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“THE LORD HAS GIVEN AND THE LORD HAS TAKENAWAY”:

The Prosperity Gospel, the Book of Job, and the Latin American Context
Alissa Jones Nelson

Introduction 

Whatever one’s opinion of Prosperity theology and its proponents, it cannot be denied that the debate surrounding this particular perspective has gained both national and international attention.  As recently as September 2006, Time magazine’s cover posed what has become a critical question for many:  “Does God Want You to be Rich?”
  It is often too easy in “academic” circles to simplistically malign or ignore some of the more questionable theological products of the North American megachurch.  Contextual engagement, however, requires that one address those issues that participate in the shaping of the wider contexts of which “academic” biblical studies is a part and with which it interacts.  Several recent calls for dialogue and serious engagement between Prosperity theology and its opponents
 provide the impetus for this paper, which will engage the issues Prosperity theology raises by instigating a dialogue between Prosperity and Liberation theologies in the context of the book of Job.  
The Origin and Spread of Prosperity Theologies
The provenance of Prosperity theology is still a subject of some debate.  Most commentators trace it directly to a philosophical base in Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking, first published in 1952, which was and remains an influential text in the North American psyche.  Theologically, Prosperity theology rose to prominence in the work of Kenneth Hagin, whose debt to E. W. Kenyon is estimated in greater or lesser degrees,
 and was further popularised in its various forms by Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, Oral Roberts, and Robert Schuller, among others.  

Significantly, Mark Hellstern argues that the origins of Prosperity theology can be found much earlier than the mid-twentieth century, and that the theology is in fact “as old as Jamestown and Massachusetts Bay.”
  At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Puritans and the first settlers at Jamestown viewed material prosperity as an end goal of their “new Jerusalem,” although material prosperity was seen as a goal for the good of the community rather than the individual.  The concept of double (positive and negative) retribution was key to this theology.
   This theological focus found its counterpart in the self-improvement theories that became the focus of eighteenth-century American philosophy in the so-called Age of Reason.  “It would require only a matter of time for self-improvement to evolve into self-promotion and self-aggrandizement,” as evidenced in later arguments for “Manifest Destiny.”
  North America’s individualistic philosophy of life, the concept of pulling oneself up by one’s own bootstraps, spilled over into its religion as well.  Early nineteenth-century religious revivals stressed pietism, individualism, reductionism, and anti-intellectualism in North American religion, values which are reflected in current Prosperity movements.
  The American Industrial Revolution created an even greater need for the moral justification of wealth, which had already begun in the mid-nineteenth century.  In this era, concepts of self-help became closely aligned with the idea of upward social mobility and economic success as evidence of moral merit.  Thus the rich adopted “a Christian version of ‘survival of the fittest,’” which argued that the poor deserved to be poor and that charity therefore constituted interfering with God’s just punishment of moral failure.  Historically, “[i]t seems that during times of economic growth and prosperity [North] Americans make the most obvious attempts to justify their materialistic bent by claiming divine sanction.”
  This is especially true of periods when “economic prosperity, political conservatism, and privatization” coincide.  Peale’s work in the 1950s is another manifestation of over 300 years of Prosperity theology.  Contemporary prosperity preachers such as Creflo Dollar, T. D. Jakes, and Joel Osteen are thus “variations on a very old, very well-developed American theme.”
  

