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Hoarding is a practice akin to accumulating behaviours. In the world of 
legend and epic, it is often considered to be a feature of monsters and 
dragons—such as Fafnir in the Nibelungenlied—living an isolated and 
marginal life. In the Old English epic poem Beowulf, good leaders are 
regarded as those who distribute their wealth freely, while the dragon, 
the great opponent of Beowulf, amasses treasures for self-gratification. 
The allusion is obvious: hoarding is associated with greed, while wealth 
accumulation denotes loneliness and social contempt, as in the dragon’s 
case.1 Although both Beowulf and the dragon collect riches, the first dis-
tributes a part of them, while the latter jealously holds on to everything. 
In certain ethnographic contexts, chiefs may have been subject to the 
obligation to redistribute part of their takings, suggesting that the degree 
of appropriation is not left unfettered by community.2 It seems that the 
appropriation of vast wealth by “dragons,” this supreme expression of 
greed, opposes community interests and welfare.3

Individuals in the past, according to the political and socio-economic 
context and their status, employed whichever method was handy at a 
given time to channel their surplus, whether this was storing it in the 
walls of their houses or storerooms, depositing it in financial institutions, 
lending at interest or financing entrepreneurial activities, and so on. In 
the urban centres of the late antique Mediterranean, people were aware 
of what we characterize as “productive investment” or “rational use of 
financial resources.” Yet their choices were not always “rational” from a 
modern economics point of view, a fact that stresses the need to define 

CHAPTER 1

Introduction and Acknowledgements
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what we really mean by using terms like these within an ancient or a 
medieval context. Some of the alternatives, having their own logic and 
aiming at social equity and cohesion rather than economic growth, were 
promoted by the Fathers of the Church.

This book is intended to provide an overview of Greek patristic 
responses to the problem of management of surplus income and sav-
ings in urban economic environments, where poverty, persistent ine-
quality and disparity in the distribution of wealth were endemic. In this 
respect, we examine the work of Church Fathers who were active in the 
urban centres of the Eastern Mediterranean (e.g., Alexandria, Pelusium, 
Antioch, Constantinople) and whose literary output was in Greek. 
How did, for instance, Clement of Alexandria, John Chrysostom and 
Isidore of Pelusium face “hoarding dragons” within their societies? How 
did their views evolve through time, as the setting gradually became 
“Byzantine”? Are their positions just ethico-religious discourse or do 
they reflect the impact of contemporary socio-economic phenomena, 
such as the economic crisis of the third century or the economic expan-
sion and social change from the fourth century onwards?

This critical investigation of patristic views, through the interrelated 
yet distinct lenses of history of ideas, economic history and history of eco-
nomic thought, is mainly centred on income acquisition, maintenance of 
financial resources and their proper use. Thus, we attempt to determine the 
literal and, where appropriate, the metaphorical meaning of hoarding and 
saving in patristic thinking, as well as to bring to the existing literature an 
exploration of these concepts as specific practices embedded in their social 
and economic contexts. This effort allows for an in-depth evaluation of 
the respective contributions of Church Fathers to aspects of the economic 
problem per se (e.g., division of labour and work ethic, parsimonious 
behaviour, self-centred vs. other-centred economic attitudes, and so on).

For the better understanding and easiest contextualization of patris-
tic views, our survey begins with the related ideas of New Testament 
authors. As for its end, we chose the late fifth century for several rea-
sons: from a patristic point of view, the respective ideas present a relative 
cohesion until the fifth century, focusing mainly on the social impact of 
hoarding and saving conducted in urban milieus. It is notable that hagi-
ography, from the fifth century onwards, presents new or alternative per-
ceptions of these economic practices. The surplus material wealth, often 
stored miraculously in monasteries, is depicted in a positive way, in sharp 
contrast to the perception of hoarded wealth by the fourth- and many 



1  INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS   3

of the fifth-century Fathers.4 From a fiscal and monetary point of view, 
the bronze currency reform in 498 by Anastasius I (491–518) facilitated 
everyday transactions and inaugurated a series of fiscal measures for the 
restoration of revenues and prosperity; as a result, his reign poses a turn-
ing point in this respect and a plausible limit. In any case, the follow-
ing period, and particularly the reign of Justinian I (527–565), is such a 
watershed in Byzantine history that a partial examination could not have 
done justice to all important facets related to it.

The examination of hoarding and saving, as well as their interrelation 
and differences, has long been under scrutiny in various scientific fields. 
The respective approaches cannot be fully taken into consideration in this 
study, yet a glance at recent bibliography reveals their multiplicity. From 
an economic psychology perspective, hoarding is viewed as the corollary 
of corrupt patterns of consumption stemming from certain individual psy-
chological aberrations. Hoarding behaviours are frequently analysed as 
implying an outright attachment to material possessions that reflects strong 
compulsive dispositions,5 being highly harmful to psychic health and over-
all psychological well-being.6 The disruptive effects of hoarding attitudes 
are significantly reinforced in the absence of deeper and genuine relation-
ships with others,7 and denote identity substitutes that suffocate experi-
ences of sharing,8 while entailing personality disorders subject to proper 
medical treatment.9 In this respect, hoarding impulses are entrenched in 
abnormal psychological states inimical to healthy behaviours.

Furthermore, economic psychology conceptualizes hoarding as an 
avoidance behaviour linked with indecisiveness. The hoarder cannot 
make the required decision to throw something away and cope with 
emotional reactions that accompany parting with cherished possessions, 
because of an increased perception of control. Hoarding is defined as a 
multi-faceted problem stemming from information processing deficits, 
problems in forming emotional attachments, behavioural avoidance and 
erroneous beliefs concerning the nature of possessions.10 Despite the 
fact that hoarders elaborate various rationales to justify their accumula-
tion habits, attachment to possessions implies a stronger belief that items 
are integral to emotional well-being.11 Reluctance to dispose of material 
possessions provides a sense of security to the owner, yet hoarding as the 
acquisition of a significant amount of possessions is related to substantial 
health impairment.12

From an economic history point of view, hoarding has been concep-
tualized as a highly controversial, if not socially detrimental, process. 
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Matthew J. M. Coomber, for instance, argues that long-held traditions 
and societal patterns, which underlay outdated economic strategies 
in eighth-century Judah, were challenged in an environment of rapid 
economic development. As a result, agrarian societies experienced an 
abandonment of subsistence practices, land consolidation and the ensu-
ing hoarding of riches among the elites.13 Exploring an entirely differ-
ent environment and drawing on early Islamic sources, Ahmad Asad 
Ibrahim et al. investigate a variety of concepts of hoarding and focus on 
the challenge that such an economic practice poses the need for greater 
circulation of accumulated wealth.14 Hoarding was highly suspected in 
the Islamic texts. The early Islamic legal schools introduced certain con-
straints on hoarding activities by commanding the hoarder to sell his 
commodities at a specified price.15

Negative attitudes toward hoarding were not infrequent in medi-
eval and early modern Europe. Surplus from hoarding practices had to 
be directed to markets to mitigate shortages in commodities’ supply. 
Buchanan Sharp demonstrated that Edward II’s (1307–1327) response 
to the famine of 1315–1317 in England consisted in regulatory meas-
ures that involved not only prohibitions imposed on the export of grain 
dictated by high prices, but also efforts to persuade or even compel those 
hoarding grain to sell surplus that exceeded the level of self-sufficiency.16 
In a similar vein of reasoning, Randall Nielsen examined early modern 
English policies for the relief of grain dearth, such as the forced deliv-
ery of private stocks, as an effective response to speculative hoarding.17 
Beyond hoarding of commodities, monetary hoarding and luxury spend-
ing were two alternative responses to an abrupt augmentation of assets, 
which affected the circular flow of wealth in mid-fourteenth-century 
England.18 Edward III’s (1327–1377) debasement of the coinage in the 
period up to 1351 resulted in monetary hoarding due to, at least in part, 
the widely held belief that gold coinage should primarily serve the acts of 
hoarding and noble almsgiving.19

