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Voluntary Poverty as an Antidote to Consumerism

At this conference we are called to ask ourselves: “What can the Christian and Buddhist traditions contribute to global healing? What medicines would the Buddha or Jesus prescribe for the illnesses we call consumerism, environmental degradation, and oppression?” In this presentation I will focus on the traditional antidote to consumerism that was set forth in the New Testament and the Sutras and pursued by the medieval Christian mystics. Christians call it voluntary poverty and Buddhists speak of entering the homeless life and preach a radical letting go of absolutely everything. 

Of course “consumerism” is a modern word that only recently received the negative meaning of excessive, destructive or addictive consumption patterns. You won’t find it in ancient texts though that doesn’t mean the problem was non-existent. Ever since Adam and Eve couldn’t resist consuming that delicious looking, fateful apple the desire to own and to consume has been a problem. As they say: “The more things change, the more they stay the same.” 

Instead of “consumerism” the scriptures are concerned with a deeper and more encompassing condition of which consumerism is only the pinnacle, namely worldly attachments and desires. Both Buddhism and Christianity are radical in their assessment of desire and attachment as the root of all problems and the number one obstacle to achieving the highest goal of enlightenment or the Kingdom of Heaven, which is within. Both are also radical in the antidote they prescribe: get rid of everything you own, leave your home and family, renounce all sense pleasures, securities, and your very self and you will find a heavenly treasure or reach enlightenment. Thus, throughout the centuries mystics and masters in East and West have hailed poverty as an essential part of a spiritual path. E.g. Eihei Dogen Zenji, the thirteenth century founder of Soto Zen in Japan, says: “Students of the Way should be thoroughly poor … This is because being poor is being intimate with the Way.”

What Jesus and Buddha recommend is so extreme from a worldly point of view that most people deem it impossible to follow their advice and don’t even try. Even if we think of ourselves as pretty serious Christian and/or Buddhist practitioners, most of us feel it is not plausible or even right to leave our families and all possessions and become a homeless beggar or even just a monk or nun. But what do we do with statements like: “…whoever of you does not forsake all that he has, he cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:33)  Or: “Let us live most happily, possessing nothing; let us feed on joy, like the radiant gods.” (Dhammapada 15:4) Maybe once in a while we should revisit that fundamental choice between stuff or God, sense pleasures and apparent security or enlightenment. But personally, I comfort myself with two ideas: 

One is a quote of John F. Kennedy, I read on a coffee mug: “Ideals are like stars. You will not succeed in touching them with your hands. But the sea faring man who follows the waters follows the stars. And, if you choose them as your guides, you can reach your destiny.” I think many will not realize voluntary poverty but could be guided by this ideal to a destiny of relative voluntary simplicity, which is becoming a growing movement in this country. Voluntary simplicity is an appropriate antidote to consumerism and a great help for conservationism. But some of us may want to try to get still closer to the star of voluntary poverty.

And so the other idea that consoles me is that just as there is sudden and gradual enlightenment, there is also sudden and gradual voluntary poverty. And just as one trains for enlightenment, starting perhaps with five minutes of meditation a day, one can also train for poverty, starting with consuming a little less and detaching a little more. 

Meditation teachers often acknowledge that meditation is quite difficult at first. Sitting still for what seems for ever (20 minutes perhaps), calming the mind, letting all thoughts go, noticing discomfort without reacting, being content with one simple object of meditation like the breath or one word, seems impossible at first – as impossible as entering the homeless life. And at first it is sometimes torturous and overwhelming, but then it is also rewarding. And with some practice it becomes easier and easier and more and more joyful, until it’s no effort at all but highest peace and joy. 

In the same way the initial change of direction from worldly pursuits towards Christian and Buddhist poverty is (and always was) extremely difficult. Invariably everything speaks and acts against it: the ego or “the flesh”, family and friends, the culture, and the system.
 But with persistence and practice the obstacles shrink and rewards grow. Pretty soon we witness the mystics happily divesting themselves of more and more. First they throw away material possessions, then all remaining worldly concerns such as power and fame, then intellectualizing, then spiritual consolations, then the self, and finally all concepts of God. What’s left in the end is a naked awareness beyond all words, the realization of the union of emptiness and clarity, which is cherished above all else.