It is important to note that many of the diatribes against Prosperity theology take account solely of the more extreme manifestations of this particular perspective.  Like Liberation theology, which is more properly referred to as Liberation theologies, Prosperity theology is a complex phenomenon with many incarnations.  The basic tenets Prosperity theologies hold in common are: 1) the idea that God desires prosperity for all of God’s children, 2) a biblical grounding of prosperity ideals on an extension of the Abrahamic covenant to include Christians after the death and resurrection of Christ, 3) the practice of “positive confession” or “name it and claim it” as the means of obtaining the material blessings associated with health and wealth, and 4) related to this, the concept of “seed faith” as giving in faith more than one can reasonably afford in order to reap better returns.  These various aspects are emphasized in greater or lesser degrees in different Prosperity teachings.  The concept of “seed faith” is perhaps most obviously open to abuse by greedy church hierarchies as well as by believers who, it is argued, give only or primarily in order to receive.  Nevertheless, even among some of the more easily lampooned Prosperity theologians, “prosperity is not seen as financial blessing alone, but as spiritual, mental, and physical prosperity also.”
  Furthermore, in the more moderate perspectives, God’s financial prosperity is not given to believers to allow them to live in luxury, but rather to enable them “do something about the poverty in the world.”
  The good news for the poor, according to Kenneth Copeland, is that God does not want the poor to be poor anymore.
 

It is this message in particular which has popularized Prosperity theologies as a significant theological export, evidenced by the exponential growth of prosperity churches recorded in Latin America,
 Africa,
 and Asia
 in the past twenty-five years.  Both Claudio de Oliveira Ribeiro
 and Paul Gifford
 note the irony of the fact that a theology apparently devised to justify the wealth of the rich and the poverty of the poor has been so enthusiastically embraced in contexts of poverty around the world.  In Latin America, particularly in urban contexts, the poor have “voted with their feet” and are abandoning the traditionally dominant Catholic churches in favor of Neo-Pentecostal churches, many (though not all) of which preach prosperity.
  Many scholars of religion in Latin America offer some version of the adage, “Liberation theology opted for the poor, and the poor opted for Pentecostalism.”
  The remainder of this paper will explore some surprising convergences between Liberation and Prosperity theologies.
  In the next section, we will address this issue in the context of the book of Job, a biblical text which is often deployed against Prosperity theologies but which, as we shall see, has some potentially surprising resonances with prosperity ideals as well. 

The Book of Job:  Mutual Challenges
The most well-known work on the book of Job from the perspective of Liberation theology is Gustavo Gutiérrez’ On Job:  God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent.
  For Gutiérrez, the question at issue in the book of Job is the question of “how we are to talk about God from within a specific situation—namely, the suffering of the innocent.”
  This question relates to the book’s discussion of the doctrine of retribution and the possibility of a person serving God gratuitously.   
In Gutiérrez’ view, the book of Job presents gratuitous service of God as a possibility not just for one person, but for all who believe.  It is this possibility which “implies the loving and completely free meeting of two freedoms, the divine and the human.”
  Through this application of the principle of gratuitous love, “Job begins to free himself from an ethic centered on personal rewards and to pass to another focused on the needs of one’s neighbor.  The change represents a considerable shift.”
  Job’s answer to the doctrine of retribution is that it simply does not reflect real life.
  

The doctrine of retribution is problematic for any advocate of the poor who must face the argument that the poor are poor according to their own just punishment for “sin,” their own laziness, or their own greed.  The character of Job exposes the false premises on which this argument is based, and Gutiérrez seizes upon this as confirmation that the poor suffer innocently and that a doctrine of retribution is not only insufficient but also unjust in the face of such suffering.  Gutiérrez claims that Job 24:2-14 demonstrates the fact that Job “sees that the question being debated does not concern him alone” and furthermore “that this poverty and abandonment are not something fated but are caused by the wicked, who nonetheless live serene and satisfied lives.”
  In this passage, Gutiérrez claims, Job realizes his own solidarity with the poor, and this realization adds a new dimension to his complaint.
  

Gutiérrez sees in the book of Job, particularly in its closing chapters, an emphasis on the importance of the relationship between the revelation of God and God’s gratuitous love.
  He sees in these chapters a rejection of the doctrine of retribution, and on these grounds he postulates that the book of Job is not only about the possibility of a person exercising gratuitous love of God but is also about God’s gratuitous love of humanity, which is not based on any merit or demerit.  God’s restoration of Job’s wealth in the epilogue is interpreted as evidence of God’s gratuitous love.  Tangentially, God’s choice to reveal Godself specifically to the poor, not based on any merit or intrinsic worth of the poor but simply according to God’s “free and unmerited love,” is viewed as a demonstration of the relationship between God’s revelation and God’s gratuitous love.
  