Jaco Zuijderduijn and Tine De Moor found that late medieval Dutch 
households, rather than engaging in hoarding practices, increasingly 
invested in capital markets as a more productive risk-aversion strategy 
that served as a means to absorb and neutralize a wide range of external 
adversities.20 In this context, elite and middling groups but also poorer 
households invested their savings in capital markets: thus, they engaged 
in pro-active, enterprising behaviours and incurred debts through their 
participation in real estate transactions.21 
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In the cultural setting of the Protestant Reformation, Philipp 
Robinson Rössner underscores the effect of hoarding monetary assets on 
the ongoing scarcity of silver. Rössner investigates the monetary origins 
of Luther’s ideas stemming from his conception of avaritia, of greedy 
motives; the latter are associated with unnatural chrematistics, the desire 
to acquire more than one’s fair share.22 Rössner argues that the develop-
ment of the money supply in late medieval Germany, as well as the veloc-
ity of the circulating coins, were not unimportant for setting the context 
of Luther’s economic discourse. Such debates on indulgences waged by 
early reformers have been thought of as a part of a long-standing proto-
Keynesian tradition in continental economic thought that placed an 
emphasis on the need to spend or invest money rather than letting it lie 
in idleness through hoarding practices.23

Obviously, the concept of hoarding has been subject to intellec-
tual scrutiny in the field of economics. Mercantilism, for instance, sup-
ported policies that protected the quality of coinage and discouraged the 
hoarding of bullion through regulations that restricted its conversion 
into jewellery or plate, in view of ensuring sufficient currency to trigger 
economic activity.24 Among the late mercantilists, David Hume (1711–
1776) endorsed the established belief that hoarding, namely the gather-
ing of large sums into a public treasury that prevented their circulation, 
was a destructive practice. Yet, in some instances, he favoured the hoard-
ing of gold and silver by a public reserve bank, since an increased money 
supply entailed higher prices, and, as a consequence, hindered exports 
and economic growth.25 Hume had in mind cases such as the massive 
hoarding by Henry VII (1485–1509), which was offset by the abrupt 
sinking of the prices of all commodities, thus offering England a com-
petitive advantage in international commerce.26 

In another vein of reasoning, Sir James Steuart (1713–1780) 
observed that rich people tend to hoard their wealth, thus inducing a 
deficiency of demand that may in turn entail higher unemployment rates. 
This effect of hoarding, if combined with increasing luxury consump-
tion of imported goods, may undermine efforts to maintain prosperity.27 
In the early twentieth century, the eminent economist Thorstein Veblen 
(1857–1929) employed the term “conspicuous consumption” to denote 
that acquisition of possessions is invested with a social dimension, involv-
ing the need to display one’s elevated social status through luxury 
spending. For Veblen, status-oriented consumption helps to legitimize 
processes of exclusion and dispossession.28
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John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946) revisited the mercantilist hoard-
ing theories by arguing that hoarding is responsible for a lack of effective 
demand, and therefore an equilibrium with unemployment will prevail. 
In times of crisis, the individuals will not engage in investment or con-
sumption expenditure but will hoard their money, so the propensity to 
hoard, or the liquidity preference, increases. Monetary policies are thus 
ineffective in stimulating the level of economic activity because new 
money is hoarded in a deflationary incident.29 The liquidity trap argu-
ment has fuelled further academic discussion.

Jörg Guido Hülsmann observes that, despite their opposing views, 
both Keynes and Friedrich August Hayek (1899–1992) shared the belief 
in the deleterious nature of money hoarding, as well as in the desirability 
of a flexible money supply to offset changes in money demand.30 But 
Nicholas Rowe contends that Keynes failed to draw with precision a 
demarcation line between hoarding, consisting in savings in the form of 
money on the one hand, and thrift, comprising savings in means other 
than money on the other. Concomitantly, according to Rowe, it is rather 
excessive hoarding, not excessive thrift, that generates a dysfunctional 
effect that impedes the proper operation of the economic system.31 Of 
course, hoarding as a financial practice is entwined with recent develop-
ments in the global economy, in the aftermath of the current financial 
crisis.32

The aforementioned indicative references serve to show the dia-
chronic distrust primarily toward private hoarding as an irrational or anti-
social practice that withdraws mainly, but not solely, monetary resources 
from circulation, which could be alternatively utilized in an economically 
or socially beneficial way. It should be noted that in the context of specu-
lative hoarding in particular, the accumulation of commodities like grain 
in turbulent times generated considerable profits for hoarders, who often 
were members of local elites. This points to a necessary clarification. 
Roughly all social strata could engage in hoarding—and for the poorer 
it probably represented the only opportunity for financial security—yet 
it was the volume of hoarded wealth in association with the purpose 
behind its accumulation that rendered hoarding ethically a more or less 
reprehensible practice.

Hoards, according to numismatics, comprise one of the three major 
categories of coin finds, the other two being casual or stray finds and 
excavation finds. Hoards can be divided into four categories: accidental 
losses, emergency hoards, savings hoards and abandoned hoards. Savings 
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hoards are the most pertinent to our theme, yet other coin finds, such as 
accidental losses, can be very informative on the various forms of savings 
(e.g., the capital of a travelling merchant). Savings hoards consist mainly 
of coins, as well as occasionally of plate and other valuables, and are very 
telling about the economic status of their owner: the wealthy saved pre-
cious metals, while others saved billon and bronze. One of the differ-
ences between emergency and savings hoards is that the latter have a 
selective character, containing high-value and high-quality coins (i.e. bet-
ter specimens).33 This kind of hoard can have a remarkable span of years. 
However, Philip Grierson observes aptly that “under conditions of peace 
the vast majority of savings hoards will not have survived to modern 
times, since in due course they will have been put back into circulation 
by their owners or inheritors.”34 The precarious nature of savings hoards 
was evident, and a reason why hoarding is presented as a futile activity in 
Christian and Byzantine traditions is the belief that people foolishly accu-
mulate assets to be enjoyed by invaders and conquerors.35

Hoarding is not the only practice associated with capital accumula-
tion, which is intended to generate profit. Employing a behavioural 
standpoint, capital accumulation comprises three distinct aspects: hoard-
ing, saving and investing. Differences between these concepts remain 
subtle yet functional. Hoarding primarily designates a process of with-
drawal of money from active circulation by accumulating it, rather than 
choosing to spend it on consumption or buying fixed assets, thus hold-
ing it in private in a “state of idleness.” On the contrary, saving is an 
activity focusing on provision for the future and, as such, is commonly 
held to be a virtuous aspiration. Whereas saving is related to refrain-
ing from spending, investing refers to acts that yield financial returns 
or benefits and involve a motive for profit.36 This relationship between 
saving and investing, typical of a Keynesian context, significantly differs 
from that of classical and neoclassical economics, in which saving and 
investment are entwined: in the absence of hoarding, what is saved is 
invested. In the Keynesian context, a typical definition of saving involves 
the assumption that current income is not spent on consumption in its 
entirety in the same time period, thus there is excess income, but indi-
viduals do not proceed to rational decisions about how and when to 
spend it. The idea of a future time horizon (or even life expectancy) as 
a critical aspect for determining decisions on saving is central to neoclas-
sical approaches.37 Interestingly, the concept of a propensity to hoard 
is frequently used by post-Keynesians to account for how households 
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manage their flow of savings, a concept that is controversial in economic 
literature.38

Although the Church Fathers did not use the tripartite distinction 
between hoarding, saving and investing, this differentiation could be used 
heuristically in studying their views. Accumulation in the form of hoarding 
is what Fathers discuss and rebuke the most, yet sometimes the two other 
concepts are implied or described. Hoarding, especially as an elite practice, 
was highly suspected in patristic thought and literature, yet there is a pau-
city of research focusing on how Fathers conceived of the antecedents and 
consequences of such activities. This book is intended to narrow this gap. 
A set of research questions around the issues of the justification and social 
desirability of savings and capital from surplus wealth guides the study.