To me, training in meditation is not only like training in poverty but is an act of poverty itself. What could be more “poor in spirit” than to let go of all thoughts, sense perceptions, the past, present, and future and to humbly return countless times to your breath or to one word or to a few syllables? I’d say, to train in meditation is to train in poverty. And so the more you meditate and get to know the riches poverty bestows, the easier it becomes to resist the mainstream ideal of owning more and more, bigger and bigger stuff. Instead we can perhaps start downsizing into smaller and smaller homes and cars until one day we may actually achieve true “Franciscan” poverty, which in turn, the masters say, greatly enhances our meditation.

Layers of Christian Poverty

So what is “Franciscan” or “Christian poverty”? It is an ideal, which has socio-political, material, spiritual, and metaphysical aspects that are all connected. Voluntary Poverty leads the practitioner in a natural process from material poverty to an inner state of freedom that clings neither to the world, nor to a self, nor even to God. It leads to complete divine union and, in Buddhist terms, to the realization of the union of emptiness and clarity. Let’s take a look at its components and its many parallels to Buddhist paths.

Historically, the situation in St. Francis’12th century Italy was of particular interest for the current exploration of consumerism and economic-environmental oppression in a global economy. The church was opulent and power hungry - the epitome perhaps, of a multinational corporation. The economy was changing from a local feudal barter system to a money based system of international trade, which made the merchants rich while it left the poor in a desperate struggle for survival. (Sounds somewhat familiar?) The disparity between a church, which was supposed to follow poor Jesus, and the starving masses it was supposed to pasture was perverse. The church was spiritually bankrupt and the poor financially. Something had to happen. Out of this situation emerged a huge movement in all of Europe of people who venerated “Lady Poverty” as the guiding light of the Christian church and society. The hope was that it was going to return the church to its ethical and spiritual roots and bring salvation to rich and poor alike. (As Buddhists personalized the perfection of wisdom into the Goddess Prajnaparamita, so did Christians personalize poverty as a Lady and Mother.) This movement was spearheaded by the Franciscans and the other mendicant orders (Dominicans, Carmelites, and Augustinians) which originally forbade themselves to own private land and required of themselves to live on alms. But countless lay practitioners, penitents and Beguines followed Jesus and the mendicants into voluntary poverty. They did so with the explicit understanding that they were learning themselves as well as showing the rich and powerful what it meant to be a true disciple of Christ who had said: “Blessed are the poor,” (Lk 6:20) “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” (Mt 5:3) and “go, sell what you have, and give to the poor and you will have a treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” (Mk 10:21) To many Lady Poverty became the defining characteristic of God’s incarnated life on earth. But to much of the church hierarchy, power hungry and affluent as it was, she was a plague which they ended up persecuting with all means possible. The struggle ended 300 years later when the church broke in two over the question whether one could sell and buy salvation for money. Nobody won, but some people remembered that Jesus hadn’t said: “blessed are the rich” but “blessed are the poor”.

Socio-politically St. Francis regarded involuntary poverty as the result of social injustice. To him taking care of the poor was not optional but “a just right due to the poor.”
 He criticized the rank of private property in society and suggested voluntary poverty as the cure for the ills of the times. Voluntary poverty was to replace his culture’s obsession with private property with solidarity and brotherly care. A kind of Christian socialism is already described in Acts 4:32-37, which states that there was no private property in the first Christian communities. Rather everything was held in common and everyone’s needs were taken care of. Considering the social message of the New Testament, it really is amazing that Christianity and Socialism, which have so much in common, never formed political alliances, while Christianity and Capitalism, which are diametrically opposed, did.

Living the ideal of material poverty as an individual in a capitalistic society meant to follow Jesus’ example, sell everything one owns, give the proceeds to the involuntarily poor and live as a mendicant beggar. 