Gutiérrez postulates that, through careful exegesis of Job’s speeches in the final chapters of the book, the reader comes to understand that “two languages—the prophetic and the contemplative—are required” if one is to speak of God accurately in contexts of suffering, and that these two languages must be “integrated into a single language.”
  In Job’s second response to God (Job 42:2-6), contemplative language “expresses the gratuitousness of God’s love,” e.g., the plans of God and the fact of God’s response to Job, while “prophetic language expresses the demands this love makes,” e.g., Job’s repudiation of dust and ashes.
  Thus contemplative language helps one understand God’s preferential love for the poor, which arises out of God’s gratuitous love for people who are “living in an inhuman situation that is contrary to God’s will,” that is, the plan of God which is the subject of God’s first speech to Job.
  In concert with contemplative language, prophetic language emphasizes the importance of action on behalf of the poor as a recognition of the requirements of God’s gratuitous love.
  These insights find ample opportunity for application in the contexts of Liberation theologies.
In attempting to find alternative interpretations of Job from the perspective of Prosperity theologies, I was surprised at the dearth of such material.
  Part of the explanation rests in the different uses to which the biblical text is put in the Prosperity traditions, many of which involve superficial prooftexting and a view of the Bible as a symbol of authority rather than as a text to be closely studied and interpreted.  While Prosperity theologies place a heavy emphasis on the importance of the biblical text, they do not place a corresponding importance on a close reading of the text itself.  The book of Job is generally taken by opponents of Prosperity theologies to be a direct contravention of Prosperity principles.
  Nevertheless, there are a few voices who recognize that the book of Job might not be such an easy opponent of Prosperity theologies after all.  Among these, I have discovered the potential for an unlikely alliance between Prosperity theologies and the work of David J. A Clines.
  

In his early work on the book of Job, Clines argues that the retributional principle, while it is challenged throughout the dialogues, seems to be reinstated in the epilogue.  In his more recent work on the subject, Clines has softened his position to indicate the lack of direct reference in the text itself to Job’s renewed wealth as a reward; nevertheless, Clines leaves his options open on this point.
  He prefers to conceptualize the epilogue’s relationship with the poetic dialogues as one of deconstruction.  The poetry serves “to prove over and over again that the doctrine of retribution is wrong,” but the last eleven verses of the book (42:7-17) “deconstruct the second philosophy in the direction of the first.”
  Thus “the epilogue deconstructs the book as a whole.”
  Clines rightly points out that to understand the source or nature of a discrepancy, i.e., understanding the epilogue as secondary material, is not to eliminate the discrepancy.  It must still be addressed.  Furthermore, contrary to some arguments, Clines finds the epilogue very relevant to the theology of the book as a whole.  It could be argued that the book of Job “ends up by giving assent to the very dogma it set out to annihilate.”
  Significantly, “[t]he very fact that the ending of the book of Job is not normally regarded as logically incoherent with what precedes it is an evidence that the contradiction is an undermining,” that is, a deconstruction.
  Finally, the interpreter has “no firm ground to stand on . . . each of the philosophies [the book] actually does assert is undermined by the other.”
  This in no way suggests that Clines’ interpretation explicitly supports Prosperity theologies.  It does, however, underscore an ambiguity in the text itself which could potentially be capitalized upon by such interpreters, were they to take the trouble to do so.  Although biblical scholars may be able to rally round the idea that Prosperity theologians give only superficial and therefore problematic attention to the biblical texts, it would appear that biblical scholars have in fact done the work of Prosperity theologians for them, at least in this instance.  