More specifically, we seek to: (a) identify the origin of legitimate 
income, according to various notions; (b) explicate the widely held 
binary distinction between ethical and unethical activities on the one 
hand, and productive and lucrative engagements on the other; (c) dif-
ferentiate between conspicuous consumption, denoting the superfluity 
of riches, and accumulation of resources, which reflect the precarious 
nature of wealth; (d) illustrate methods of laudable use of surplus (i.e. 
almsgiving), as reflected in various patristic narratives; (e) underscore 
the polarity between self-centred and other-centred economic pursuits; 
(f) demonstrate how Christian appropriation of household management  
traditions was exemplified in virtuous and socially responsible practices 
that alleviated the economically worse off, fostered spiritual well-being 
and reduced societal segmentation; (g) investigate the principles under-
lying honest stewardship of wealth in general, and financial resources in 
particular; and (h) study the evolution of the respective ideas, shifting 
gradually from the late Roman to the early Byzantine milieu.

The book is divided into seven chapters, introduction and conclu-
sions included. We would like to stress that different strategies were 
employed per chapter in order for us to better present the Greek patristic 
views on hoarding and saving, as well as their evolution from the late 
first through the fifth century. This choice was mainly dictated by the 
fact that the Fathers under discussion have received different degrees of 
scholarly attention. In this respect, the second and third chapters, which 
deal with relatively better-examined themes, are written as an overview. 
The second chapter, in particular, deals with the views of New Testament 
authors, which serve as the background of early patristic thought, 
while the third chapter covers the period from the late first to the third 
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century, focusing mainly on the so-called “Apostolic Fathers” and 
Clement of Alexandria. The fourth chapter discusses the highly influen-
tial stance of Basil of Caesarea and John Chrysostom. This is a structural 
chapter that surveys what is considered to be the “classical” approach to 
the hoarding and management of financial resources in Greek patristic 
thinking. The fifth chapter employs Isidore of Pelusium and Theodoret 
of Cyrrhus as case studies of fifth-century diverse responses to the issue 
of managing resources. Isidore’s views are the least discussed by con-
temporary research in comparison to those of other Fathers examined in 
this book. Theodoret’s case is also particular, since his theological rather 
than his socio-economic views have been the subject of detailed scru-
tiny. Finally, the sixth chapter adopts a mixed structure: it comprises two 
sections, of which the first is written as an overview, focusing selectively 
on economic, monetary and social aspects of the period under discus-
sion. The other section employs the Life of Melania the Younger as a 
case study of the way a super-rich person experimented so as to renounce 
her wealth in conformity to the normative tenets of Christian tradition 
but also to her elite mentality. Both sections emphasize the need to place 
patristic views on hoarding and saving in context.

Thus, the study rotates around three axes: the patristic views on 
hoarding and saving, the moral and social obligations of the elite, and 
the socio-economic realities of highly urbanized environments in the 
late antique Eastern Mediterranean. It does not deal systematically with 
aspects such as monastic attitudes to respective issues or the impact of 
Classical and Hellenistic philosophy on the development of certain patris-
tic views. Although we do recognize the significance of these and other 
facets for a comprehensive evaluation of our theme, we have chosen to 
focus on previously underdeveloped yet significant economic aspects. 
It is obvious that the book’s debt to recent scholarship is great, due to 
the insightful approaches that have recast our understanding of various 
aspects upon which this study touches, but also because it has permitted 
us to build on already conducted fundamental analyses concerning, for 
example, the role of elites, poverty groups, bishops, monks and saints. A 
glance at the bibliography suffices to indicate our intellectual loans.

And if our debt to recent scholarship is given, we must also acknowl-
edge those without the assistance of whom the writing of this book 
would have been a much more difficult task. We would like to thank 
the Director of the Institute of Historical Research, National Hellenic 
Research Foundation (IHR, NHRF, Athens), Professor Taxiarchis  
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Kolias, for supporting the idea of writing this book and facilitat-
ing its realization within the Institute. Special thanks are due to Ilias 
Anagnostakis, Research Director at the IHR, NHRF, for his con-
stant encouragement and also for his critical eye. We are indebted to 
Telemachos Lounghis, Research Director Emeritus, IHR, NHRF, who 
has readily provided his expertise. Evi Delli, Marina Koumanoudi, Nikos 
Livanos and Zisis Melissakis, colleagues and friends in the IHR, NHRF, 
offered, as always, helpful suggestions with respect to particular aspects at 
various stages of the book’s writing, for which we are grateful. A friend 
indeed, Yannis Stoyas, Researcher Curator in the KIKPE Numismatic 
Collection of the Welfare Foundation for Social and Cultural Affairs 
(Athens), is cordially thanked for helping us clarify matters of his exper-
tise. The tireless efforts of Georgia Karaiskaki, National Documentation 
Centre, NHRF, to make hard-to-find books and articles accessible are 
also acknowledged with gratitude.

Gerasimos Merianos in particular wishes to thank his wife, Sandy 
Sakorrafou, and his daughter, Georgina, for their love, support and 
patience.

George Gotsis would like to thank his family for encouragement, sup-
port and timeless understanding.
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The New Testament World:  
Social and Economic Context

Early Christian economic ideas emerged and evolved in a specific set-
ting, that of the ancient economy as an inextricable part of processes and 
structures that shaped socio-economic life. A group of New Testament 
scholars interested in economic issues adopted a view of the ancient 
economy as a constitutive, albeit not distinct, element of the overall 
social system.1 Douglas E. Oakman, for instance, argues that ancient 
Roman economy was political in two aspects: first, it was based upon 
forced extraction of goods through taxation or rents imposed on agri-
cultural resources in the provinces, and second, it encouraged a move-
ment of goods through commercial activities favouring the interests of 
prosperous elites or their delegates, and denoting an unequal distribution 
of riches.2 In contrast to the unprivileged, a small elite minority concen-
trated, appropriated and controlled a vast amount of resources through 
hoarding wealth. Accordingly, the economic system was not viewed as an 
autonomous sphere of social action.3 Against this background, emerg-
ing Christian communities were reflecting experiences that substan-
tially opposed the prevailing arrangements of political economy as akin 
to an overarching institutional structure. David A. Fiensy observes that, 
although the economic conditions of the Lower Galilee did not neces-
sarily drive peasants toward poverty and starvation, it was hard for lower 
strata to survive and harder to thrive in this economic world. Jesus was 
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critical not so much of the economic system as of the dominant and 
prosperous partners that controlled it.4

According to this line of thought, such a kind of domestic economy 
was embedded in the two-fold institutional sphere of an ancient society. 
Kinship and politics encompassed economic behaviour in such a way that 
there was hardly any particular focus on economics apart from these two 
sub-systems. Bruce J. Malina, for example, deems that the ancient econ-
omy did not witness the emergence of economic arrangements detached 
from such forms of belonging that constrained the scope of markets, 
while it did favour reciprocities not pertaining to modern economics.5 
Malina highlights the extractive nature of this political economy too. On 
the one hand, political economy represented one aspect of this subsist-
ence economy in which taxation appeared detrimental to the well-being 
of lower strata but beneficial to the prosperity of the extremely few.6 
Domestic economy, on the other hand, denoted kinship norms that reg-
ulated relationships and determined social stratification and interacting 
economic partners.

Seán Freyne emphasizes Jesus’ appeal to those engaging in fishing enter-
prises in an area that enabled export of Galilean produce and interregional 
trade.7 In so doing, Jesus was challenging the deeper social values on which 
the Herodian market economy was founded.8 Being exploitative in nature, 
this market economy was entwined with a rigid social stratification, con-
tributing to the maintenance of power of those who dominated a wide 
range of productive activities.9 Inimical to this political economy was a sys-
tem based on kinship, the extended family, associated with non-economic 
values.10 In this context, unprivileged groups like small farmers, artisans 
and manual labourers, though not enviable, were deemed essential to the 
overall welfare.11 In contrast to these ideals, ostentatious living, reflecting 
the moral promiscuity of the elite and the concomitant lack of concern for 
lower strata, penetrated the behavioural patterns of those competing for 
pre-eminence with a view to controlling the supply of commodities.