Intellectual poverty meant to do what the Buddha too recommended: not to waste time and energy investigating the great and eternal philosophical and metaphysical questions. Instead of seeking a grip on reality one is called to just do one’s spiritual practice without asking questions that can’t be answered in words anyway. The Buddha’s famous example is the man, pierced by an arrow, who shouldn’t be concerned with finding out who shot the arrow and why but should focus on getting it removed. 

St. Francis regarded studying other literature than the Bible and engaging in theological speculations as gluttonous. His monks were allowed only the sacred books necessary to fulfill their office and his lay followers only the Book of Psalms. 

It may seem ludicrous to advocate intellectual poverty or at least simplicity at a gathering of academics. You may ask: “Why even try when on a whole neither the followers of St. Francis nor of the Buddha managed to refrain from a “gluttonous” study of philosophy for very long?” Because, I might argue, even academics sometimes strive for enlightenment or the Kingdom of Heaven, and if they do, they may have to train in the twin virtues of voluntary poverty and humility. In that case they might consider how difficult it is to be at the same time learned and humble. As they say: “Knowledge is power.” Or, as my professor Steven Goodman used to tell us: “Pride is the occupational hazard of scholars.” But again, as with voluntary poverty on a whole, I comfort myself with the idea that it is worth practicing one little step at a time. And then, maybe when we retire, we’ll be happy to enter true intellectual poverty. I also remember the Dalai Lama at the meeting of our Society in Chicago. Somebody asked him in front of hundreds of people how he might envision a Buddhist economy and his reply was simply: “I don’t know.” This triggered a storm of laughter, maybe because it was an act of intellectual poverty or humility that we were not used to. 

Spiritual poverty, like poverty as a whole, has many levels. It begins with letting go of practicing one’s path in hopes of selfish gains such as spiritual consolations, peace, wisdom, salvation or nirvana. Instead one strives either for the sake of unconditional love – love of God and all souls or, in the Buddhist case, the 3 Jewels and sentient beings - or one keeps practicing the religion for no reason that one can remember, just because at this point it’s who one can’t help but be.

After having let go of selfishness, one is called to also let go of the very self. Angela of Foligno confirms that her path consisted of: “stripping myself of everything worldly . . . and even [of] my very self.”
 This idea of letting go of one’s very self is based on Jesus’ example and advice: “Forsake yourself, take up your cross and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it.” (Mt 16:24-25) Paul summarizes the life of Christ in Philippians 2:7 by saying that Christ, being in the form of God, “emptied, relinquished, renounced, or divested himself” (Greek: kenosis) and became human. In similar fashion his followers are called to renounce their selves. Only in their case the opposite result occurs: being in the form of humans, they become God. As Angela says: “God became flesh in order that he might make me God.”

Spiritual poverty culminates in being willing at some point to give up all certitude or firm grasping even of the very “thing” for whose sake one renounced all else, i.e. the reality of God or nirvana. Truly poor Christian mystics always seem to get to that point where they have to surrender to the experience of God’s nothingness. Gil of Assisi (died 1262), another great disciple of St. Francis, describes this emphatically: “I know a man who saw God so clearly that he lost all faith. … True, before then I did not have faith as perfectly as I should have had it; nevertheless God took it from me. But even from him who has it in a perfect manner, the way one should have it, God will take it away.”
 
Similarly, Buddhists come to the stage where they have to face the emptiness even of nirvana. As the Heart sutra says: “No ignorance and also no extinction of it … no path, no cognition, also no attainment.”

Hence in the end one possesses absolutely nothing as one’s own: not a thing, not a hope, not an explanation, not a body or a self, not a grasp of reality or of God. Why would one possibly strive for such utter poverty? Because, the mystics say, thus possessing and knowing nothing, one possesses and knows all. 

St. John of the Cross recommends: “To come to the knowledge of all desire the knowledge of nothing. To come to possess all desire the possession of nothing. To arrive at being all desire to be nothing.”
 