Some outspoken opponents of Prosperity theologies also find the epilogue potentially problematic as an instance of retributional ideas creeping back into the book of Job.
  What these opponents fail to grasp is the subtlety of some of the more moderate Prosperity theologies.  According to these proponents, prosperity is God’s desire for all Christians; in these less extreme perspectives, it is not a matter of poverty being a punishment for personal sin, but of poverty as the result of a lack of active faith.  The acquisition of an active faith, manifested in positive confession, raises the believer out of poverty into the prosperity that God wants for all of God’s children.  There is no personal sin that the believer must correct in order to prosper; it is not a matter of repentance, as Job’s friends urged.  It is, rather, a matter of faith, of positive confession in spite of circumstantial realities, which brings prosperity.  Seen in this light, the parallels with Job’s situation become increasingly obvious:  Initially, Job is an example of a prosperous and godly individual.
  This upright and believing individual is struck down for no discernible reason (as far as he himself is aware) and experiences both suffering and material privation.  That individual continues, however, to espouse faith in God and to confess that faith in positive terms (as in Job 19:23-27) despite the negative emotions that suffering elicits.  This faith eventually merits a response from God as well as restored health and, significantly, a doubling of that individual’s material assets.
  All of this is perfectly consistent with a more moderate form of Prosperity theology.  In this view, the theme of the book of Job “is that God will ultimately bless the righteous [person] with prosperity when he [or she] trusts the Lord to the end and when he [or she] understands that the blessing is not his [or her] own but God’s.”
  It is the final clause of the previous sentence that separates the proponents of more moderate Prosperity theologies from their more polemical, and hence more visible, brothers and sisters in the faith.

Thus we see that although the book of Job has often been taken as a definitive rebuttal of retributional theology, this does not preclude its use as textual support for Prosperity theologies.  Furthermore, the assumption that the book does, in fact, decisively refute the principle of retribution has been called into question.  Gutiérrez’ attractive reading of the book of Job assumes that the doubling of Job’s wealth in the epilogue is a manifestation of the gratuitousness of God’s love.  He does not acknowledge the ambiguity and potential subversion identified by Clines, but assumes the death of retributional theology.  Similarly, a Prosperity perspective would have trouble reconciling its interpretation with Gutiérrez’ interpretation of Job’s struggle as a move toward solidarity with the poor.  It is necessary for a Prosperity perspective to emphasize Job’s individual faith relationship with God and to de-emphasize Job’s commitment to a community of people who supposedly lack the faith to achieve what Job achieves in the end.  Yet each of these aspects is arguably present in the text itself. 

The prevailing interpretation, widespread in popular magazine articles and evangelical sermons, on internet sites, discussion forums, and personal web logs, seems to be that the book of Job in its entirety refutes Prosperity theologies.  Job’s friends are identified as early proponents of Prosperity theologies, while Job stands against their theological positions.  There are also a minority of voices who believe that the book of Job supports the notion that if one maintains one’s faith and continues to claim one’s share of God’s blessings even in seemingly hopeless situations, then one is materially rewarded in the end.  However, these seemingly dissonant interpretations may be more harmonious than they initially appear.
Reading Together:  Discoveries of Correspondence
Both Liberation and Prosperity theologies are predicated on the notion that God values and desires certain things for a certain group of people.  For Liberation theologies, this group is “the poor,” which includes all marginalized persons and groups, with emphasis on particular groups to a greater or lesser degree.  In most cases, the liberation desired by God for the poor is not limited to the Christian poor but is extended to all poor persons.  Prosperity theologies argue that God wants to “bless” all of God’s children (exclusively construed in this perspective to be Christian believers) with material prosperity and full health.  In both cases, God’s desire has a universal application; in the former theologies, it is applied to all of the world’s poor, while in the latter, it is applied to all of the world’s Christians.  In both cases, there are behavioral expectations associated with the benefits offered.  Liberation theologies argue that the poor must be conscientized and empowered to understand and resist their oppression in solidarity with other conscientized and empowered individuals who opt for the poor.  Prosperity theologies argue that all Christian believers must be conscientized and empowered to understand and claim the blessing of prosperity that faith in God necessarily offers.  Both perspectives believe strongly in the importance of conscientization and empowerment.  Both also insist on the universality of their particular ethical perspectives.  Both recognize poverty as an evil.  Where they differ is in their separate articulations of ultimate goals and the means by which to reach them. Nevertheless, it is significant that, perhaps despite appearances, these two perspectives are based on similar universalist foundations and similarly universal ethical assertions.   

