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Reading the Bible with the Poor

Building a Social Movement, Led by the Poor, as a
United Social Force

Liz Theoharis and Willie Baptist

Biblical texts have long been used to justify the inevitability of
poverty and inequality and to provide religious sanction for the
dispossession of the majority for the benefit of the few. In particular,
Jesus’ saying that “the poor will be with you always” (Matt. 26:11,
parallels in Mark 14:7 and John 12:8) has been interpreted either to
establish that God condones poverty or that although God condemns
poverty, it is an unfortunate but unalterable reality of the human
condition.1 For many people, the fact that Jesus is the one saying this

1. Regular Google searches of “the poor will be with you always” reveal the omnipresence of
this biblical missive (728,000 mentions on one search) as well as a debate emerging on the
role of Jesus, the Bible, and faith communities in the eradication and amelioration of poverty.
Typically, the entry is a personal assertion, reflection, blog post, or series of questions on
whether this statement from Matthew 26:11, John 12:11, and Mark 14:7 is saying: a) that
we can never end poverty, b) that it is the role of Christians, not the government, to try
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statement about the “poor” and that he uses the word “always” makes
the meaning clear and unequivocal: they may not know where this
line falls in the biblical story or the context of the Gospel of Matthew,
but they posit that this biblical statement establishes poverty as
perpetual and inevitable. Even for those more versed in the Gospel of
Matthew, the use of this passage still results in a similar conclusion.
For some, Jesus and the poor are juxtaposed in Matthew 26, and the
point of the saying is that attending to Jesus and the spiritual realm is
rendered more important than concern for the poor. For others, Jesus’
discussion of the ointment and his invoking of Deuteronomy 15 (see
below) suggest that money and/or charity are the biblical solution to
poverty, which makes the wealthy the ones with agency in this story.

However, a more robust contextual exegesis of Matthew 26:1-16,
with an emphasis on verses 6-13 in their intertextuality with
Deuteronomy 15:1-11, reveals a critique of charity or euergetism and
the ancient slavery-based Roman imperial economy. Insight into this
intertextuality shows how Jesus, his disciples, and various writings
the New Testament apply an extant biblical theology of justice taken
from the Hebrew Scriptures.2 The Roman Empire, like earlier
empires, was a highly class-stratified economy. Every imperial

to care for the poor, or c) that Jesus rather than the poor should be our concern, as well as
other common interpretations of this passage. There are various interpretations that support
this statement including those discussed in: Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21–28, trans. J. E. Crouch,
Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 340; Craig Evans, Matthew, New Cambridge
Bible Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 426; Grant R. Osbourne,
Matthew, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2010), 951; Gail O’Day, “John,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A.
Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 387–88; Amy-Jill
Levine, “Matthew,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 349.

2. In order to understand the potential relationship between Deuteronomy (especially ch. 15)
and Matthew 26 (especially v. 11 about the poor), one must first explore the concept of
intertextuality in general. Richard Hays proposes seven criteria (availability, volume,
recurrence, thematic coherence, historical plausibility, and history of interpretation,
satisfaction) to determine the potentiality of echoes in Scripture (Echoes of Scripture in the Letters
of Paul [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993]). We are confident that Deuteronomy
15 and Matthew 26 agree with Hays’ criteria for intertextual echoes.
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conquest of oppressed peoples added to the growing ranks of the
impoverished classes and accumulated more wealth for the ruling
slave-holding strata.3 The hegemonic theology that found expression
in the different religious belief systems of the time upheld a set of
values and views that justified cruelly unjust societies.4 In contrast,

3. One such example of this comes from an account of the dispossession of the Italians as told by
Appian: “The rich had got possession of the greater part of the undivided land. They trusted
in the conditions of the time, that these possessions would not be again taken from them,
and bought, therefore, some of the pieces of land lying near theirs, and belonging to the
poor, with the acquiescence of their owners, and took some by force, so that they now were
cultivating widely extended domains, instead of isolated fields. Then they employed slaves in
agriculture and cattle-breeding, because freemen would have been taken from labor for military
service. The possession of slaves brought them great gain, inasmuch as these, on account of
their immunity from military service, could freely multiply and have a multitude of children.
Thus the powerful men drew all wealth to themselves, and all the land swarmed with slaves.
The Italians, on the other hand, were always decreasing in number, destroyed as they were
by poverty, taxes, and military service. Even when times of peace came, they were doomed to
complete inactivity, because the rich were in possession of the soil, and used slaves instead of
freemen in the tilling of it” (Appian, Bell. civ. I.7 [White, LCL]).