Angela of Foligno says about one of her ecstasies: “It (the soul) sees nothing and everything at once. …. The soul, then, experiences and possesses God’s sweetness more from what it does not comprehend than from what it comprehends, more from what it does not see than from what it sees, more from what it does not feel than from what it feels, more, finally, from what it does not know than from what it knows.” 
 

And Marguerite Porete (burnt at the stake in 1310) echoes that the reverse is also true: “…this soul possesses all and so possesses nothing, she knows all and so knows nothing …. Now she is All and so she is Nothing for her Lover makes her One.”

Angela of Foligno

Now let me briefly introduce you to Angela of Foligno who called poverty “the Mother of all Virtues and the Teacher of Divine Wisdom” and then we’ll look at some of the wisdom Lady Poverty revealed to her.

Angela lived from 1248/9-1309, one generation after St. Francis, just a village away from Assisi. She was a Franciscan tertiary, i.e. an ascetic lay member of the order who lives like a monk or nun but not in a monastery and who has more freedom to make his or her own choices. I am convinced that she is one of the most enlightened Christian mystics ever (which is why I dare call her a bodhisattva), and I believe this is in no small part due to her complete surrender to Poverty. Because every time another layer of divine truth was revealed to her, she didn’t say: “Hurray, I’ve got it and now I’m going to write a book about it or lecture on it!” Instead she simply returned to her room in great humility without feeling that she possessed any wisdom. And so when God led her into the next deeper layer of truth, which usually built on the previous but also negated it, she went along without clinging to her previous understanding. If she had published a book and given lectures about the earlier truths, they may have been hard to let go of, but since she hadn’t grasped them as me and mine, she was free to follow swiftly into deeper and deeper mysteries.

Some Christian mystics became famous because they had a few good visions and revelations, but Angela got to the point where she was never separated from seeing and understanding: “the complete truth that is in heaven and in hell, in the entire world, in every place, in all things, in every enjoyment in heaven and in every creature.” She always saw “the One who is and how he is the being of all creatures.”
 In Buddhism we call that being omniscient. 

Angela Upsets Male Chauvinists and Feminists

Why then is Angela so little known? I think it’s because male chauvinists and feminists alike have some problems with her. The chauvinists hold two things against her. First, some of her teachings which transcend orthodox Christian dogma and are more akin to Buddhist teachings on all pervasive buddha-nature and emptiness. Secondly, they don’t entirely like her as a role model. This is because when around the age of 37 she experienced a deep longing to convert her wealthy worldly existence to a life of spirituality and poverty her family created such obstacles for her that she prayed for their deaths. Soon her mother, husband, and all her sons died and she thanked God. (An interesting parallel to the Tibetan Milarepa, who was also responsible for the deaths of family members and thereby spurned towards highest enlightenment.) I guess people didn’t like the thought that they might be struck dead if they got between a woman and her God!

On the other hand, Angela isn’t easy material or an entirely suitable role model for feminists either, for she disparaged her body and her whole self as sinful and filthy to the end. Most other teachers of her time recommended more moderate penance as a temporary practice on the path of purification (which is followed by the paths of illumination and union
). But Angela insisted that penance should be done as harshly as one can and as long as one lives, even if it seems that one has already achieved divine union. Although her emphasis on harsh penance may seem insane to most modern Westerners, one must admit that it worked for her. Furthermore, from a Buddhist perspective it doesn’t seem unreasonable to submit to life long purification practices if one considers the following Mahayana Buddhist teachings: First, that one can fall back to lower levels of consciousness until one has reached the 8th bodhisattva bhumi (level of enlightenment). Second, that there are some extremely subtle veils that will prevent perfect buddhahood unless one has a guru who is able to point them out. And third, the tendency to think one has realized the highest truth as soon as one had the smallest awakening.