The assumption behind both perspectives is that God has the welfare of God’s followers uppermost in God’s mind; the question is not whether God rewards God’s servants, but in what manner God does so.  There is disagreement about the nature and timing of the reward, but there is general agreement that reward is forthcoming.  Liberation readings of Job argue that God supports those who struggle against oppression, those who sit on the ash heap.  In this context, the book of Job provides hope that God ultimately supports the liberation struggle and is therefore a God of justice.  Prosperity theology argues that God’s blessing of Job in the final verses of the book indicates that faith and positive confession are ultimately rewarded materially, even if short periods of suffering punctuate the believer’s life.  Both theologies can agree that God does not want the poor to be poor, and that God wishes to rectify their suffering in this life, not the next.

I would also argue that both Liberation and Prosperity theologies make selective use of the biblical text generally, and of the book of Job in particular.  Therefore the argument that either of these perspectives ignores textual counterevidence can and should be applied equally to the other perspective.  Both liberation and prosperity are key themes in the Old Testament or Hebrew Bible generally,
 and in the book of Job in particular.  Interpretation of the biblical text does not definitively support either perspective.  Furthermore, both Liberation and Prosperity theologies postulate that the biblical text is directly applicable to contemporary life and contemporary struggles. While Liberation theologies generally are more apt to take into account historical speculations about the original context(s) of the biblical text(s) in question, both perspectives assume a certain level of direct correspondence and relevance between biblical and contemporary issues, whether these be liberation struggles or questions of health and wealth. 

Furthermore, both Liberation and Prosperity theologies argue for a holistic view of salvation.
  In the purview of Liberation theologies, salvation is a matter of spiritual, physical, social, and psychological well-being, and the Kingdom of God must begin to be realized in this life, although many Liberation theologies would agree that it must await its complete fulfillment in the next.  Prosperity theologies see salvation as a matter of both the spiritual and the physical, with particular emphasis on the material.  The spiritual aspects of salvation are not denied, but the physical aspects (health and wealth) are emphasized in reaction to a perceived de-emphasis of these very aspects in the Christian tradition.  The holistic concepts of salvation variously propounded by both Liberation and Prosperity theologies  are consistent with a Hebrew idea of salvation, although Liberation theologies are closer to the biblical idea of shalom, which includes the wholeness not only of the human person but of the community and the natural world as part of the concept of prosperity.

Both Prosperity and Liberation theologies are interested in resistance to domination.  The former tradition views domination primarily as a spiritual issue, one which can be addressed through faith and positive affirmations; the latter tradition views it as a systemic social issue, which can be solved through active religious and political resistance.  Harold Wells argues that Neo-Pentecostal and Liberation perspectives “are far from antithetical; indeed they are potentially very congenial in that both place great emphasis on ‘experience’ in the life of faith, and both have relevance to circumstances of poverty and oppression.”
  The same argument could also be applied more specifically to Prosperity theologies, which are taught in many Neo-Pentecostal communities.  The polarisation between reason and emotion, manifested in a perceived polarisation between Liberation and Prosperity theologies, respectively, needs to be overcome.
  Both Liberation and Prosperity perspectives evince and could be united around what Wells refers to as a “spirit of resistance.”  Both offer resources that can be utilised politically.  The challenge, particularly in communities that preach prosperity, is activating those resources.
Both Liberation theologies and Prosperity theologies offer hope to the poor.
  If the concept of liberation propounded by Prosperity theologies is contrary to that propounded by Liberation theologies, then both concepts of liberation should be called into question.  Financial security is a form of liberation.  If prosperity for some simply means “a roof over their heads, clothes to wear, enough food to eat, do we then think differently about it?”
  Have Liberation theologies failed to offer immediate solutions to the concrete problems of material privation faced by the poor?  If the poor are voting with their feet and joining Prosperity churches as a result of pressing material needs, what other solutions to those immediate needs can be offered by alternative theological perspectives?

