Remembering the Poor

The congregation I serve is exploring a way to meet the needs of lower income people in our area.  We have talked with a number of community members about our idea.  One response in particular startled me.  After explaining what we hope to do, this man said, “You mean there is a church more interested in helping the poor than in condemning homosexuals to hell?”

No matter what side of the homosexuality debate you are on, we cannot lose sight of two facts: God cares greatly for the poor and God requires each of us to do likewise.  To let any issue, no matter how important it is to us personally, distract us from the Godly  concern for the poor is to do injustice to the Scripture and to God’s people.

Both the Old and New Testaments are filled with admonitions and warnings regarding the poor.  We are to help, defend and invite and we are not to neglect, take advantage of or abuse.

Here are some biblical teachings about attitudes and actions toward the poor we may have forgotten:

· Hebrew judges were to give the poor full protection of the law (Exodus 23, Deuteronomy 16 and Psalm 82).

· Interest on loans was not to be extracted from the poor (Exodus 22, Leviticus 25 and Deuteronomy 23).  If a poor person puts up collateral for a loan and defaults, the lender is not to take the collateral property (Deuteronomy 24).

· The poor were to share in the bounty of the wealthy.  The way this was done in ancient days, landowners were to leave part of the crop in the fields for the poor to glean (Deuteronomy 23 and 24, Luke 6). 

· The poor were never to be excluded from festivals (Deuteronomy 16 and Leviticus 12).

· In Jesus’ inaugural address (his first public sermon recorded in the Bible), Jesus says his mission is to bring good news to the poor, proclaim release for the captives, sight to the blind and freedom for the oppressed (Luke 4).

· Jesus had a special message for the poor: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6).

We may be tempted to read the above statements and discount them as antiquated and inappropriate for today’s economic reality.  Even not taken literally, these Scriptures point out God’s great care for the poor and his desire for each of us to do likewise.

The statement by the man I quote at the beginning of this column serves as a wake up call for all within the church.  Have we lost our focus on what God wants from us, though we say we follow the word of the Bible?  Have we let one topic so dominate our ministry that we forget the larger picture?  Do people outside the church view Christians as more judgmental than graceful?

Two voices keep ringing in my ears.

One is a radio preacher I heard some time ago.  He was talking about Jesus’ statement that he came to bring good news to the poor.  The radio preacher said, “If what we are preaching is not good news to the poor, it is not good news.”

The second is the voice of the Old Testament prophet Micah.  Micah says God requires each of us to “do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with our God” (Micah 6:8). 

God’s word in the Bible will not let us forget the poor.  It took the voice of an outsider to remind me.
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