4. There are many expressions of the imperial theology and the system of euergetism and
patronage that helped uphold that theology and justified the slave-based economy. Some come
from Caesar Augustus himself who, although he was the richest person in the world and
responsible for the dispossession and poverty of the majority in the empire, claimed to be a
savior of the poor:
“To the Roman plebs I paid out three hundred sesterces per man in accordance with the will
of my father, and in my own name in my fifth consulship I gave four hundred sesterces apiece
from the spoils of war; a second time, moreover, in my tenth consulship I paid out of my own
patrimony four hundred sesterces per man by way of bounty, and in my eleventh consulship
I made twelve distributions of food from grain bought at my own expense, and in the twelfth
year of my tribunician power I gave for the third time four hundred sesterces to each man.
These largesses of mine reached a number of persons never less than two hundred and fifty
thousand. In the eighteenth year of my tribunician power, as consul for the twelfth time, I gave
to three hundred and twenty thousand of the city plebs sixty denarii apiece. In the colonies
of my soldiers, as consul for the fifth time, I gave one thousand sesterces to each man from
the spoils of war; about one hundred and twenty thousand men in the colonies received this
triumphal largesse. When consul for the thirteenth time I gave sixty denarii apiece to the plebs
who were then receiving public grain; these were a little more than two hundred thousand
persons.” (Res gest. divi Aug. 3.15)
Aristotle also writes philosophical justification for poverty and inequality:
“If one is a better man than the other, he thinks he has a right to more, for goodness deserves
the larger share. And similarly when one is more useful than the other: if a man is of no use,
they say, he ought not to have an equal share, for it becomes a charity and not a friendship at all,
if what one gets out of it is not enough to repay one’s trouble. For men think that it ought to be
in a friendship as it is in a business partnership, where those who contribute more capital take
more of the profits. On the other hand the needy or inferior person takes the opposite view: he
maintains that it is the part of a good friend to assist those in need; what is the use (he argues)
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as Richard A. Horsley has argued, the Hebrew Bible depicted God’s
will and God’s justice in the context of, and in opposition to the unjust
theology, poverty, and inhumanity of the empires of those times.5

Interpreting and contextualizing Matthew 26:11 within a biblical
theology of justice also attributes a leading agency to the poor,
and promotes the primacy of material security and prosperity for
all humanity. In this verse, Jesus reacts strongly to the disciples.
His words echo Deuteronomy 15:4 (“there will be no one in need
among you”), so Matthew 26:11 is to be read not as a prediction,
6 but as a warning regarding the perils of disobedience to God’s

of being friends with the good and great if one is to get nothing out of it?” (Aristotle, Eth. Nic.
1163a [Rackham, LCL])
One other quote comes from Plutarch and speaks to how the imperial theology was imposed
among the people in an effort to instill inequality:
“The masses are more hostile to a rich man who does not give them a share of his private
possessions than to a poor man who steals from the public funds, for they think the former’s
conduct is due to arrogance and contempt of them, but the latter’s to necessity. First, then,
let the gifts be made without bargaining for anything; for so they surprise and overcome the
recipients more completely; and secondly they should be given on some occasion which offers
a good and excellent pretext, one which is connected with the worship of a god and leads
the people to piety; for at the same time there springs up in the minds of the masses a strong
disposition to believe that the deity is great and majestic, when they see the men whom they
themselves honour and regard as great so liberally and zealously vying with each other in
honouring the divinity.” (Plutarch, Mor. 279-81 [De Lacy and Einarson, LCL])

5. “At the center of the Pentateuch/Torah, both substantively and as the organizing structure, is
the Mosaic Covenant. From Exodus 19 through the rest of Exodus, all of Leviticus, and up
to Numbers 10, Israel is encamped at Mount Sinai receiving the Covenant and covenantal
law. The whole book of Deuteronomy is then a ‘second (covenantal) law’ taught by Moses
as the Israelites prepare to enter the land. . . . The historical books include key passages that
summarize and elaborate the political-economic structure of the monarchs, including how they
replicate the structure of ancient Near Eastern empires. The earliest oracles of the classical
prophets pronounce God’s indictment and punishment of kings and their officers for violating
the principles of the Covenant and the economic rights of the people. . . . That Jesus was
every bit as concerned with economic issues as the Hebrew prophets has often gone unnoticed.
The biblical tradition of covenantal principles and mechanisms continued into the time of
Jesus. This can be seen particularly in the covenant renewal and extensive covenantal teachings
evident in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The renewal of the Mosaic Covenant was also central
to Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God.” Richard Horsley, Covenant Economics: A Biblical
Vision of Justice for All (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), xix–xx.