In spite of recent work that would appear to answer the question in the negative, scholars are still asking whether Liberation theology has died.
  My question is not, What do Liberation theologies do now?  but rather, What (else) do Liberation theologies have to offer?  Have we simply entered a “post-liberation theology era”
 in which “a new kind of liberationist agenda” represented by Prosperity theologies addresses new needs in new contexts?
  If we recognize the problematic nature of Prosperity theologies that “may be seen as lending religious justification to victimizing economic processes, at the same time as [they render] spiritual and practical support to the victims of these processes,” how do we address this discrepancy?
  Can liberation theologies offer a means by which to fill the felt needs discussed above based on an ethic of community and solidarity, without calling for further sacrifice and delay on the part of those who have already sacrificed too much and delayed too long?  If so, on what basis?  If not, how can these theologies hope to survive?  

Job as a Call to Action:  Reading Job from an Activist’s Perspective
 The extent to which Prosperity theology stifles political activism is both debated and debatable.  The majority of scholars seem to agree that Prosperity theology, in a variety of contexts, encourages individualistic pursuit of health and wealth at the expense of community solidarity and concern with political issues, including the political structures that contribute to the creation and maintenance of poverty in the neo-liberal ideals of late capitalism and globalization.  There is evidence of a rise in political passivity among adherents to Prosperity theologies in Africa,
 in African American communities,
 and in Latin America.
  Nevertheless, counter-arguments also exist.
  While some scholars argue that Prosperity theologies are highly individualistic, others note that they are nevertheless an aspect of a larger community in which the success stories of some adherents influence and encourage others, in which the principle of seed faith encourages a continual flow of resources between and among members of the congregations, and in which charity is actually encouraged, since material manifestations of prosperity are meant to be shared, not hoarded.
  While Takatso Mofokeng argues that charity has the potential to cover up the structural injustices which create the need for charity in the first place, Michael Kenny argues that personal empowerment, as fostered by Prosperity theologies, is a necessary precursor to community empowerment, solidarity, and action for change.
  

In the Latin American contexts we have been considering here, arguments surrounding the political effects of Prosperity theologies vary from increased political quietism, to increased (if authoritarian) activism, to arguments that no change in political activity is discernible.
  With such a wide range of arguable effects, each based on electoral and sociological evidence, we could postulate that it is not Prosperity theologies themselves that significantly alter patterns of political participation among their adherents but rather that Prosperity theologies have various effects in various contexts, determined not only by the theologies themselves but also by the social standing of the adherent as well as a wide variety of both personal and external factors.
  If this is the case, then the argument that Prosperity theologies necessarily and universally increase political quietism among their adherents is no longer tenable.

The basic tenets of both Liberation and Prosperity theologies have positive values in the political arena.  Liberation theologies encourage a long-term view in which structural change, political alternatives to capitalist structures and neo-liberal values, and the solidarity of individual activists are all seen as essential tools in the alleviation or even elimination of poverty.  These are worthy and necessary goals, but it must be admitted that the long-term focus leaves something to be desired in terms of immediate relief for those who need it.  Prosperity theologies appear to fill this gap, at least in the estimation of many of their adherents.  Prosperity churches encourage immediate individual empowerment as well as meeting the immediate existential needs of adherents by providing everything from free meals after services, to help finding jobs, to entrepreneurial classes and small business loans, to gifts of land.
  Furthermore, Prosperity theologians argue that these individual changes  filter through to the wider community, lifting individual people out of poverty, allowing them to pass on newfound wealth to their family and church communities, thus raising the standards of living for entire communities.
  While there is little evidence of such a widespread impact on any measurable societal level in countries such as Guatemala or Brazil,
 it must be remembered that these movements are still, broadly speaking, in their early days.

