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I approach this panel presentation from the context of an Asian-American female biblical scholar writing on the creation of poverty in ancient Israel, with the hope of putting the bible in the service of the eight U.N. Millennium Development Goals to eradicate global poverty. These goals are:
1. Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger

2. Achieve Universal Primary Education

3. Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women

4. Reduce Child Mortality

5. Improve Maternal Health

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria and Other Diseases

7. Ensure Environmental Sustainability
8. Develop a Global Partnership for Development

 The evils of poverty are interlinked systemically, and, hence, the elimination of poverty is very complex. Extreme poverty leads to chronic hunger. Hunger leads to the breakdown of our immune system and thus to the rapid spread of infectious diseases. These diseases result in poor reproductive health and infant deaths. Poverty also leads to obstacles to education, and the lack of education results in lesser and menial jobs that reinforce one’s impoverished state. One fourth of the adults in the developing world cannot read or write, and 75% of these are women. The face of poverty in much of our world is the face of women. Poverty also leads to the deterioration of the environment, where billions lack access to clean sources of water and basic sanitation, which, of course, leads to the rapid spread of disease. Ultimately, poverty leads to national and international conflict and war over scarcity of resources. 
The framers of the Millennium Development Goals, in their wisdom, recognized these interlinkages and took gender empowerment and maternal health, literacy and education, improved healthcare to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, environmental sustainability, and global partnerships for development aid, debt relief and trade as crucial variables in stamping out poverty. These goals are the result of much research into what has actually worked already in eradicating global poverty. In my hermeneutic of suspicion, I would have also added the goals of stamping out racism, sexism, political corruption, and capitalist exploitation of the natural and human resources of the Third World, but that is another matter!

Using as a springboard Gerda Lerner’s insight that patriarchy was historically created,
 my own research presumes that poverty in ancient Israel was also created historically and seeks to determine the interlinking social variables and institutions that led to its formation and endurance. Because the biblical text has been used to legitimate dominant structures that have enriched the haves and impoverished the have-nots, I am particularly interested in the ways Christianity has interpreted the biblical economics of wealth and poverty in its different global contexts. Jesus’ statement that “The poor you will always have with you,” has been wrongly interpreted to justify poverty, rather than challenge Christians to do something about it. And yet, the larger Old Testament context from which Jesus’ saying is drawn says, “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land’” (Deut 15:11).  One of the ways in which I am academically opening my hand to the poor is by looking at the systemic structures that directly or indirectly bring about conditions of poverty in ancient Israel and in our current global world.
My research on poverty has focused thus far on the class configurations and modes of production of Israel’s agrarian economy at various points in its history. During the monarchic period, Israel’s ruling elite impoverished Israel’s peasant classes by its heavy taxes, tribute and debt slavery. The agricultural intensification of cash crops imposed by the elite resulted in the eventual ecological degradation of the land, leading to crop failures and famine that further bankrupted Israel’s peasantry. Competition over the scarcity of resources, coupled with the greed and imperialism among ruling classes and nations, often resulted in conquest, colonization, and war that impinged upon Israel. The main casualties of these conflicts were the peasant men who were conscripted fight, whose deaths created a class of destitute widows and orphans. Moreover, male and female slaves in Israel were often captives in war. Those men who did not die in war often returned from it injured or maimed. War also wreaked havoc on the land itself, degrading its productiveness, often creating famine and malnutrition. Unable to keep up with the demands of production because of starvation, illness, disease, or disability, Israelite peasants were forced further into abject poverty. 

I perused those entries of The Cambridge Dictionary of Christianity that I thought would assist my inquiries into the systemic and interlinked causes of Israelite poverty and present-day global poverty. Besides the Bible Interpretation cluster, I eagerly consumed the Economy and Christianity Cluster, the Poverty Cluster, the Ecology and Christianity Cluster, the Racism and Slavery Clusters, the Feminist and Liberation Theologies Clusters, Health, Healing, and Christianity Cluster, the Christian Theological Views and Practices of Justice Cluster, the Land, Theological Perspectives and Praxis Cluster and an eye-opening cluster on the Prosperity Gospel. Furthermore, I examined the individual entries on Global Ethics, Globalization, Preferential Option for the Poor, Colonialism, Imperialism, and Christian Theology, Marxism and Christianity, Postcolonialism and Christian Theology, Sexism and Christianity, Christian Attitudes Toward War, and Wealth and Christianity, to name just a few. 

So in answer to the question I was given for this panel, namely, “Can The Cambridge Dictionary of Christianity be of help in developing a critical contextual biblical studies?” I can safely say that it can. The entries situated the topic in a balanced concise manner. They included cross-listings with other entries of the dictionary that pertained to the topic that I might have missed otherwise. This was the case when I discovered the Prosperity Gospel Cluster under the Wealth and Christianity entry. A bibliography for each entry that can be found on the website for dictionary (http://discoverarchive.vanderbilt.edu/handle/1803/3906). Because my research on poverty extends beyond the Hebrew Bible into contemporary cross-cultural contexts and global issues, these bibliographies were absolutely invaluable. I urge every reader to take advantage of these bibliographies when consulting the dictionary.
Particularly since I have a practical aim of putting the biblical text in the service of the MDGs, I needed a succinct overview of Christian attitudes on poverty around the globe. Here, The Cambridge Dictionary of Christianity was illuminating. The cluster on Poverty was divided into two sections. The first section summarized the theological teachings on poverty in the Eastern Orthodox Church, different Protestant churches, and the Roman Catholic Church. The second section provided theological and ethical views and practices regarding poverty in a number of different global contexts.

Although some may beg to differ on the characterizations of Christian denominations in the poverty cluster, I felt they were a good starting point for further study. Influenced particularly by Greek philosophy, the Eastern Orthodox traditions evidently did not consider poverty divinely ordained as other groups did in antiquity. Poverty was the result of human sinfulness, greed, exploitation and selfishness. Protestant churches apparently had a mixed perspective on poverty, focusing more on “spiritual poverty” rather than material poverty. According to the entry, Protestants tended toward the belief that “the poor will always be with you” (Mk 14:7), rather than the injunction, “There will be no poor among you” (Acts 4:34). Nevertheless, Protestant struggles against poverty are evident in the various branches of the left wing of the Reformation. Recently, protestant theologians have address poverty through a deeper theological critique of assumptions behind the global market economy (p. 994). For Roman Catholics, concern for the poor springs forth from Jesus’ saving mission and his preferential option for the poor.
The Poverty cluster then provides a sampling of contextual theological and ethical views and practices in Africa, African America, Asia, the Caribbean, North American Feminist, and North American Latino/a. All of these contexts understood poverty systemically in relation to the unjust power structures, not only internally, but also externally. In the case of Africa, for example, development programs, financial institution, and donor agencies, that were supposedly intended to reduce poverty, actually helped perpetuate it. The Asian Conference on Church and Society has witnessed the increasing gap between rich and poor that results from globalization, and condemns an uncritical acceptance of globalization as morally unethical, economically unwise and socially undesirable (p. 997).  
I suppose if a professional biblical scholar only looked up specific biblical books in the dictionary, such as Judges and Ruth, which I single out only because I wrote them, he or she may find the entry rather skimpy or think that other authors should be included in the web bibliography. However, if a biblical scholar is interested in bringing the bible into dialogue with a larger global conversation, The Cambridge Dictionary of Christianity is a great place to start.
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