6. The verbs used are not in the future tense. The disciples have (echete meaning “you have” in
the present tense) the poor around—the Jesus-movement is based among them—but time is
running out for Jesus (ou pantōtē echētē meaning “you do not always have” me).
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commandments (resulting in poverty and inequality) and even as
Jesus’ call to the disciples to continue to take up the struggles of
the poor for economic and social justice even after his death.7 That
the woman who anoints Jesus in this passage is not named, that
she does not follow euergetistic patterns of benefaction, that Jesus
reacts so strongly to the practice of buying and selling suggested by
the disciples, and that later in the passion narrative, the potter’s field
donation of money for the poor (from the blood money offered to
Judas by the temple elites) is treated negatively—all point to a strong
critique of money, charity, and hegemonic economics on the part of
the Evangelist.

Unpacking the context and implications of this consequential
passage is an appropriate and important part of a larger exegetical
and political project of centering the interpretation of the poor
themselves. Located at the intersection of poverty and the New
Testament, we seek in this essay to examine how the Bible has been
used to justify and condemn poverty and how poor people are both
coming up against this use of the Bible and simultaneously using the
Bible in their own quest to end poverty. By gathering and analyzing
the perspectives of Poverty Initiative Poverty Scholars (grassroots
anti-poverty organizers and leaders who are working to build a social
movement to end poverty, led by the poor as a united force), we
offer these interpretations as revealing, legitimate, and important for
scholars, religious leaders, and others in our communities to hear.
Finally, we suggest that the messiah Jesus is a leader of a social

7. “The disciples’ concern for the poor is by no means incorrect. . . . Jesus’ statement ‘you always
have the poor among you’ (v 11) must not be taken to mean that as a consequence one need not
worry about them or that all attempts to ameliorate the condition of the poor are ill-founded
and futile. This cannot be made clearer than by citing the full text of Deuteronomy 15:11
. . . The ongoing presence of the poor does not provide an excuse to ignore them and their
plight, but, quite the contrary, it provides the ongoing opportunity and stimulus to help them”
(Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14–28, WBC 33 [Dallas: Word Books, 1995], 759).
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movement who works to reign in God’s kingdom and end slavery,
debts, and poverty on earth.

This article is a partnership between two leaders of a growing
movement of the poor who have worked closely together for over
twenty years: the Rev. Dr. Liz Theoharis and Willie Baptist. I, Liz,
am both a trained interpreter of biblical texts and a committed activist
in a growing effort to end poverty. I am also a mother of two and
an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church (USA). For the past
twenty years I have been organizing, educating, and uniting the poor
aimed at building a movement to end poverty. I first got involved
with the National Union of the Homeless and the Kensington
Welfare Rights Union in the early 1990s, helping to weave a network
of poor people’s organizations dedicated to using a human rights
framework to confront poverty in the late 1990s and early 2000s.
Through this organizing work, I returned to my religious roots,
consulting for the National Council of Churches and other mainline
Protestant denominations that were struggling with new
interpretations and questions about the Bible’s message regarding
poverty. I received my PhD from Union Theological Seminary in
2014, where I wrote my dissertation, “‘Will the Poor Be With You
Always?’: Towards a Methodological Approach to Reading the Bible
with the Poor.”8 In my work, I concentrate on poor people’s actions
and theologies in the twenty-first century, inspired by Jesus, as part
of a loosened and contemporary biblical canon and in concert with
prominent theologians and biblical scholars. I seek to systematically
document the stories, lessons, and interpretations of poor people
organizing to end poverty in order to illuminate implications for our
churches and to chart the development of a liberation theology for
the United States for the twenty-first century.

