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Jesus, as reported in the gospels taught about money, riches and wealth more than any other single topic but you may not think so judging from the preoccupations of the Church. From stories about the rich young ruler being told to sell all that he had, to the widow offering her mite, the New Testament abounds in commentary on the social ordering of the day. Not surprising, for if Crossan and other scholars are right, the working people of lower Galilee were being squeezed economically by the ravages of the Roman conquerors and their demands. Corruption and economic exploitation were as rife in the first century as they had been at the time of the Hebrew prophets. The Hebrew Scriptures no less than the New Testament have much to say about the treatment of the poor. Just read Amos after Sunday lunch.
And whilst the history of Christianity has shining examples of what it means to follow Christ, for example in the life of the Franciscans or the Poor Clares, in the liberation writings of theologians like Boff and others and today in the work of organisations like Church Action on Poverty, nevertheless the Church and its members need constantly to be reminded of God’s bias to the poor, the divine calling to create a just and equitable society.
More years ago now than I care to remember, my dear friend and Bishop, David Sheppard, once more spelt out the priorities for his Church of England in his books and in his lead as Bishop of Liverpool, when confronted with the extent of poverty in that great city.  Bishop David , though very much from Cricketing Middle England, a Public School boy and Cambridge blue, typifying what many regarded at that time as quintessentially a Church of England Bishop, nevertheless David and his wife Grace, like many other churchpeople, went on to devote their life’s work in the cause of a more just and fair society. I last spoke to David when he and Grace came to the Family Service Unit in Sheffield, David being President then of the FSU organisation.  Forgive me if you have heard this anecdote before but when David Sheppard was asked to give one of the first of the Dimbleby lectures on the BBC, he chose to speak about Bias to the Poor. The night before in his London hotel, he realised that he had forgotten to bring with him a pair of black shoes for this rather public and prestigious lecture. He had a word with reception in the hotel. On awakening the next day outside his bedroom were three pairs of black shoes for him to try on, to see which fitted best. As only David could, he went on to say that that small incident made him realise how important it was to stand in somebody else’s shoes, to really feel that you know the person from the inside as it were. Taking action on poverty is about really knowing and experiencing people, their contexts, their everyday lives. Not just knowing about and certainly not just talking about poverty but walking alongside those for whom Christ showed a special regard.
The Church at its best through networks of people drawn together in community can make a real difference to the public discourse on poverty and inequality. If we all were to stand up and say what we would be doing This Time Tomorrow, I know that many here would speak of their work as teaching young people, many whose lives are affected by poverty; some see the effects of poverty on health in their work as doctors and other health professionals. Those of you who work alongside asylum seekers and other immigrants know the narrow confines and the indignities with which such lives are lived; those who give counsel and advice in different settings know of the terrible choices which must be made week by week just to keep one’s head above water.

So together not only can we share our knowledge of poverty in our city but together we can take action to alleviate and to change. The Church nationally and internationally too has an important role to play and we see this in movements such as Make Poverty History and the Jubilee campaign, to rid developing nations of crippling debt . There is much more to do which is why it seems so frustrating that the leaders of the Anglican Communion are spending so much time and effort and money meeting together in hotels on the Tanzanian coast in effect to talk about being gay. No wonder the Archbishop of Cape Town said of the Primates meeting last week,  Whose agenda is this? Not God’s in my view, when the Church’s true mission in Africa is to confront  AIDS, poverty, war and famine.
Last week the dismal findings of the Unicef report on the quality of children’s lives served to highlight the high levels of child poverty in the UK, despite all the governments efforts. And now we are seeing more and more politicians calling for greater equality and a move to close the gap between richer and poorer in this country, as the City Council in this city is trying to do.
Today as we come together in worship how do the Scriptures speak to us on this Poverty Action Sunday? The Gospel stories of the Transfiguration are there to speak theologically and metaphorically about the glory of God seen in Jesus, who comes to fulfil the Law ( Moses) and the prophets( Elijah) But that glory of God will not be confined to a mountain top revelation to a select few but in the suffering and challenges faced in the city in Jerusalem, on the cross, in the face of opposition. As followers of Christ we too are to see the glory of God in the messiness and complexity of our world. But how? Here we turn to Paul, as he writes to one of his young Christian communities at Corinth. 

How do you put the radical message of Jesus into practice if you are a community gathered in his name in a major city of a pagan Empire, just about 30 years after Jesus had been executed? Well, Paul tells the young Church at Corinth in today’s passage,  don’t forget that the glory of the Lord is constantly available to all members, not just to a great leader like Moses. Each person in Christ is being transformed into the likeness of Christ so that when you look in a mirror you can see not yourselves but the glory of God. You don’t have to climb a special mountain, nor does that glory belong only to certain great people. The grace of God has been poured out on us all. Paul goes on in his various letters to spell out what having this likeness of Christ shining through us will mean in practice and in part it makes tough challenging reading. For Paul’s early Christian communities have to show that their calling will be counter cultural and challenging to the world in which they find themselves. For in the Christian assembly all will be equal and their will be a fair sharing of all. They will attend to the needs of the poor and the orphans and widows, no less than Paul’s Jewish faith had taught him. But in Christ this law had been written on his heart. And if these communities dedicated to Christ demonstrated to those around this kind of loving and caring, this radical equality, what would this say to other communities and other Lords?
But there is one more thing to say about poverty, this time spiritual poverty. In the Beatitudes Luke says blessed are the poor. In Mathew the phrase is Blessed are the poor in spirit.
Who are the poor in spirit? Not those proud in heart and mind who are materially poor but know the gift of generosity, like the villagers I met 22 years ago in a flooded village in south India, who had nothing but greeted me  with a garland made from plastic rubbish, whose children smiled with a warmth exuding from heir heart. They were not poor in spirit. Neither is the asylum seeker who has escaped from a tyrannous regime, has survived torture and a long journey to freedom but has kept her dignity and inner courage; he is not poor in spirit.

But what of those whose wealth is beyond counting, who show no regard for the needs of others, who build high walls of security to protect their possessions, who seek out tax havens, who exploit their labourers on less than minimum wages? They are the ones poor in spirit.

On this Poverty Action Sunday we need to pray for them as well and remember that we too can be and are caught up in the systemic evil which causes gross inequality. 
Let St Paul have the last word today as he encourages his community in Corinth and may his words and our thoughts be always acceptable in God’s sight:

1 Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy

that we are engaged in this ministry,

we do not lose heart.

2 We have renounced the shameful things that one hides;

we refuse to practise cunning or to falsify God’s word;

but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves

to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God.
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