, poverty and the reasons for it beginning 
to erode quite quickly. I am ashamed to say I tweeted early that day that I was going to 
spend the day with ‘a bunch of homeless people’ to which one person replied that they 
were very uncomfortable with that description – and they were exactly right. 

 Talking to several people over the day, I began to realize that ‘homeless’ is a fairly 
blunt category. Th is homeless drop-in centre had around sixty or so regulars but they 
were all there for diff erent reasons. One elderly woman was not homeless – in fact, 
she had a very nice fl at – but was desperately lonely since her husband died, and came 
along to fi nd some people to talk to. Another had walked out of an old people’s home 
because he had kept getting drunk and had fallen out with those in charge. Others were 
sleeping on friends’ fl oors, some had recently arrived from other countries, a few were 
asylum seekers, unable to work while their cases were being heard and just wanted 
somewhere to stay dry and some company on another aimless and frustrating day. 

 I met an architect with an encyclopaedic knowledge of the dates of London City 
churches, a teacher of English as a Second Language and a retired research chemist. 
All the world was there. Th e one thing in common was some back story, something 
that had gone wrong in their lives. I heard one story of a man who had come to the 
centre who had been CEO of a large international airline. His child had died in an 
accident, the stress led to the break-up of his marriage, he then started drinking, 
which led to him losing his job, and soon he had lost family, home, income, job  – 
in fact, everything – and he was now on the streets. Whether it was a bereavement, 
unemployment, a marriage breakdown, mental health issues, a physical accident or 
a chronically bad temper, something had led them to this point. Usually alcohol or 
drugs were involved in some way, a short-term comfort, but ultimately making the 
problem worse. What strikes you is how easily it could happen to anyone – even to you 
or me. In a sense, there are no such thing as homeless people, just people with diff erent 
problems, who fi nd it diffi  cult to handle life when it gets really hard. 

 Th e day impressed upon me how complex poverty is and how many types there are. 
Alongside economic poverty there is also the poverty of loneliness, purposelessness, 
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or mental and psychological poverty. It also showed me that while Christians (and 
others) speak of ‘the poor’, that, too, is a blunt category. Th ere might be a great deal 
of discussion around how to deal with poverty and how to help ‘the poor’; but in 
the end, the poor are  people , each with their own story, their own reasons for being 
economically disadvantaged, some of which are told in this volume, all having to deal 
with the debilitating and demoralizing eff ects of poverty in their own way. 

 A friend who works in disadvantaged areas of the United Kingdom once said to 
me that the problem is not so much that the rich do not help the poor, as they do not 
know the poor. A book on attitudes to poverty in the ancient and modern worlds is an 
excellent contribution to the complex set of issues surrounding poverty; yet my hope is 
that this book will not just provide intellectual stimulation but will also lead to a desire 
in those who read it not just to understand poverty but also to experience it, even if 
vicariously. 

 On my day at the homeless centre, the other people present were the volunteers, 
people who give time and energy to serve their guests, wash their feet, give legal or 
housing advice, cook breakfast, listen to their stories. Each one of us had our own 
problems and issues as well. None of us are self-suffi  cient and were never meant to 
be. We are all, whatever our economic circumstances, in need of a Saviour, someone 
who understands our story with its highlights and failures, who, ‘though he was rich, 
yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich’ (2 
Cor. 8.9). Th at Saviour ministers to us through each other, through the words of life, 
encouragement and gospel we off er one another and through the gestures of love – a 
meal given, a new set of clothes given, a hand shaken – all bringing the possibility of 
change. 

 Th is transformation comes not just through remote donations, standing orders or 
cheques signed, however valuable they may be, but also through human contact, face 
to face, in which the incarnate Christ makes himself present in that interaction, both 
for the giver and the receiver, both as recipients of grace. Each word or act of love 
off ered in the name of Christ becomes a word or act done to Christ and for Christ, as 
we work out our salvation with fear and trembling. 

 At the end of the day, people experiencing poverty of whatever kind need dignity, 
not dependence. Th ey need to be treated as precious human beings, created and loved 
by God as they are, and dignity comes through human contact, not just through 
handouts. Only then will they fi nd the dignity that enables them to take the hand 
that helps them out of poverty into self-respect and the ability to make their own 
contribution to the society in which they live. 

 If this book helps its readers not just to understand poverty but also to get to know 
one or two people for whom poverty is their daily experience, then it will have done 
its job well. 

  Graham Tomlin, Bishop of Kensington      
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   Foreword      

   Cardinal Vincent Nichols  

 Th e Church has, from its beginning, been committed, in the name of Christ, to care 
for those in poverty. Th is book contributes to that commitment by bringing together 
present-day thinkers and activists with scholars of Scripture to refl ect on this important 
theme. I welcome this book. 

 Catholics believe that faith must be put into action. Th e shape of this faith-in-action 
has been developed and brought together as Catholic Social Teaching, which identifi es 
and expounds key themes, concerns and practices arising from our faith.   1    

 Th e dignity of human beings made in God’s image and remade in the image of 
Christ by the Holy Spirit is a core principle in such thinking and action. Further, 
human existence is not meant to be individualistic, but personal, corporate and 
communal. Refl ection in this book clarifi es the working out of this principle and the 
way commitment to human dignity, and community, can transform people caught in 
poverty by empowering them to respond to its challenges. 

 Pope St John Paul II writes of Jesus: 

  . . . who, while  being God , became like us in all things, devoted most of the years 
of his life on earth to  manual work  at the carpenter’s bench. Th is circumstance 
constitutes in itself the most eloquent ‘Gospel of work’, showing that the basis for 
determining the value of human work is not primarily the kind of work being done 
but the fact that the one who is doing it is a person.   2     

 Catholics and other Christians, thus, have the highest possible motivation to enable people 
in poverty to move out of dependence into interdependence and community, for in this 
they follow in the path of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. As Pope Francis has written,  

  Our faith in Christ, who became poor, and was always close to the poor and the 
outcast, is the basis of our concern for the integral development of society’s most 
neglected members.   3      

     1     See, e.g., the Catholic Social Teaching website (     http://www.catholicsocialteaching.org.uk     , accessed 
March 2018).  

     2      Laborem Exercens  (On Human Work) §6 (italics original)      (http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-exercens.html,      accessed March 
2018).  

     3      Evangelii Gaudium  (Th e Joy of the Gospel) §186 (     http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.
html#II.%E2%80%82Th e_inclusion_of_the poor_in_society     , accessed March 2018).  
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 Th is is a key factor, as a number of the essays in this book realize, in opening pathways 
to work as an expression of human personhood, made in God’s image and known 
by God. 

 I have the honour to be Chancellor of St Mary’s University, Twickenham, which 
both hosted and co-sponsored the conference which produced the essays in this book. 
As a Catholic university, we are deeply committed to open education and learning 
to students from backgrounds of signifi cant poverty, as our Vice Chancellor, Francis 
Campbell, makes clear in his essay in this book. I am delighted to commend this book. 
I wish it well in infl uencing and transforming attitudes and action by Christians of 
every tradition in the service of Christ among people in poverty. 

  ✠   Cardinal Vincent Nichols, Archbishop of Westminster     
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