While opponents of Prosperity theologies argue that the theologies primarily attract those who are already upwardly mobile, particularly middle-class adherents, demographic evidence increasingly suggests that “the poor” are also attending Prosperity churches in increasing numbers.
  Furthermore, certain elements of Prosperity churches are particularly attractive to the poor and the marginalized, including a de-emphasis on reading the biblical texts and a corresponding emphasis on memorization and prooftexting, which appeals to those who are illiterate, and a continuity with indigenous religious concepts of the spirit world, demonic oppression, and exorcism.  Liberation theologies are at a liability here, as they have only recently come to take seriously indigenous religiosity as a potentially positive factor in their theologies and are also heavily text-centred, with an emphasis on the reading and interpretation of the Bible.  I do not wish to argue that biblical interpretation should be a liability; as a student of biblical interpretation presenting this paper in a seminar devoted to biblical interpretation, I would argue the opposite.  However, textuality has become a liability for what I still consider to be an important theological movement, and as such, the appeal of a more superficial use of the biblical texts must be seriously addressed.

Furthermore, the shortcomings of Liberation theologies must also be honestly addressed.
  

In the 1970s and 1980s, especially in Brazil, many groups and theologians were expecting to see power coming from poor people’s movements. Enthusiasm was great, and there were many cooperative efforts by popular movements hoping for real and lasting change.  It has not happened.  The situation of the poor in the 1990s has not improved but worsened.  The power of neo-liberalism has brought a feeling of powerlessness, weakness and despair among the poor as the possibilities of social changes have not been realized.  Now more than ever, the option for the poor must be grasped.  This option means being committed in costly ways, living a life of instability and risk, without a chance to be in power or to get power.  It is a spiritual and prophetic calling to follow the way of Christ.
 

Is it any wonder that this call for costly commitment, for “living a life of instability and risk, without a chance to be in power or to get power,” is not often appealing to the poor, who already live lives of instability and risk, who are searching for stability and empowerment, both of which they appear to find more readily in Prosperity theologies than in this brand of Liberation theology?  This may be a sad realization for those who support the laudable long-term goals of structural change and the challenge to neo-liberal globalization, but it is nonetheless a growing contemporary reality.  While I agree with Liberation perspectives that the long-term solutions related to the alleviation of poverty require a renunciation of neo-liberal late capitalism, the immediate solution for the hungry is to become part of the system, to become consumers in the market, and Prosperity theologies offer a community in which to accomplish this.  In the urban contexts in which Prosperity theologies primarily flourish, it is much easier to embrace the values of individualism and competition than to maintain a communal solidarity which seems passé, related to the rural communities which so many have left, or been forced to leave, behind.
  For many in these contexts, Neo-Pentecostal churches offer a vibrant new community, and Prosperity theologies offer a convenient and effective new theology.

In light of these pressing contemporary realities, I read Job as a call to action.  The very deconstructability of the book itself, the fact that it can legitimately be read as both a retributional and an anti-retributional text, underscores the difficulty in choosing one or the other of these interpretations.  My inclination is to prefer the latter, liberative perspective, but then I must remind myself that I have never been hungry; I have never faced the loss of my home or the loss of my income.  In short, I have never been driven to the extremes that seem to motivate both Job and his friends, both Liberation and Prosperity adherents.  It is perhaps too easy for a political activist to argue for the importance of the long-term view.  It is this ethical problem that leads me to reject a simplistic opposition between these two interpretive perspectives.  I see political activism as a necessary element in the potential solution of the contemporary dilemmas facing both Liberation and Prosperity perspectives; related to this, I see a need for the incorporation of both the long-term views of Liberation theologies and the immediate gratification demanded by Prosperity theologies.  I choose both.  And lest this seem like the easy way out, I refer back to Job.  It cannot be easy to be the individual who simultaneously maintains that God is both his greatest tormenter and his only hope, to accept that the Lord gives and takes away, and to hold blessing and cursing in tension, while ultimately managing to please the God who receives both from Job’s lips.  This is a complex and difficult text, read in a complex and difficult contemporary context, and it proposes complex and difficult action as a response to global poverty.    
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