In sum, the idea of an embedded economy in Graeco-Roman antiq-
uity is widely held among scholars examining the economic world of 
the New Testament. Such a stance could be conventionally located on 
the “primitivist” side of the so-called “primitivist–modernist contro-
versy.” This controversy has raged since the late nineteenth century, its 
main argument being over whether an ancient economy is qualitatively 
or quantitatively different from a modern one. After Moses I. Finley, the 
debate has been reformulated into “substantivist–formalist.”12
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However, primitivist and/or substantivist views of Roman economy 
have been challenged by recent contributions to Roman economic his-
tory. These approaches have highlighted issues such as the efficiency of 
market mechanisms in coordinating economic activities,13 or the ability 
of the Roman Empire to provide low-cost security, to effectively enforce 
a structure of property rights, to secure currency, to reduce transport 
costs, as well as to entail lower transaction costs as a result of a proper 
institutional framework.14 In contrast to the alleged underdevelopment 
and stagnation of Roman economy, evidence is adduced on innovative 
economic rationality aiming at profit maximization, the latter underlying 
elite involvement in trade and manufacture. In this respect, the market 
was important both for the enrichment of elite mentalities and the orien-
tation of individuals to risky activities rather than mere self-sufficiency.15

This kind of argumentation has been variously characterized as “neo-
modernist,” “moderate modernist” or “anti-primitivist,”16 yet these labels 
are of little importance. What really matters for a modern historian is to 
construe the multi-faceted contexts of ancient societies and economies. 
A perception of the ancient economy in which rational decision making 
and self-interested activities coexisted with notions of friendship, virtue 
and beneficence seems plausible. Contradictions appear less puzzling if we 
place an equal emphasis on the values and economic attitudes of economic 
agents without underestimating either side.17 Otherwise, we will remain 
attached to highly distorted assessments of Roman aristocracy, for instance, 
considering it first and foremost as an agrarian class whose income was 
almost exclusively generated from agriculture.18 As we shall briefly see, 
certain New Testament narratives suggest engagement with lending 
and investment practices on behalf of members of the elite (and, equally 
important, their agents), but also of other social groups, with a view to 
maximizing profits in the context of the marketplace.19 At the same time, 
long-standing concepts, such as that of household management, were 
appropriated by New Testament authors.

Intellectual Encounters:  
The Greek and Roman Literature  

on Household Management

The analytical category of the “household,” which permeates a diversity 
of ancient narratives, could be used heuristically so as to conceive the 
way in which certain economic themes are formulated in New Testament 
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narratives. This concept, imbued with moral connotations, originates 
in Xenophon’s Oeconomicus and is subject to further elaboration in 
Aristotle’s Politics20 as a sort of counsel offered to aristocratic elites on 
the specific way they should espouse to properly rule wives, children and 
slaves.21 The household-management (oikonomia) tradition remained an 
administrative not a market approach to economic phenomena, its prime 
aim being the efficient management of resources to achieve desired 
objectives. In respective importance, however, personal competences as 
conducive to economic efficiency were also taken into consideration.22

The concept of oikonomia was designating the prudent management 
of resources, but it could equally be employed in other spheres of human 
existence. Dotan Leshem advocates an integration of oikonomia in the 
civic community, delineating an oikonomia of the self, a cosmological 
oikonomia and an oikonomia of the law.23 In imperial formations, the 
concept was no more subservient to both politics and philosophy, but 
it occupied an intermediary space between these two realms. Apart from 
Xenophon and Aristotle, rich textual evidence on the initial meaning of 
economy as household management is offered by works from later peri-
ods, such as those of Callicratidas, Philodemus of Gadara and Bryson, as 
well as fragments of texts ascribed to female members of the Pythagorean 
School.24 It is notable that the ancient art of economics comprises dis-
courses on both things human (primarily slaves and wives) and inhu-
man. Concomitantly, the practice of thrift, of stewardship of property 
and wealth, was not only encouraged but also mandated in administering 
scant resources.25 Leshem argues that:

[…] the ancient philosophers thought of the oikonomia as a sphere in 
which man, confronting abundant means, must acquire an ethical disposi-
tion of economic rationality enabling him to meet his needs and generate 
surplus to be spent outside the boundaries of the economic sphere (that is, 
in philosophy and politics).26

In sum, wealth in ancient economies was defined as anything that 
satisfies human wants and participates in the generation of surplus that 
can provide opportunities for leisure, so as to meet human goals exter-
nal to the economic domain. Wealth was subjectively valued, while 
excess in economic behaviour was frequently viewed as integral to the 
human condition, as a part of an “ontology of abundance.”27 Surplus 
was expected to be used in ways pertinent to the virtue of benevolence  
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through friendship, enabling meditation, participation in manifestations 
of civic life and financial support of public institutions. Excesses could be 
harnessed through an ethical choice intended to channel resources out-
side the boundaries of the economic domain, allowing the head of an 
oikos to demonstrate beneficence, to pursue politics, to engage in phi-
losophy and to sustain institutions.

In this framework, perceptions of “limited good” constrained eco-
nomic initiatives, because all productive resources were considered finite 
in number and limited in quantity: given the shortage of supply of all 
goods, both material (e.g., wealth) and symbolic (e.g., reputation, hon-
our, friendship), wealth accumulation was considered feasible only at the 
expense of others.28 This was especially true for individuals who engaged 
in profit-seeking activities, who were viewed as placing their effort in sat-
isfying insatiable desires through the pursuit of wealth. Not unexpect-
edly, enrichment reflected greedy motives in an alleged limited good 
economy: at a near-subsistence level, the interplay between various eco-
nomic agents often resulted in “zero-sum games,” in which any apparent 
improvement in one’s position regarding distribution of wealth was per-
ceived as a substantial threat to the common good.29

Conceptualizing Hoarding

The Synoptic Gospels:  
Hoarding as Endemic to Human Acquisitiveness

A rich variety of economic issues has been assimilated into the parables 
and other New Testament material. Activities that implied a tendency for 
enrichment were vehemently denounced in an idealized world of reci-
procities as involving fraud that secured economic benefit at the expense 
of others. Accordingly, the concept of excessive wealth contrasted with 
traditional views of self-sufficiency, which formed a hierarchical evalua-
tion of riches. Landed property, rather than mercantile and business 
engagements, was considered a noble occupation, and revenues deriv-
ing from agricultural enterprises opposed to dishonest sources of wealth, 
such as commercial profit and tax extraction.30 Unlike agricultural pur-
suits, which responded to this ideal of self-sufficiency as a unique source 
of honourable income, wage-earning occupations placed a man in a state 
of dependence upon others, and thus they were deemed as inappropriate 
to free persons.31
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Of course, these concepts more often than not stemmed from the 
ideological pronouncements of the elite literati of the Graeco-Roman 
world, who typically presented elites as more conservative than they 
were in practice. Economic ideology reflecting on proper and improper 
activities was most probably used to set boundaries to anyone outside 
the elite, not to the elite itself, the members of which would not have left 
unexploited any opportunity for enrichment, such as engagement (direct 
or indirect) in “dishonourable” trade or in “despicable” tax collection.

