Poverty: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

What is poverty? How does it relate to our political and economic system? And what is the role of faith communities in dealing with it? These were some of the questions raised during Interfaith Grand River’s discussion of poverty during its monthly meeting in July.

A Mennonite speaker noted that Christians distinguish between two kinds of poverty: physical and spiritual. While spiritual poverty is viewed positively, physical poverty — or “dirt-hard, rotten poverty” — is not. However, the response of faith communities has been primarily charity and compassion towards the poor rather than trying to achieve social justice. The problem with a charitable response is that it makes it hard to maintain the dignity of the recipient.

It was noted that in Judaism and Islam, support for the poor is provided out of a sense of obligation, almost like paying a tax. Reference was made to medieval Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides’ ladder of charity, on which the greater the distance between giver and recipient, the higher the spiritual level.

Some economic and political history since World War II was reviewed. From 1945 to 1975, the gap between rich and poor narrowed, but after 1975 the trend was reversed. After 1995, with the election of Mike Harris’s Conservative government in Ontario and deficit-cutting and downloading at the federal level, the poor faced years of declining resources and increased stigmatization.

A number of other aspects figured in the discussion:

· isolation, which a Mennonite speaker said is “as key to poverty as economic deprivation”;

· a victim mentality that people in poverty develop;

· a sense of entitlement, which has positive effects (it helps preserve dignity) but also negative ones (it enables the continuation of poverty);

· the question of whether poverty is related to the presence of immigrants and refugees.

What needs to change? For a Mennonite speaker, a key question is whether our response is individual or collective: are we all in this together? For a Buddhist speaker, it’s a matter of fairness: “We’re falling short of a schoolyard level of justice.” For a Neopagan speaker, it’s mostly about balance: “There are no laws to deal with corporate greed. The ideal of balance has been lost.”

It was suggested that the most effective thing faith communities could do would be to find ways of providing support for organizations like the Interfaith Social Assistance Reform Coalition (ISARC), which is working directly to reduce poverty.

