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The reading assignment is interesting—something that I would do for the first 
time. My task is to read Luke’s gospel to a poor person. I found one who was kind 
enough to help me. His name is Henry. A head of the family, he works as an all-around 
man in a school. His role in my reading project is simple—just to listen to the reading of 
the gospel according to Luke. Before our two part session, I was wondering if he would 
listen well, or if Jesus’ claims and promises might ring a bell in his mind. Matthew 
speaks of kingdom blessing to the poor in spirit; but Luke speaks of kingdom blessing 
only to the poor. I think the poor here refers to the materially poor and powerless people 
on earth, and not just the poor in spirit, as Luke has shown in his gospel. Yet I was 
wondering how Luke’s version of Jesus’ rule would sound to the ears of the poor. 
 I started reading the gospel of Luke to him, trying to stress the verbs in those 
passages that highlight the poor. I particularly stressed those passages about Jesus, the 
rich and the poor, the behavior and reactions of powerful people to Jesus, Jesus’ sayings, 
and miraculous events. My original plan was to read the whole book, then conduct an 
interview with him and jot down his story. Since that was virtually impossible given the 
time constraint, I decided to read a few chapters with him, ask him what he thinks about 
it, and then move on again to the next chapters. 

The results were tremendous. He blurted out anything and everything that came to 
his mind. Hearing John the Baptist’s call for repentance, he said that it’s time to change 
because divine judgment is coming. I asked him if he could relate about his experience of 
poverty. He said life was very hard for him, esp. during those years when he was looking 
for a permanent job. He recalled how hard it was to find a job in Manila, when he arrived 
here in 2004. He looked hard for a job and was on “stand-by” mode in-between short-
time jobs. It went on for many years. One day he found a job as a construction “extra.” It 
was a twelve-hour job, but it could not even pay enough for his public transportation. 
Then a friend told him about another opening. He worked there for two days weekly, 
which gave him enough money “to buy food and fight hunger.” Those were his exact 
words in Cebuano. He suffered hunger eating once a day, with a wife and two kids to 
feed. This went on for three years. I remember a report in the papers about twenty million 
Filipinos who ate only once a day in three months. That is roughly about twenty percent 
of the population. Now I’m talking to one of them. Most Filipinos earn less than $1 a day. 
That makes life very hard for the poor. How would the God-man have felt about the 
poverty before his eyes when he walked on this earth? It must have brought sorrow to his 
inner being. I think God already felt like that long before Jesus was born. But he did not 
remain in a distance. When he took on humanity, he entered our sphere of existence 
within our limited timeframe. God came to ground zero. He looked at poor people at the 
ground level. Humanity was a risk he took.  

Before arriving in Manila, Henry worked in a sugarcane plantation in Leyte, since 
he was 16 years old. He planted rice and sugarcane in back-breaking labor. His mother 
was a laundry woman; and his father worked in “illegal logging.” He knew it was illegal 
because that was what they told him. They were a brood of five on his father’s second 



wife. He also has eight brothers and sisters with his father’s first wife, who has since 
died. They were thirteen all in all.   

Then it dawned on me that the poor are poor because they create conditions of 
poverty. Making more children than they can afford to feed, clothe, and send to school, 
they become the poor of our land. They do not see the value of birth control. It’s 
abortion—don’t do it, the Roman Catholic priests tell them. The children who are born to 
them are born in a state of poverty. They grow up malnourished. Most may enter public 
school, with the free public education of the government. But most will not reach high 
school. These uneducated children will grow up doing low-paying jobs, compared to 
college graduates, who also can hardly find a job in the country. If they do find jobs, they 
remain poor because these jobs are not permanent, paying low salaries. They cannot go 
beyond them. External, macro conditions factor in. The economy is not much help. No 
jobs are created. The government cannot create more jobs. Business is bad in many parts 
of the country. The agriculture sector is underdeveloped. The Church that collects 
millions in masses, runs lots of private schools charging big tuition fees, owns large tracts 
of prime land, and earns big income from property assets, has not done much to lift the 
poor out of poverty. Then I go to Los Angeles and see people there throw their unfinished 
food away, while my country is full of hungry people. Perhaps it’s the economic system 
of the world, wherein the excess of one country does not get to the other country. Perhaps 
it’s the Episcopal system of the church that collects more to preserve central power, 
rather than sell it all and give to the poor, as Jesus would have demanded. It’s 
complicated. But to the stomachs of the poor, it’s that simple—they need to find money 
to buy food for the table, feed their children, and fight hunger.  

Six kilos of rice was not enough for five siblings in one day, Henry recounted. 
Then he related how he worked in a cargo boat for two years before he got married. They 
were in a storm one day and nearly died in the big waves, but they all survived it. I had to 
interrupt him so we could move back to the text. I read those portions detailing Jesus’ 
miraculous healing of the sick, giving sight to the blind, and raising the dead. He reacted 
positively, saying that Jesus is really a savior. All who listened and believed in his words 
got healed of their sickness. Hearing the prophecy of Isaiah concerning Jesus, my man 
replied that everything that was prophesied happened with Jesus. Realizing this, he then 
said that Jesus was “important.” He should be called in times of hardship. I asked him 
what he thinks about Jesus’ mission and message to the poor. He answered that Jesus is 
for “everyone,” even for those with leprosy. He’s not “plastic” (fake; hypocrite). Then 
sounding like an Arminian, he said that Jesus is not “selective.” 