Early Christian economic attitudes were reflective of the social ethic 
of an agrarian economy, while social values, such as the condemnation 
of the pursuit of anything more than a modest level of wealth, were 
entrenched in the mentalities of the era. Jesus’ teaching originated in 
first-century Roman Palestine, an agrarian economy in which production 
and distribution were controlled by prosperous and influential families.32 
Social antagonisms between, on the one hand, powerful elites that pos-
sessed large estates and controlled land, and, on the other, tenants striv-
ing for the necessities of life (Mt. 13:24–30; Lk. 12:16–21) or labourers 
raising agricultural produce and engaging in manufacturing activities, 
were typical of Roman Palestine’s socio-economic structures.33

Parable narratives are replete with such economic connotations. It has 
been suggested that the institution of farm tenancy became an instru-
ment of agricultural exploitation in first-century Palestine, in which the 
implementation of tenancy affected the structure of labour supply, shap-
ing two distinct groups: the underemployed day labourers and the free 
tenants.34 This economic organization, portraying control of land and 
capital, permeates parable narratives: indebtedness to great landlords 
was the social corollary of processes of wealth accumulation perceived as 
highly detrimental to the economically worse off.35 Resort to violence 
to collect rents (cf. Mk. 12:1–9) was a common practice of wealthy 
landlords, who were involved in the leasing of farms for commercial 
purposes. A landlord’s departure provided an opportunity for money 
lending by retainers who were encouraged to invest their holdings, yet 
were condemned if they appropriated resources entrusted to them or 
failed to place monetary assets as bank deposits (Lk. 19:20–23). Honest 
administration of resources was countenanced (Lk. 16:11). Estate stew-
ards managed considerable monetary funds (Lk. 12:41–48) and manip-
ulated loans to their own benefit.36 Financial transactions were often 
operated by slave managers enjoying professional autonomy inconsistent 
with their legal status.37
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More specifically, slave managers were profiting from loans to free per-
sons entering into patron–client relationships. For instance, the unjust 
steward in Luke (16:1–13) secures his welfare by discounting the debts 
owed to his master. Such stewards were situated within political kinship 
structures of Roman Galilee.38 On the contrary, occupational catego-
ries such as peasants, artisans and fishers were regarded as insignificant, 
the non-elites, the deepest needs of whom Jesus addresses.39 It has been 
suggested that Jesus came from a middling class of artisans; he was cer-
tainly not poor (though his family possessed modest means) and he was 
experienced in urban culture to the extent that he could serve as a leader 
of a mass religious movement.40 In respective importance, the Sayings 
Gospel Q does not seem to be grounded in either a peasant or an elite 
milieu, insofar as the text is replete with evidence of social and economic 
marginality.41

The Excesses of Wealth Accumulation

In a cultural context dominated by the traditional value-system of benev-
olence, hoarding denoted a process disruptive of this socially sanctioned 
type of economic organization, primarily because of the self-interested 
motivation perceived as perilous to the perpetuation of social order. Not 
unexpectedly, social harmony was enfeebled by hoarding behaviours: the 
rich fool in Luke 12:13–21 is not only implicated in greedy behaviour 
but also fails to take account of God in his entrepreneurial planning.42 
These attitudes were deemed a by-product of the imprudent aspiration 
of hoarding of possessions, a theme consistently evoked in, and antici-
pated by, the Jewish wisdom literature. The sages favoured a level of 
moderate prosperity, but condemned the excesses of wealth acquired 
through iniquity.43 Reliance on ephemeral riches is far from being con-
sidered germane to happiness,44 given that the foolish rich person is 
abruptly deprived of his alleged security.45

Beyond Jewish wisdom moral literature, Philo of Alexandria (d. ca. 
50 AD) provides an ethical framework for assessing attitudes to mate-
rial possessions that is, at least in part, akin to that elaborated by early 
Christian writers. For Philo, storing up in heaven true wealth (cf. Mt. 
6:20), attained through wisdom and godliness, is connected with enjoy-
ing the affluence of earthly riches through the providence and care of 
God.46 In his view, “neither the possession of wealth nor the willing-
ness to impoverish oneself is a significant factor within ethical discourse 
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regarding issues of wealth and poverty.”47 Philo did not consider 
ownership of possessions as shameful, insofar as he distinguished 
between the actual possession of wealth and the morally perilous desire 
for wealth of which one could not be freed even if dispossessed of every-
thing by choice.48

We proceed to frame the main early Christian conceptions of hoard-
ing by employing a tentative taxonomy of their form and content, as 
they emerge in a variety of New Testament literary works, the theology 
of which influences the particular type of rhetoric advocated in each of 
these cases. These distinct yet interrelated and interacting conceptions 
influenced later developments in economic issues, as we shall explicate in 
the following chapters.

Framing Early Christian Rhetoric on Hoarding

Hoarding Denounced:  
Wealth Employed to Perpetuate Injustice

Jesus opposes the moral foundations of prevailing Galilean economic 
structures. Kenneth C. Hanson and Douglas E. Oakman argue that 
God’s household was critical of prevailing arrangements based on bal-
anced reciprocities in economic exchanges.49 In place of the redistribu-
tive mechanisms of an economic system perceived as highly exploitative 
by lower strata, Jesus envisions the possibility of generalized reciproc-
ity, of an unconditional commitment to others’ needs. Exchanges are 
thus permeated by a generalized reciprocity that transcends social status  
(Mt. 18:23–34; Lk. 6:30, 14:12–14).50

In a social world where poverty was viewed as a function of tenancy 
relations, and debt contracts were legally enforced, Jesus’ strategy was 
articulated in terms of liberation and compassion, in view of debt forgive-
ness.51 Indebtedness has been examined as a control mechanism integral 
to the Roman administration of Palestine and aiming at maintaining the 
established order.52 This is the context of the Lord’s Prayer intended to 
liberate people from the burden of perennial debt. The Lord’s Prayer 
(Mt. 6:9–13; Lk. 11:2–4) conceives extreme necessity as release from 
indebtedness; seeking the reign of God remains the only means to care-
free security and genuine well-being (Mk. 10:29–30; Lk. 12:29–31). 
Luke, in particular, reverses status and prevailing hierarchies in favour of 
those regarded as dishonoured in an honour-and-shame society.53
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This distinctively Lukan stance does not necessarily imply repudia-
tion of capital per se. A voluntary restriction of consumption originates 
in Jesus’ belief in the existence of extremes in distribution, which were 
intolerable in the circle of his followers.54 Luke’s Gospel depicts Jesus as 
ferociously criticizing Mammon, the personification of dishonest wealth, 
which is linked to hoarding of possessions. Christopher M. Hays argues 
that Luke warns against those who hoard their wealth and seem to be 
preoccupied with financial gain (Lk. 12:16–21, 16:1–13), whereas the 
book of Acts (4:34–35) endorses the view of a renunciation of property 
through sharing, divesture and hospitality.55 The Parable of the Rich 
Fool in particular reflects the landowner’s attempt to increase his level of 
consumption and pursue pleasure by withdrawing from the community 
and confining himself to a private sphere of abundance. Unsurprisingly, 
his hoarding behaviour “can guarantee neither the kind of life he envi-
sioned nor even the continuation of life itself.”56 In contrast to the rich 
ruler, who was admonished to share all his wealth in the wave of a state 
of spiritual perfection (Lk. 18:18–30; cf. Mt. 19:16–30; Mk. 10:17–31), 
Zacchaeus’ vow in Luke 19:1–10 was indicative of genuine repentance. 
His decision to compensate those he had deprived of their possessions 
was grounded in established Jewish practices of restitution for loss of 
property.57

Hoarding Mitigated Through Circulation of Surplus:  
Alleviating the Needy in Paul

Paul addresses the value system of a community whose practices entailed 
a sharp division between the poor and the wealthy. The concept of pri-
vate administration, situated within a private commercial context in 
Roman Corinth, is employed to invest his apostolic authority with the 
social connotations of a divinely appointed administrator.58 Paul employs 
a two-fold strategy to alleviate those in extreme necessity.59 On the one 
hand, at the micro-level, community meals aim at transcending social 
boundaries, thus representing a transition from the social code of the 
Graeco-Roman banquet tradition to another of shared practices coex-
isting with the Eucharist. On the other hand, Paul’s Corinthian corre-
spondence reveals that the collection for Jerusalem, as an expression of a 
profound Christian solidarity, can be interpreted in a context of balanced 
reciprocity, an exchange of material support, prayer and grace between 
Gentile and Jewish converts. Thus, an economic safety network was 
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shaped, centred on the underlying virtue of hope already rooted in, and 
anticipated by, a long-standing prophetic tradition.60 This action of rais-
ing funds in support of the needy61 amounts to a circulation of surpluses 
from prosperous to afflicted areas, a practice that eventuates in a deep 
thanksgiving to God, the benefactor from whom any beneficence stems 
(2 Cor. 9:13–15).