8. Available at http://dx.doi.org/10.7916/D85Q4T7D.
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I, Willie, have been an educator and organizer amongst the poor
for over forty years. I first got involved in politics as a youth
participant in the 1965 Watts Rebellion. I was an organizer with
the Black Student Union at Pepperdine University from 1965 to
1969 and founder of Operation Cereal Bowl in Watts in 1971. I was
an organizer and shop steward with the United Steel Workers, the
Texas Farmworkers, Jobs with Peace, and the National Union of the
Homeless. I have lived a life of poverty, spending time on the streets
of Philadelphia, homeless. I served as the education director for the
Kensington Welfare Rights Union for ten years and was founder
and co-coordinator of the University of the Poor. I am a father of
three and have 3 grandchildren. I was raised in the Baptist Church,
preached my first sermon at age twelve, and was planning to become
a Baptist preacher but got pulled more deeply into freedom and anti-
poverty movements.

Both of us helped found the Poverty Initiative at Union
Theological Seminary and it’s umbrella the Kairos Center for
Religions, Rights, and Social Justice; Liz serves as the Co-Director
of Kairos and Coordinator of the Poverty Initiative and Willie as the
Coordinator the Poverty Scholarship and Leadership Development
for the Kairos Center and Poverty Initiative. The genealogy of the
Kairos Center traces back through efforts of the poor to organize
themselves across racial and other dividing lines into a united,
leading, new, and unsettling force,9 including the National Union

9. Much of this genealogy and the lessons and influences from this work are documented in a
series of articles written by leaders of the Kensington Welfare Rights Union and Poor People’s
Economic Human Rights Campaign, including: Willie Baptist and Noelle Damico, “Building
the New Freedom Church of the Poor,” Cross Currents 55, no. 3 (2005): 352–63; William
Baptist and Mary Bricker Jenkins, “The Movement to End Poverty in the United States,”
in Economic Rights in Canada and the United States, eds. Rhoda E. Howard-Hassmann and
Claude E. Welch, Jr. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 103–20; William
Baptist, Mary Bricker-Jenkins, and Monica Dillon, “Taking the Struggle on the Road: The
New Freedom Bus—Freedom from Unemployment, Hunger and Homelessness,” Journal of
Progressive Human Services 10, no. 2 (1999): 7–29; Willie Baptist and Cheri Honkala, “A New

READING THE BIBLE WITH THE POOR

27



of the Homeless, the National Welfare Rights Organization, the
“Redneck Army” of black and white Appalachian miners, Bonus
marchers, and the Southern Tenant Farmers Union.10 We have
exchanged lessons with social movements of the poor globally
including the Landless Workers Movement of Brazil, the Assembly of
the Poor in Thailand, the Indian Farmers Movement, and the South
African Shackdwellers Movement.11 Our work has drawn special
direction from Martin Luther King’s Poor People’s Campaign and
its effort to bring together Native American poor, Chicano poor,
sanitation workers, poor women, and poor white Appalachians on
the basis of what they have in common. Since our founding in
2003-2004, we have been working to live into our mission of raising
up generations of religious and community leaders dedicated to
building a social movement to end poverty, led by the poor. Through
three national poverty truth commissions, two leadership schools,
eleven poverty immersion courses, ten faculty-sponsored semester-
long courses, sixteen one-day seminars, five books and numerous
written religious and theological resources, nine strategic dialogues,
six intensive study programs and numerous events, symposia, and
exchanges with global grassroots and religious leaders, the we have
established a wide and deep network of community and religious
leaders, spanning across thirty states and seventeen countries around
the world. Since launching our Pedagogy of the Poor National Tour
in 2011, based on a book written by Willie and Jan Rehmann, we
have personally witnessed the breadth and depth of this network by

and Unsettling Force” The Other Side Magazine (2003): 38–39; David Wagner, What’s Love
Got to Do with It? A Critical Look at American Charity (New York: New Press, 2000); Guida
West, The National Welfare Rights Movement: The Social Protest of Poor Women (Westport, CO:
Praeger, 1981); David Zucchino, Myth of the Welfare Queen (New York: Scribner, 1997).

10. These movements are the same ones used in the contextual Bible studies we have held within
the Poverty Initiative.

11. For a list of key Poverty Initiative partners see http://povertyinitiative.org/partners.
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connecting with the heroes and heroines fighting on the frontlines of
the struggle to end poverty in thirty states of the U.S.12

The Curse of Poverty

Jesus’ ministry is central in the New Testament. In Luke 4:18-19,
Jesus inaugurated his ministry by reading from the prophet Isaiah,

The spirit of the Lord is upon me; therefore he has anointed me. He has
sent me to bring glad tidings to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives,
recovery of sight to the blind and release to prisoners, to announce a
year of favor from the Lord.