When we got to Luke 7, he could not help saying that the rich are not listening to 
Jesus because they have money. Jesus is telling the poor about the good news because the 
poor will readily believe him. I remember Luke’s parable of the rich fool, who thought he 
was self-sufficient he did not need anything or anyone anymore, including God. He never 
thought that he would lose his life and everything he had built in no time. It is the self-
satisfied attitude of the rich that hampers them from trusting God. But the poor do not 
have this attitude. Seeing their helpless conditions, perhaps they are more trusting, more 
receiving of good news than the rich. 

As I read through Luke, my friend listened intently, sometimes without blinking 
an eye. He was a diligent listener—and talker, too. Then I asked him about his hope and 
dreams. His hope was simple—good health for himself and his family, to be able to eat 



three times a day. I wondered if it’s just him, or could it be that poverty limits one’s 
outlook in life. Listening to him mention about eating three times a day, against a history 
of hunger from childhood till adulthood, I could not help but be ashamed of how we take 
our daily bread for granted sometimes, even forgetting to thank God for it before meals. 
Having lived on one meal a day, three is already a luxury for him. He also wishes that his 
family will not contract any diseases; and that there will be peace and love in the family. 
He also wishes good health for his loved ones, expressing faith that God will never leave 
those who trust him. He said this after hearing how Jesus attended to the needs of the 
poor and the sick, the lame, and the blind. 

Then my friend launched himself into a history of sorts. He narrated how he was 
looking for a place to say near his new job. His place was too far away, it takes him till 
late at night to arrive home everyday (10 PM); not to mention the money he spends for 
jeepney fare. A friend told him about a house for rent at P2, 500 ($ 55.55) monthly; but 
he did not have the money. For a minute there, I think of how family, friends, and 
friendship are vital for poor people. He mentioned that his other wish is that he would 
avoid temptation to do wrong, like fighting with his co-workers, for he values peace and 
friendship.  

The owner was asking for three months down payment. His employer was kind 
enough to lend him the money. I replied that he must have been a reliable worker. No 
employer would just lend three months worth of salary, if she suspected that you will just 
run away with it. He promised to pay back by installment. Then the employer told him 
that he only needed to pay back about P2, 500, because he has P5, 000 worth of leave 
credits. I asked him again about his dreams. He does not dream of getting rich. He only 
wants to buy things for the house, like a refrigerator, so that they can keep “cheaper 
vegetables.” These veggies cost a lot if bought in a store.  

He also wants to save money to go home, for he has not gone home for five years 
now. His wife also misses home. No matter how they want to do it, they try not to think 
about it. They want to prioritize their children first, for they have not yet gotten married. I 
was taken aback, but not surprised to hear it. Many poor couples in the Philippines 
postpone marriage or do not think about it as their top priority. They are not concerned 
with societal censure, for they receive none. Lacking moral marital values, their primary 
concerns are finding jobs and food on the table. They also do not have the money to pay 
the priest to conduct the ceremony. I wonder why the Roman church will not just conduct 
a mass marriage ceremony for hundreds of poor couples for free.  

In addition, Henry wants to save money for his ailing daughter. Due to migraine, 
his twelve year old daughter would fall on the floor suddenly. His sister working abroad 
has promised to help pay for the medical needs. Sometimes, he would notice how his 
relatives would play “deaf” to his needs. Perhaps they, too, face equally severe problems 
of their own. They probably feel helpless, without the means to help him. Still, my friend 
wants to go on vacation to visit his relatives and friends back home. He blames himself 
for not coming home to visit his father before he died. He did not have the money to pay 
for his transportation.  

I asked him if he wanted to get rich. He answered that even if he wanted to get 
rich, he won’t get rich. His income is not enough to meet his basic needs. This man’s 
ambition is as high as his table. So long as he can put food on the table and get his family 
away from the hospital, he rests content. I wonder if the poor are more contented than the 



rich. My friend, Gerry Rizon, once told me how one poor person thanked God. When 
asked what he would like to thank God for, he answered, “I’d like to thank God for food 
to eat today.” He was eating only once a day for several months. The extra meal was a 
blessing to him already. We who eat at least three times a day tend to overlook what 
common blessings we already have. There is something about possessions that make you 
want more than the things you already have. When we fail to be contented, we complain. 
Like the man who said, “I used to complain that my shoes were old, until I saw someone 
with no feet.”  

I surmise that the poor are more contented than the rich. Most poor people aim for 
a better life. Perhaps their greatest dream is to come to a point when they will no longer 
scrounge for food or find another menial job. For most heads of families who finished 
only up to grade school, their dream is for their children to finish high school and find 
their place in life. That is their highest ambition. Most of the poor aim to live one day at a 
time perhaps out of a helpless surrender to their condition. But in grinding poverty, the 
poor are happy enough to reach the next level of existence. They are glad to eat three 
times a day, which is higher than once a day. They are joyous to watch a theater move at 
least once a year, since the last time they did that was five years ago. They are more than 
glad come election time, for they could receive P 500 from the vote-buying politician. 

The poor will no longer be poor when this world shall be no more, when the 
economics and geo-politics shall be transformed with the coming of the One who brought 
good news to the poor. Jesus, the regal prophet of Luke, came to feed the hungry, give 
sight to the blind, and release for those imprisoned. That was good news indeed. It is still 
good news today. The poor who believe the Gospel are no longer hungry, blind, and 
imprisoned. Followers of Jesus continue to do ministries to the poor. (Woe to the church 
that forgets the poor!) As Jesus brought good news then, he shall bring the same good 
news to the poor on the day of his coming. When that time comes, I’d like to meet up 
with my friend again and ask him what he thinks about it. 