Furthermore, a distinctively Pauline work ethic culminates in the 
ideal of autarkeia (self-sufficiency), akin to virtuous living. In Paul’s 
view, a selfish mode of living was reflecting lack of enkrateia (self-con-
trol), a core value in Hellenistic and Jewish moral literatures.62 In fact, 
stewardship of resources entrusted to an extended community of pro-
ducers and consumers appeared to be not only a practice pertinent to 
communal integrity, but also an opportunity to exhibit administrative 
competences and, ultimately, innovative reasoning.63 It is notable that 
in subsequent periods, after the emergence of the episcopal organi-
zation of churches, efficient management of ecclesiastical property 
would be a feature of a bishop’s successful administration. Paul, in his 
attempt to address the exigencies of a specific congregational situation in  
2 Thessalonians 3:6–13, provides a sound rationale for work engage-
ments consonant to the precept of self-sufficiency that in turn facilitates 
benevolent action (Eph. 4:28). Accordingly, the emphasis on manual 
labour (1 Thess. 5:12–15) reflects a work ethic according to which each 
believer is urged to contribute a fair share to the communal needs.64

Middling groups that acquire sufficient resources to channel into such 
acts of balanced reciprocity are vividly illustrated in Pauline correspond-
ence, in which there is rich textual evidence in support of this claim. 
In reconsidering Steven J. Friesen’s findings on first-century poverty,65 
Bruce W. Longenecker elaborated case-sensitive taxonomies of Graeco-
Roman economic stratification that shed new light on the rhetorical 
conventions of the era.66 Worth mentioning is the emphasis placed on 
certain middling groups enjoying excess income—thus claiming a more 
active engagement in economic affairs—and more specifically, to certain 
individuals belonging to groups administering resources certainly above 
subsistence level.67 Paul addresses the needs of particular groups being 
around a stable near-subsistence level, although certain individuals fall 
into higher or lower categories. Fairly wealthy members of the congrega-
tions, who accommodated Paul in their homes, included people able to 
enjoy moderate surplus income and undertake long-distance travel.68
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Paul’s emphasis upon the household-management principles repre-
sents the first attempt to accommodate Christian economic practices in 
the prevailing structures of Graeco-Roman society. Longenecker explains 
the rise of Christian household affiliations in terms of a shift in refer-
ence groups: among the groups represented in this extended household 
are small business owners enjoying moderate wealth, while landed aris-
tocracy does not seem to be incorporated in Paul’s correspondence.69 
Not infrequently, however, divisions within the Christian communities 
reflected differing degrees of access to monetary resources. Timothy 
A. Brookins examines divisions within the Corinthian congregations in 
terms of a comprehensive account of the ancient economy, by underlying 
the economic connotations of philosophical education and social status 
within the Corinthian community.70 In this context, Pauline injunctions 
reflected a sort of compromise within nascent Christianity, given that 
idealistic Pauline views of monetary transactions were replete with moral 
connotations.

Hoarding Abolished:  
The Ideal of Sharing Possessions

Early Christian responses to economic necessity are illustrated in the 
book of Acts, in which issues of sharing of resources are considered an 
integral part of community life (Acts 2:43–47, 4:32–35). Distribution, 
in particular, is elevated to a key issue of the Luke–Acts theology of pos-
sessions, in the context of a communitarian model of ownership71: in this 
context, brotherly love is supportive of a mode of communal living that 
anticipates Jesus’ Parousia (Second Coming). The community’s devo-
tional life culminates in bonds of friendship that encompass three kinds 
of practices: persevering in acts of proclamation, sharing in hospitality 
and sharing possessions.72 This community of goods remained a hall-
mark of sectarian groups, such as the Qumran community.73 Notable are 
particular narratives on the requirement for helping needy widows (Acts 
6:1–4), engaging in charitable practices and offering hospitality. This has 
been demonstrated in the case of eminent persons (Acts 12:12, 16:40, 
21:8), who retained appreciable financial means, typical of upper-middle 
social strata.74 Retaining resources, on the contrary, epitomized in one’s 
unwillingness to share them with fellow believers, was viewed as highly 
detrimental to these bonds of brotherly communion (Acts 5:1–11).75
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Hoarding as a Morally Perilous Practice

The Pastoral Epistles appear to be explicitly critical of hoarding wealth in 
a social context in which Christians were perceived as upwardly mobile 
as well as culturally accommodative due to an ongoing process of social 
ascendance of urban Christian groups.76 Among them, 1 Timothy 
(and Titus) draws on household-management traditions to deline-
ate and allocate a wide range of pastoral responsibilities within the new 
congregations.

1 Timothy addresses the needs of hierarchically structured households 
in a more conventional manner. Strictures placed upon women’s eco-
nomic behaviour, accused of conspicuous display of wealth (1 Tim. 2:9), 
were perfectly aligned with stereotypical negative perceptions of mone-
tary capital (1 Tim. 6:9–10).77 Notably, the pursuit of gain is vehemently 
denounced in the context of the selection of ecclesiastical superinten-
dents (1 Tim. 3:1–8; cf. Tit. 1:7). Profit seeking is spiritually perilous, 
since egoistic proclivities entrap those who aspire to be wealthy into 
morally harmful engagements (1 Tim. 6:9).

Profit seeking is a feature of false teachers and is implicitly contrasted 
with honest stewardship of monetary funds (1 Tim. 6:3–10; 2 Tim. 3:2–
9; Tit. 1:10–11).78 Given the salience of the Pauline metaphor of greed 
as a form of alienation from God (Eph. 4:18–19),79 acquisitive behaviour 
violates God’s exclusive rights to primary human allegiances.80 Virtuous 
autarkeia is reiterated as typical of both Jewish-Christian and Graeco-
Roman moral traditions.81 1 Timothy differs from other moralists of 
his day in that he situates his mandates on wealth within a context cen-
tred on self-sufficiency and socially responsible use of resources, insofar 
as believers are urged to entrust not the uncertainty of riches but God 
the patron and benefactor. In contrast to false teachers unremittingly 
denounced in the Pastorals, and given the transient nature of wealth,82 
prosperous householders are admonished to engage in generous benefac-
tion as a form of enrichment in charitable acts (1 Tim. 6:18–19).83

Moral precepts concerning the administration of community funds 
are also formulated in the context of 1 Peter, in the form of exhorta-
tions to persons of pastoral oversight (1 Pet. 5:1–4).84 The epistle adopts 
established household-management ideals: in this context, abstinence 
from lucrative practices is being alluded to, underlying any primary pre-
occupation with the administration of monetary capital.85 An ethic of 
stewardship opposes the quest for financial gain in return for services  
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offered to the community. In 2 Peter, avaricious behaviour remains a dis-
tinctive feature of false teachers who prospered from preaching, extorting 
a significant amount of resources from their audiences (2 Pet. 2:3, 15).86

Hoarding as a Socially Detrimental Practice:  
Delivering Hoarders to Divine Judgment

The Epistle of James addresses a particular situation in a faith community 
whereby the wealthy and powerful received honourable treatment, while 
poor members were frequently demeaned (Jas. 2:1–4), a theme already 
familiar in Jewish sources (Sir. 13:21–24). The epistle places emphasis on 
the ephemeral nature of accumulated wealth as a contrast to the excel-
lence of poverty. Scarcity of resources stems from succumbency to the 
enticement of worldly wealth, particularly from acts that endorse the 
alleged security of riches. In this respect, the desire to acquire more at 
the expense of others is disruptive of community integrity and generates 
disarray and quarrelling, as well as the perspicuous perpetration of sin. 
Hence, hoarding appears as the social corollary of a corrupted human 
nature being prone to gluttony and wantonness.87 The solution to this 
predicament of the human condition resides in experiencing the favours 
bestowed by the Father and, more specifically, in participating in Christ’s 
eschatological vindication of the suffering righteous, given that God’s 
care for the poor remains a prominent issue in biblical teaching (Deut. 
10:18; Ps. 68:5; Am. 2:6–7; Lk. 1:52–53).88 It has been argued that 
both Luke–Acts and the Epistle of James reveal that, despite the lure 
of enrichment, the sensitivity toward the victims of economic upheavals 
permeated early Christian practices.89