Further, in Luke 6:20-24, Jesus says,

Blessed are you who are poor for yours is the kingdom of God.

Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied.

Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.

Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult
you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.

Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in
Heaven. For that is how their fathers treated the prophets.

But woe to you who are rich, for you have already received your
comfort.

In 1967, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., said, “The curse of
poverty has no justification in our age. The time has come for us
to civilize ourselves by the total, direct, and immediate abolition
of poverty.”13 Committing himself as Jesus did to bring about a

12. Willie Baptist and Jan Rehmann, Pedagogy of the Poor: Building the Movement to End Poverty
(New York: Teachers College Press, 2011).

13. Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? (New York: Harper
and Row, 1967; repr. Boston: Beacon, 2010), 175. Citations refer to the Beacon edition.
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revolution of values of preaching good news to the poor and in
bearing the cross, Dr. King vowed,

I choose to identify with the underprivileged. I choose to identify with
the poor. I choose to give my life for the hungry. I choose to give my
life for those who have been left out. . . . This is the way I’m going. If it
means suffering a little bit, I’m going that way. . . . If it means dying for
them, I’m going that way.14

While King’s words are passionate and moving, poverty in the
United States and across the world has deepened since they were
preached nearly fifty years ago. Since the unfolding of the “Great
Recession” in 2007-8, four in five Americans live in danger of falling
into poverty and/or joblessness, and recent reports reveal that one
in two Americans are poor or low-income (living at less than 200
percent of the poverty line).15 Ten thousand homes are foreclosed
every day in communities across the United States. Nearly 40 percent
of Americans between the ages of twenty-five and sixty will
experience at least one year below the official poverty line; half of all
American children will at some point during their childhood reside
in a household that uses food stamps for a period of time.16

Poverty manifests itself in myriad ways in the United States: the
many poor whites, Latinos, Asians, and Blacks who suffered the most
devastation and death by Hurricane Katrina in 2005; the thousands
of families displaced in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut by
Hurricane Sandy in 2012; the hundreds of thousands whose water has
been shut off in Detroit since the year 2000 who are now having their
children taken away because of their poverty and lack of running

14. Vincent Harding, Martin Luther King: The Inconvenient Hero (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1995), 58.

15. Associated Press, “4 in 5 Americans Live in Danger of Falling into Poverty, Joblessness,” July 13,
2013, http://usnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/07/28/19738595-ap-4-in-5-americans-live-in-
danger-of-falling-into-poverty-joblessness.

16. Mark Rank, “Poverty is Mainstream in America,” New York Times, November 2, 2013.
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water; the thousands of people who have to share heart attack
medicine in New Jersey, do not get chemotherapy in Vermont, or are
denied Medicaid in Mississippi and North Carolina and thus cannot
afford medicine, their health care deductibles, or health insurance
premiums even after the Affordable Care Act of 2013; and native-
born and immigrants who pick tomatoes in Florida for poverty wages
and sometimes in slave rings, even in the twenty-first-century United
States. Poverty is made visible when children die in fires in
Philadelphia because of fire station brownouts; when families in West
Virginia lose their homes and family burial grounds because of
mountaintop removal; when homeless citizens are buried in
unidentified mass graves in potter’s field in New York and many
other states across the country; and when millions of workers are paid
too little to be able to adequately feed, house, or clothe their families
across the United States.17

The issue of poverty appears throughout the Bible: the Old and
New Testaments are full of references to how we are to respond to
poverty and injustice. Jim Wallis of Sojourners Magazine surveyed key
biblical themes, noting,

in the Old Testament, the suffering of the poor was the second most
prominent theme. . . . In the NT we found that one out of every 16
verses was about the poor. In the Gospels, it was one out of every ten, in
Luke, one of every seven, and in James, one of every five verses.18

17. These anecdotes come from our experience organizing and educating among the poor in the
United States for the last decades. There are organizations addressing these issues including
slavery and poverty wages for farm work in Florida and the American South with the Coalition
of Immokalee Workers (ciw-online.org), universal healthcare and people’s budgeting in
Vermont with the Vermont Worker’s Center (workerscenter.org), families fighting
foreclosure, eviction and the privatization of water and other public utilities in Detroit with the
Michigan Welfare Rights Organization (mwro.org), low-wage workers fighting for poverty’s
end in Maryland with the United Workers (unitedworkers.org), poor and working people’s
issues including cuts to public services, education, and wages with the Media Mobilizing
Project in Philadelphia (mediamobilizing.org), and residents fighting against Mountaintop
Removal and strip mining and its ecological impact in West Virginia with Stop Mountaintop
Removal.
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Common throughout the New and Old Testaments are texts
addressing the redistribution of wealth and the abolition of poverty:
“Is this not the fast I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo
the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break
every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring
the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover
them?” (Isa. 58:6-7); “[God has] lifted up the lowly; he has filled the
hungry with good things” (Luke 1:52-53); “For I was hungry and
you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink
. . . Truly I tell you just as you did it to one of the least of these who
are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:35, 40).