But although lifelong purification practices may be good, I do believe that Angela obsessed about penance and took it to an unnecessary extreme. I wouldn’t dare make such a judgement if it didn’t seem that God himself tried several times to convince her to let go of her self-hate and instead to accept her supreme worth. He told her: “Daughter of divine wisdom, temple of the beloved, beloved of the beloved, daughter of peace, in you rests the entire Trinity;” And: “I do not want you to come to me burdened with these pains and sorrows, but jubilant and filled with ineffable joy. For it is only fitting for a king to wed his long-loved bride, clothed in royal garments.”
 Hence feminists can certainly rejoice in how God worked to counteract her internalized oppression with sweetness and patience, in what he revealed to her, and even in some of her own teachings. 

It may also be worthwhile to note that countless Christians of her era, who otherwise might have been inclined to reject her teachings, had great respect for her mainly because of her “heroic” penance.

Angela’s Realizations

To summarize Angela’s realizations for a Buddhist audience I would say that she speaks of all pervasive buddha-nature, non-self, emptiness, and the union of clarity and emptiness. 

Before I say anything more about this, let me acknowledge that yes, I am a perennialist rather than a constructivist. I believe, based on the evidence I have seen, that there is an absolute reality that can be experienced by all cultures and religions. How else would perfectly orthodox Christians end up making all these statements that sound so Buddhist and contradict everything they were supposed to believe? I also believe that mystics of different cultures and religions can communicate effectively about their common or similar experiences. (There is a Tibetan saying that I think pertains to the perennialist-constructivist debate: “If scholars agree with each other, they aren’t scholars; if yogis disagree with each other, they aren’t yogis.”) I think both parties would be wiser if they could work on complementing each other rather than competing. Many Buddhist schools of thought have embraced a combination of perennialist and constructivist views that I think Western scholars would do well to consider. For example, Shentong Madhyamikas and their predecessors speak of two nirvanas. The Srimaladevisutra not only professes “created and uncreated kinds of explanations of the Four Noble Truths” but also “both a constructed and an unconstructed samsara and nirvana”.
 Certain schools also talk of two buddha-gotras (buddha families) and two purities, one set being relative, the other absolute.

When Angela speaks about Buddha nature it sounds like this: “I understand not only that he [God] is present, but also how he is present in every creature and in everything that has being, in a devil and a good angel, in heaven and hell, in good deeds and in adultery or homicide, in all things, finally, which exist or have some degree of being, whether beautiful or ugly.”

When she speaks of non-self she says: “ …neither angel nor man nor anything else has being; only one has it, God.”
 One of the ways she expresses the experience of non-self is by referring to things as being “poor of themselves” (Buddhists would say “empty of self”). E.g.: “I even saw him [Jesus] poor of himself.”

Emptiness (shunyata) denotes the ineffable, true nature of the universe and each phenomenon, which negates every concept we have ever grasped as true. When attempting to communicate her experience of it, she uses the words ‘poverty’, ‘nothing’, ‘darkness’, ‘secret’, ‘hidden’, ‘non-…’ Though not every time these words are used, she is talking about shunyata. It depends on the context. Just like when a Buddhist teacher says: “My cup is empty.” he may be speaking philosophically or he may just want more tea.
Angela says: “…whatever is said about the gospel or about any other divine revelation seems to me as nothing, for what I saw of God was incomparably greater . . . For in the cross of Christ in which I used to take such delight, . . . I find nothing; in the poverty of the Son of God, I find nothing; and in everything that could be named, I find nothing.” 

“Once my soul was elevated, and I saw the light, the beauty, and the fullness that is in God in a way that I had never seen before in so great a manner. I did not see love there. I then lost the love which was mine and was made non-love. Afterward, I saw him in a darkness, and in a darkness precisely because the good that he is, is far too great to be conceived or understood. … Henceforth, there is no good which could be described or even conceived in which I can place my hope. My hope rather lies in this secret good, one most certain and hidden that I understand is accompanied with such darkness.”

Can there be any doubt that Angela attained what Buddhists call “the realization of emptiness”? After all, she experienced the uncreated which turns everything one lived for, including one’s previous experiences of the divine, into nothing.

In tantric Buddhism highest reality is not described as mere emptiness or buddha-nature but as the union of emptiness on the one hand and clarity, bliss, or manifestation on the other. These three are but different aspects of the same side of reality, which complements emptiness. Together they form, so to say, the yin and yang of all of reality.