James elaborates on a clear distinction between two distinct groups 
of the wealthy. On the one hand, traders are criticized because they 
engage in business planning and place their trust in thoroughly unpre-
dictable outcomes independently of God’s will.90 Given the futility of 
such long-term planning, business engagements, oriented toward the 
precariousness of this world, were perceived as propagating injustice, 
diminishing the opportunity for charity and involving greedy motives 
(Jas. 4:13–17).91 On the other hand, wealthy landowners are fero-
ciously attacked for amassing riches, a process that was detrimental 
to the economically worse off, who felt they were being defrauded 
of their legitimate goods. Hoarding wealth implied licentious con-
duct typical of those outsiders who appeared to withhold wages 
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(Jas. 5:4)92 and live in luxury at the expense of others (Jas. 5:5).93  
In sum, hoarding is viewed as an irrational and unethical pursuit 
because of the enhanced social cost of this practice. A rhetoric of 
divine judgment originates in a reality in which rents were generated 
by encroachment upon others’ resources (Jas. 5:1–6). The agrarian 
imagery employed by James designates an antithesis to the profit-
seeking mentality primarily associated with the urban centres, which is 
found in the stereotypic representations of the era. James’ hostility to 
capital accumulation resonates with the tendency evident in Graeco-
Roman moral literature to employ the topos of a contrast between the 
rural and the urban as denoting the struggle between the natural and 
the artificial way of living.94

Hoarding as the Corollary of Rapid Economic Growth:  
Endangering Faithfulness to Christ

In a distinctively apocalyptic worldview, the welfare of merchant classes 
was primarily related to Rome’s capacity to import valuable commodi-
ties through maritime trade (enumerated in Rev. 18:12–13). The Roman 
Empire was successful in securing a decent living standard for social 
strata other than the upper classes, but also in establishing an effec-
tive network of commercial exchanges throughout the Mediterranean 
Basin. Political networks, institutional stability and, most importantly, 
the increasing sophistication of contractual law accounted for an unprec-
edented growth in the volume of monetary transactions. In addition, 
Rome’s efficacy in providing legal enforcement of contracts contributed 
to an optimal operation of markets by significantly reducing a variety of 
transaction costs, which resulted in the enhancement of economic effi-
ciency.95 The Pax Romana stimulated Mediterranean trade which in turn 
promoted regional specialization, comparative advantage and techno-
logical change. These factors were critical to the amelioration of living 
standards, despite the fact that historical conditions were not propi-
tious for those changes that would occur many centuries later during the 
Industrial Revolution.96

The Mediterranean world in the first two centuries AD witnessed such 
an expansion of economic transactions through long-distance maritime 
trade, a context portrayed in Revelation 18:11–19. Luxury products 
referred to in these verses97 were integral to the Roman trade system that 
was viewed in Revelation as an efficient means of compromising through 
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indulgence in sinful idolatry.98 Revelation focuses on the eschatological  
implications of the impact of wealth on moral behaviours displayed by 
the pious. In this way Revelation diverges from Jewish wisdom litera-
ture, which considers that inequity stems from disparity between rich 
and poor yet anticipates material wealth for those who seek wisdom. 
John employs the prophetic tradition with respect to the wealth conno-
tations in Revelation 18.99 These reflected the injustice perpetrated in 
pagan cities (Isa. 13:11; Ezek. 27:1–36), whose prosperity made them 
a source of arrogance (Jer. 50:31–32). This type of abundance is threat-
ened because of the impending affliction vividly portrayed in the violent 
imagery of the Revelation, in which the implication is that accumulation 
achieved through reallocation of surplus was securing the interests of 
the Roman elite. In John’s symbolic world, true prosperity and abun-
dant life are experienced as realities pertaining to the future age (Rev. 
21:18–21). On the contrary, amassment of material goods, as well as 
surplus creation, characterize only those who persecute the commu-
nity of the saints.100 Christians are viewed as experiencing a persisting 
social exclusion, not being in a position to conduct their business affairs  
(Rev. 13:17; also 2:9).101

Hoarding as a Form of Alienation from Fellow Believers:  
The Need for Benevolent Aid

Other New Testament texts elaborate on similar economic concerns 
from earliest Christianity. The First Epistle of John reiterates the princi-
ple of altruistic love as a call to share surplus income, because the ethical 
implications of faith are reflected in Christians’ practical responses to sit-
uations of extreme necessity. Distribution of surplus is the economic out-
come of the injunction to share wealth with the destitute and the needy 
(1 Jn. 3:17).102 In contrast to temporal pursuits (1 Jn. 2:15–17), right-
eousness is entwined with love through Christ that necessitates acts of 
sharing wealth. Conversely, accumulation of financial capital for its own 
sake impedes prospects of salvation. In this respect, sharing surplus is not 
mandated as a covenantal obligation, but it is viewed as a typical feature 
of shaping new identities detached from, yet interacting with, prevailing 
economic practices, an apparent contradiction that we turn to examine in 
the following chapter.
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Economic Pursuits in the Graeco-Roman Urban Centres: 
The Social Setting

As we highlighted in the previous chapter, a rich diversity of views 
underpinned early Christian economic perspectives and ensuing practices. 
This diversity permeates subsequent developments in these issues and 
helps to explain the underlying reasons for which there is hardly a unified 
set of views and beliefs on economic matters in early Christianity.1 Helen 
Rhee has adequately analysed the multi-level processes through which 
Christians shaped their socio-economic enclaves in the second and third 
centuries yet remained integrated into the wider Roman society. The more 
financially resourceful the new converts were, the greater responsibilities 
they were assuming in support of the more vulnerable members in 
their communities. These converts belonged to middling groups (e.g., 
merchants, artisans and skilled labourers occupying their own private 
businesses) or to upper social ranks.2 Honour, inheritance, social 
influence and wealth were not operating in the same manner in Christian 
communities, yet they were far from being rejected. They were considered 
beneficial in serving the nascent communities, provided that they were 
properly managed through correct intentions and motivation. This 
new reality posed a considerable problem to those enjoying the greatest 
financial benefits: that of reconciling their distinctive Christian identity 
with their elevated socio-economic status, a problem that was significantly 
accentuated for those aspiring to upward social mobility.3
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Extant Christian textual evidence appears almost unanimous in 
disapproving of the excessive acquisitiveness of persons involved in 
profitable pursuits, and in designating the substantial threat for those 
that engage in business affairs, because of their accumulation of earthly 
fortunes. Business profit was considered to obscure Christian identity and 
undermine responsibility toward the community. Christian texts were 
apprehensive about and extremely critical of conducting business, which 
was thought to result in a perilous compromise of Christian identity with 
the social exigencies stemming from participation in such activities.4 
These concerns were reflecting what we perceive as “aristocratic”—but 
was in fact cultural and idealistic—disdain toward trade,5 as well as the 
conception that insatiable desire for enrichment governs all business 
affairs. Furthermore, such a criticism focused on the allegedly idolatrous 
aspects of commercial enterprises, which were frequently conducted in 
the pagan temples and sanctuaries as loci of financial capital. Christian 
leaders, on the one hand, recognized the difficulty of disentangling 
their faithful from the particular mechanisms through which the 
Graeco-Roman society operated in a complex economic cluster of civic 
responsibilities. But, on the other hand, they were constantly seeking to 
delineate Christian allegiances and to draw theologically unequivocal yet 
practically ambiguous boundaries for new Christian believers.6

Glimpses of Hoarding and Saving  
in Graeco-Roman Literature of the Imperial Period