Yet, while passages like these are common, many people fixate
on a small handful of passages: “The poor will always be with you”
(Matthew 26:11) (as discussed above); “If you do not work, you shall
not eat” (2 Thess. 3:10); “For to all those who have, more will be
given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have
nothing, even what they have will be taken away” (Matt. 25:29).
These verses above are regularly cited to assert that poverty cannot
be ended and that if God wanted to end poverty, God would do so.19

18. Jim Wallis, Faith Works: Lessons from the Life of an Activist Preacher (New York: Random House,
2000), 71. Jim Wallis is the Founder of Sojourners Magazine and community in Washington,
DC. He is one of the most vocal evangelical voices on poverty in the United States.

19. Following are a few examples gathered from the Internet that show how this passage is used
by self-declared conservatives and liberals alike to assert the inevitability of poverty and that
the poor are either charity cases or criminal cases: Poverty will never be eradicated. As Jesus
said, ‘The poor will be with you always. . . .’ There will always be people who are physically
unable to work, and people who will never work because they simply will not, and people
who are too stupid to work for very much money, and people who are criminally inclined
to steal from stupid or helpless people, etc. And there will always be people who want to
take money away from the higher paid, smart, energetic and enterprising people who are the
backbone of this country, and give it to those who are not. Those are the people who refuse
to believe what God has said. Poverty CANNOT be cured or eradicated, but there will always
be people who try” (“How Can Poverty Be Eradicated?” Answers.com, http://wiki.answers.com/
Q/How_can_poverty_can_be_eradicated.). Jesus said the poor will be with you always. It has
been over two thousand years and this statement still holds true. We cannot eradicate poverty
but if a neighbor comes to us and asks for a loaf of bread, we should care enough to share if
we can meet that need. With that in mind I propose establishing a directory with a Website
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They have been used to claim that the only “good news” that poor
people will hear will be in heaven, and interpreted to mean that while
some lepers and hungry people in Jesus’ day deserved compassion,
today’s poor people are at fault for their own poverty.20

Reading the Bible with the Poor

This essay aims to further develop and describe a biblical hermeneutic
that we have termed “Reading the Bible with the Poor.”21 In many
cases, starting with these difficult texts used to justify inaction in the
face of growing economic insecurity, Reading the Bible with the
Poor suggests a biblical theology of justice and promotes the agency
of the poor. This approach is first distinguished from the prevailing
approach of reading the Bible either against the poor, or toward
charity for the poor. This method of contextual biblical study draws
from the methods developed—and developing—in South Africa with
the Academy of the Poor and Latin American liberation theology and
Christian base communities.22 What is particularly distinctive about
Reading the Bible with the Poor is its US context: a large population

www.GalesburgCares.org containing all organizations offering various types of assistance. It
would include churches, nonprofit organizations and government agencies to better connect
the providers with recipients. The groups might be categorized by food, clothing, medical,
child care, financial management, housing, etc. I would also like hard copies of the directory to
be distributed to all participating organizations connecting the groups with one another for a
unified approach to poverty in Galesburg. (Eric Delawder, “Mayoral Candidate Eric Delawder:
Galesburg Mayoral Candidate Eric Delawder Answers Questions From The Register-Mail
Editorial Board and Speaks on Video About Why Voters Should Elect Him,” The Register-
Mail, March 20, 2009, http://www.galesburg.com/archive/x1331535567/Mayoral-candidate-
Eric-Delawder.)

20. Luz, Matthew 21–28, 340, explains that putting concern for Jesus over concern for the poor
has been a central interpretation throughout the ages; he writes that Theophylactus
(Theophylactus, Ennarratio in Eug. Marci, PG 123.645, 648) asserted that Jesus deserved better
than the poor and that John Calvin suggested that with the approach of Jesus’ death, concern
for Jesus should take precedence.