Angela is not a philosopher and does not speak in terms of the union of clarity and emptiness, etc. She prefers hiding behind: “My secrets are mine” and: “There is absolutely nothing that can describe God.” But when she is coaxed into speaking about her experience of the uncreated she sometimes expresses paradoxes that remind me of the tantric formulas. E.g. “[The soul] sees nothing and everything at once.”
 All in all she describes a God who is at once empty, ineffable, poor, dark, secret, or hidden and yet the true being of all phenomena, the supreme good, tender, omniscient, etc. She also says that she continually experiences highest reality and that it reveals itself in countless modes of being.
 Although the uncreated transcends all categories, Angela got to know it in two sets of modes which oppose and yet complement each other and which I call “the light and dark side of God”:

	Light
	Darkness

	Understanding & wisdom

Pervades all phenomena

Immanence

Presence

The All

Order and purpose

Qualities like truth, love, beauty, activity…

Riches & treasures

Engenders joy & bliss
	Ineffability & unknowing

Lies completely beyond our grasp

Transcendence

Absence

Nothingness

Spontaneity, unbound ‘cosmic soup’
Darkness

Poverty

Engenders equanimity


Angela evolved through many layers of knowing these two sides first superficially and then more and more deeply. Each time she entered a new layer, she thought she had come upon the highest possible truth, but each time God surprised her with new depths and heights. For a long time she could only experience one or the other side at a time, but in the end the two opposite faces seemed to merge. Then she no longer spoke of love or non-love but of “a secret, hidden, uncreated love” and of “a knowledge accompanied with darkness”. Most of all she insisted on how completely indescribable her experiences of the absolute were.

What Buddhists Could Learn from Angela

I think Buddhists can learn some things from her experience that could resolve centuries of debate over issues like: Is buddha-nature or emptiness the highest truth? Is bliss or equanimity the highest goal? Angela offers Buddhists the alternative that highest truth could be the union of buddha-nature and emptiness on their deepest levels. Buddhists would do well taking into account that there are levels of experiencing each. Hence one person’s realization of emptiness may be more shallow than another person’s realization of buddha-nature, and vice versa. So whether buddha-nature or emptiness is the higher truth depends on whose experience of them we are talking about. But in the end they are inseparable. 

All this can be experienced by following Lady Poverty!

A Meditation on Stages of Poverty

Prerequisite: At least a cursory familiarity with teachings on emptiness, non-self, or God as our true self.

Let’s be like children and imagine wild stories.

Imagine that a year ago you chose to become materially poor. You became a mendicant monk or nun. Now you own nothing but the clothes on your back. Once a day you go begging for food. Notice how it makes you feel. What would it take to be o.k. with your situation?

Imagine you also decided to be intellectually poor. From now on you will find inspiration in one book alone: either the Bible, or the Dammapada, or something like that. You have renounced looking at any other books or articles. No more thoughts of publishing. You won’t even engage in philosophical discussions or try to make sense of existence. You will merely surrender to whatever experience life presents to you. Feel what it would be like to let go of your intellect, to offer it, so to say, as a burnt sacrifice to God. Or offer your mind to the Three Jewels. Notice how you feel.

Now imagine you’ve also vowed spiritual poverty. You’re letting go of all spiritual consolations such as states of bliss or peace, visions, feeling blessed, divine revelations. They may still happen once in a while, but you’re not expecting them; they are not your goal; you don’t pray for them; you offer them to others. Notice what it feels like. What would it take to be o.k. with this?

Now imagine you don’t even possess yourself anymore. Your body is like a rental car that will have to be returned. Your mind was already offered. Without judging or grasping, notice how you feel.

Finally, imagine not even possessing God, buddha-nature or nirvana. Notice how you don’t have a clue who or what the absolute is or if it even exists. Notice how it feels. What does it take to be o.k. with this?

Now remember that mystics like St. John of the Cross say: “By possessing nothing you possess everything; by being nothing you are everything; by knowing nothing you know everything.”
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