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The statistics on poverty in the global 
economy are grim.  Half the world’s 
population (some 3 billion) lives on less than 
$2/day.  The Gross Domestic Product of the 
poorest 48 nations is less than the combined 
wealth of the world's 3 richest people.  A 
billion people entered the 21st century 
unable to read or write.  The situation is 
particularly bad for children across the 
planet, half of whom live in poverty.  Some 
640 million exist without adequate shelter; 
400 million have no access to safe water; 270 million have no health 
services; 10.6 million died in 2003 before they reached age five.  Yet our 
country continues waging an expensive war in Iraq, when less than 1% of 
annual world expenditures on weapons would put every child into school.  

Those of us who are well insulated from such 
realities become inured to these sorts of 
numbers, awaking only when the mask is 
occasionally torn away in scenarios such as 
Hurricane Katrina or the genocide in Darfur.  
The biblical literature, however, consistently 
holds our feet close to the 
flames of God’s indignation 
toward a world constructed 
around wealth for the few 
and poverty for the many.  A 

classic example is the work of the great prophet Isaiah.  
  
Urich Duchrow, in his recent book on the theological 
underpinnings of modern economic thought (right), 
points out that the 8th century BCE saw history’s first 
wave of “privatization” spread throughout Mediterranean 
antiquity, including Israel: 
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The new form of property economy with its credit mechanism 
seeped into the monarchic, feudal system… It led to a 
concentration of land in the hands of large landowners, and drove 
smallholders into debt… The nouveaux riches were able to achieve 
their property concentration quite legally by means of creditor-
debtor contracts.  But they formed an upper class…that could 
manipulate the very law that, according to Israelite 
understanding, was supposed to protect the vulnerable and the 
poor.  It was precisely this unfortunate development in public and 
social life, caused by the new property economy, which called 
forth the protest of the great prophets in the last third of the 
eighth and seventh centuries. 
  

Isaiah repeatedly criticizes the polarization of wealth 
in ancient Judah, and the resulting increase in 
poverty and landlessness.  Perhaps his most famous 
oracle is found in Isaiah 3:12-15.  Let us look at 
each of the three parts of this pronouncement: 

3:12: “Oppressors treat my people cruelly; creditors 
rule over them.  My people’s leaders mislead them; 
they give you confusing directions.”  Here the 
prophet makes it clear that he holds the political 
leadership of the nation and the newly ascendant 
credit-debt economy responsible for the rampant 
economic and social injustice. 1 
 
3:13-14a:  The Lord takes a position to judge; God 
stands up to pass sentence on the people.  The Lord 
comes to pronounce judgment on the leaders of the 
people and their officials.   Isaiah describes Yahweh 
assuming the position of a judge no less than three 
times for dramatic effect, alluding to the manner in which an ancient 
oriental king (who also served as supreme judge) would inaugurate a 
hearing: taking the throne, standing, and pronouncing.  Asserting that 
ultimate justice will prevail, the prophet addresses the nation’s political 
leadership.    
 
13:14b-15:  God says, “It is you who have ruined the vineyard!  You have 
stashed in your houses what you have stolen from the poor.  Why do you 

                                                   

1
  The correct text and precise meaning of 3:12 are debated.  This translation emends, based on support 

from the Septuagint, nashim (“women”) to noshim (“creditors”). 
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crush my people and grind the faces of the poor?” The sovereign Lord who 
commands armies has spoken.  This rhetorical question expresses divine 
outrage at economic oppression—one of the clearest places in scripture 
where we find Yahweh taking the side of the nation’s poor against the 
wealthy political elite.  The imagery parodies the harvest: the people—who 
are supposed to be beneficiaries of agricultural bounty—are themselves the 
object of the “crushing” (grapes) and “grinding” (grain).  The whole field is 
ruined because the rights of the poor to nature’s sustenance have been 
denied; instead that sustenance becomes “booty” stored in the opulent 
houses of the wealthy.  
 
Isaiah’s oracle is an allusion to the political economy of land in 8th century 
Israel, in which small farmers were losing their land to wealthy landowners, 
becoming tenant sharecroppers in their own fields.  The vineyard as 
metaphor for the nation is developed by Isaiah at length in chapter 5: 

 
Let me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning his vineyard:  
My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill.  He dug it and 
cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a 
watchtower in the midst of it, and hewed out a wine vat in it; he 
expected it to yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes.  And now, 
inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me 
and my vineyard… (5:1-3) 
For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel, and 
the people of Judah are his pleasant planting; God expected 
justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry!  Woe 
to you who join house to house, who add field to field, until there 
is room for no one but you, and you are left to live alone on the 
land! The LORD of hosts has sworn in my hearing: Surely many 
houses shall be desolate, large and beautiful houses, without 
inhabitant. (5:7-9)  

 
This prophetic object lesson in wealth polarization seems to have seared the 
consciousness of Jesus of Nazareth, for he re-appropriates and 
recontextualizes Isaiah’s parable to denounce the same economic 
conditions hundreds of years later (Mark 12:1-9).  And Isaiah’s words have 
been remembered and reiterated countless 
times since.  For example, Polish Jesuit 
reformer Piotr Skarga, in his “Eighth 
Sermon to the Diet” (1597), quotes Isaiah 3, 
railing that “Like seeds under the millstone, 
so are the peasants under their masters.”  
Today, then, we who are affluent by any 
measure on the global scale must ask 
ourselves: “Is the spoil of the poor in our 
houses?”  (Right: Hurricane Katrina victims.)  
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Community investing is one practical and strategic response.  The key 
website to consult for more information about this practice, 
www.communityinvest.org,  defines community investing as:  
 

capital from investors that is directed to communities under-served 
by traditional financial services.  It provides access to credit, equity, 
capital, and basic banking products that these communities would 
otherwise not have.  In the U.S. and around the world, community 
investing makes it possible for local organizations to provide 
financial services to low-income individuals, and to supply capital 
for small businesses and vital community services, such as child 
care, affordable housing, and healthcare… In addition to supplying 
badly needed capital in underserved neighborhoods, Community 
Investment Institutions provide important services, such as 
education, mentoring, and technical support. They also build 
relationships between families, nonprofits, small businesses, and 
conventional financial institutions and markets. 
 

The fact is, the “spoils of the poor” that we currently have tied up on Wall 
Street or socked away in banks can be made available to marginalized 
people through community development financial institutions.  Several 
such institutions operate in Washington, D.C.: Self Help Credit Union 
(www.self-help.org), Calvert Foundation (www.calvertfoundation.org), and 
Oikocredit, an international, ecumenical organization (www.oikocredit.org).  
The “way” is there; it is a matter of our “will.” 

It is worth exploring this concrete way of responding to Isaiah’s challenge, 
that we might bring a modicum of justice to our world.   

 
 