21. Reading the Bible with the Poor has developed within the context of the Poverty Initiative
at Union Theological Seminary including professors like Dr. Brigitte Kahl and other empire-
critical and liberationist scholars committed to freedom from poverty. Therefore we use the
pronouns “we,” “our,” and “us” to describe the communities of practice and accountability to
this method and a larger liberation project with the Bible.
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of impoverished Christians who are already familiar with the Bible
(and its damaging interpretations), a population moving from self-
blame to making a social claim in a rights-based framework, and
a heterogeneous group that is growing everyday as a result of
increasing sections of the middle income strata being reduced to
poverty even as the poor are reduced to superfluousness.

Reading the Bible with the Poor grows out of global examples
of contextual Bible study and liberation theology in Latin America,
South Africa, and many other places across the globe, and has
developed within the framework of the Poverty Initiative and Kairos
Center for Religions, Rights, and Social Justice at Union Theological
Seminary and particularly its US context. The theological and biblical
battles of the nineteenth-century anti-slavery movement have been
a core area of study and influence on Reading the Bible with the
Poor. Abolitionists used the Bible to argue that God condemned
slavery and that all Christians and people of conscience should follow.
Indeed, these religious interpretations provided a crucial moral force
for the abolitionist movement because the biblical legitimacy of
slavery was widely assumed and thus a key prop to the institution of
chattel slavery in the United States.23

22. Although Reading the Bible with the Poor has been influenced by a wide range of postcolonial,
feminist, liberationist and other biblical scholars, particularly important have been three
exemplary Bible study models, from South Africa (from Gerald West and the Academy of the
Poor), Latin America (from Ernesto Cardenal and The Gospel in Solentiname) and the United
States border (with Bob Ekblad’s Reading the Bible with the Damned).

23. Slaveholders quoted “Slaves, obey your masters” (Col. 3:22, Eph. 6:5, 1 Pet. 2:18) and the book
of Philemon about returning runaway slaves to their masters and produced a Bible without
the book of Exodus or other teachings about freeing slaves to maintain and legitimate their
cause. For books on the topic of slavery and the Bible see: Isaac Allen, Is Slavery Sanctioned
By The Bible? (Ann Arbor, MI: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2013); Hector
Avalos, Slavery, Abolitionism, and the Ethics of Biblical Scholarship (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix,
2013); Stephen R. Haynes, Noah’s Curse: The Biblical Justification of American Slavery, Religion
in America Series (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); Mark A. Noll, The Civil War as
a Theological Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006).
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Reading the Bible with the Poor also draws inspiration especially
from the words and work of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. and his launching of the Poor People’s Campaign in 1967-68.24

The strategic concept introduced by this historic campaign aimed
“to lift the load of poverty” through uniting the poor across color
lines into “a new and unsettling force.”25 Other influential US social
movements that take up the Bible in their push for social justice
include Paul Rauschenbusch and the Social Gospel Movement and
the revivals and spirituals of the Southern Tenant Farmers Union.
These influences and movements are integrated into our Bible
studies.

Turning from the influences to the methodology of Reading the
Bible with the Poor, we note that there are a set of theoretical
assumptions that inform the study and use of biblical texts. First,
successful social change has most often been led by those most
affected by the problems they are working to resolve. Second,
committed, competent, connected, and clear leaders of such a social
movement need to be developed and conscientized. Third, faith
and religion play a critical role in these struggles and movements;
therefore the content and impact of Bible study and religious practice
matter. We will explore these tenets that inform the contextual Bible
study method here.

24. Robert T. Chase, “Class Resurrection: The Poor People’s Campaign of 1968 and Resurrection
City,” Essays in History 40 (1998), http://www.essaysinhistory.com/articles/2012/116.

25. From Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King’s “Nonviolence and Social Change” in the Massey Lectures
for the Canadian Broadcast Company:
"The dispossessed of this nation—the poor, both white and Negro—live in a cruelly unjust
society. They must organize a revolution against . . . the structures through which the society
is refusing to take means . . . which are at hand, to lift the load of poverty. There are millions
of poor people in this country who have very little, or even nothing, to lose. If they can be
helped to take action together, they will do so with a freedom and power that will be a new
and unsettling force in our complacent national life." (Martin Luther King Jr., The Trumpet of
Conscience [Boston: Beacon, 1968], 53–66.)

READING THE BIBLE WITH THE POOR

35