Early Christian perceptions of business and entrepreneurial affairs 
emerged as a response to established practices that were deeply rooted 
in the socio-cultural background of the era. The Graeco-Roman litera-
ture of the imperial period is replete with references to household sav-
ing practices.7 For instance, the first-century Roman Stoic philosopher 
Musonius Rufus advised despising hoarding and everything superfluous.8 
The second-century rhetorician Maximus of Tyre had an equally strong 
view, considering wealth buried in the earth as “idle treasure” (thēsauros 
argos).9 In the same vein of reasoning, Herodes Atticus (ca. 101–177), 
the extremely wealthy Athenian consul and sophist, exalted the use of 
riches for the alleviation of the needy, but censured idle ones, character-
izing non-circulating wealth as “dead,” and the treasure chambers where 
money was hoarded as “prisons of wealth” (ploutou desmōtēria).10
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The ethical tone of these indicative counsels is obvious, and so is the 
implicit confirmation of the widespread practices of hoarding and stor-
ing wealth. Dio Chrysostom (first–early second century) refers to the 
tamieion (storehouse, strongroom) where goods were safely stored.11 
Apuleius in his second-century Metamorphoses depicts citizens (rich 
and not-so-rich) in cities of central Greece as having accumulated gold 
and silver coins in the storerooms of their houses.12 It is notable that 
hoarding wealth was considered a noticeable aspect of civic life. Philo 
of Alexandria, for instance, commenting on the customs of the Essenes, 
wrote that they lived in villages, avoiding all cities, and did not store up 
treasures of silver and of gold.13

Concerning the elite, a reason why it preferred to maintain large 
monetary reserves was to avoid cash crises, given, for example, its 
lifestyle and the costly responsibilities it undertook in the context of 
euergetism. Furthermore, keeping significant cash reserves (especially 
gold) facilitated bequeathing of assets and their allocation to multiple 
heirs, as well as providing significant dowries. These were great concerns 
in a society where social succession was linked with transmission of 
property.14 According to Plutarch (first–early second century), money 
getting was necessary only for kings, for royal stewards and for those that 
desired pre-eminence and rule over cities.15 This suggests the need of the 
elite for cash reserves so as to achieve its political aspirations. It should 
be noted that members of the elite employed their savings to help family, 
friends and allies (e.g., for the purchase of land and property), that is, to 
facilitate other members of the elite. Reserves were also channelled into 
financing economic activities of the elite or, outside its circles, of others 
(e.g., entrepreneurs), as well as into lending to dependants in need.16 
It is obvious that in certain cases lending further consolidated personal 
dependence relations.

Storing wealth in one’s household was not a one-way option, since 
it is well attested that at least a part of private savings was deposited in 
banks, or even in sanctuaries.17 Plutarch once again helps us to construe 
practices and mentalities by stressing that honourable bankers were not 
expected to bring objections to someone’s request for the return of 
personal deposits.18 Bankers, as well as elite financiers, offered productive 
loans (e.g., for business and trade) or non-productive loans (e.g., for 
conspicuous consumption). In any case, Dio Chrysostom stresses that 
one of the characteristics that the majority attributed to prosperous 
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men—who were indifferent to the teachings of philosophy—was earning 
from lending at interest.19 This implies that the actual impact of moral 
counsels against practices such as money lending or hoarding should not 
be overestimated.20

Thus, practices of hoarding, maintaining cash reserves, bank 
depositing, lending at interest and financing entrepreneurial activities 
were routine in the urban centres of the Roman world, where the 
majority of early Christians lived.

Justification and Distribution of Surplus

Work Ethic, Business Activities and Trade

Those Christians suspicious of trading activities employed two main 
arguments. First, they stressed that the desire for enrichment underlies 
trade, driven by covetousness and the need to acquire superfluous riches 
beyond a state of virtuous self-sufficiency. Second, accumulated wealth 
was suspected for the additional reason that it was believed to originate 
in techniques of deception and fraud inherent to commercial activities, 
as well as in practices denoting an outright exploitation of the more 
vulnerable members of the community.

Among early Christian texts outside the New Testament, the 
Didache (ca. late first century) elaborates on a work ethic reminiscent 
of the ideal of self-sufficiency in the New Testament context.21 The 
provenance of the work is unknown, yet there is a scholarly consensus 
suggesting a Syrian origin, perhaps near Antioch.22 The author of 
the Didache admonishes believers in Christ not to seek to appropriate 
others’ resources (2.3), not to be motivated by greedy and rapacious 
intentions (2.6),23 and not to cultivate a fondness for money, from which 
derive acts of robbery (3.5). Income that originates in manual labour is 
invaluable in shaping the base for charity, without favouritism (4.6–7). 
The Didache urges for charity (15.4) but endorses a more radical view 
on sharing, expanding it to the extent of abhorring one’s own right to 
private property (4.8): “share all things with your brother and do not say 
that anything is your own. For if you are partners in what is immortal, 
how much more in what is mortal?”24 Kurt Niederwimmer observes 
that “at this point the commandment of compassion and care for the 
neighbour has attained its sharpest and most consistent development.”25
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The Didache develops the doctrine of the Two Ways one could follow 
in one’s lifespan.26 This tradition, comprising the Way of Life and the 
Way of Death, introduces a dualistic framework that is profoundly 
Jewish in origin.27 The Way of Death, in particular, involves evil and 
rapacious acts, arrogance, conceit, passions and related vices that make 
humans insensitive to the needs of others by seeking vanity and mundane 
rewards. Such persons perpetuate oppressive practices, ignore the needy 
and strive for pre-eminence while impoverishing the vulnerable (5.1–2). 
The text (2.4) underscores the internal divide of someone who strives to 
ineffectively comply with two competing realms, that of the present and 
that of the future age. This man is called “double-minded” (dignōmōn), 
a theme that other texts repeatedly affirm (for instance, the synonym 
dipsychos is employed in the Shepherd of Hermas).28

It is notable that the work introduces an ethic of hospitality that draws 
on earlier traditions: tradesmen are welcome in the community, and 
persons devoid of an occupation are acceptable on the condition that 
they will engage in labour activities and avoid idleness (12.3–4). Didache 
distinguishes genuine from false prophets on the grounds of asking (or 
not) for money (11.3–12); in the same manner, fondness of money was 
not typical of a church minister (15.1). In conformity to the work ethic 
elaborated in the Didache, the community is not obligated to support 
those who live at the expense of others, being intolerant of the unemployed 
who indulge in idleness, as well as of those who misuse Christian faith for 
personal enrichment.29 Ignatius of Antioch (early second century) in his 
Epistle to the Smyrnaeans (6.2) also warns of dissidents who are indifferent 
to the needy, the afflicted and the oppressed.30 On the contrary, genuine 
teachers deserve any financial and material support in conformity to the 
Didache’s precise instructions (13). Polycarp of Smyrna (d. ca. 155–160) in 
his Epistle to the Philippians (11.1), referring to an ex-presbyter who abused 
his office, counsels abstention from the love of money.31

Early Christian texts introduce a work ethic that sanctions toil and 
labour and condemns laziness: this is typical of 1 Clement, a late-first-
century letter concerned with forgiveness and harmony in a community 
suffering from internal tensions. The letter claims Roman authority over 
the Church in Corinth and urges believers to engage in well doing and 
eschew idleness (34.1–2).32 However, the fruits of labour cannot be 
reaped in the short run, since one needs to invest in continuous efforts 
and await the results with patience and endurance.
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An implicit distrust toward trading activities and related profitable 
occupations permeates this view of the economic world. This negative 
attitude toward lucrative activities remains a distinctive feature of 2 
Clement, a mid-second-century homily on self-control and repentance 
that claims a different authorship from 1 Clement.33 2 Clement posits:

No one who is upright receives the fruit of his labor quickly; he instead 
waits for it. For if God were to reward the upright immediately, we would 
straightaway be engaged in commerce rather than devotion to God. For 
we would appear to be upright not for the sake of piety but for a profit. 
(20.3–4)34

The Epistle of Barnabas, a seemingly popular text in early Christianity, 
was possibly written in the 130s and intended to address the needs of 
a community probably situated near Alexandria, yet authorship remains 
inconclusive, suggesting a familiarity with Jewish interpretation.35 The 
work denounces the practices of those who benefit from the efforts of 
others without contributing a fair share to community welfare. Such 
persons indulge in greed and covet what belongs to others, remaining in 
idleness and refraining from productive occupations (10.4).

The second-century Shepherd of Hermas—another popular work 
in the early Church,36 written most probably in Rome or its vicinity—
substantiates a similar work ethic. Income from productive occupations 
is morally legitimate provided that is properly channelled to the needy, 
that is, by exhibiting impartiality (Mand. 2.4 [27]; cf. Sim. 9.24.2–3 
[101]). Furthermore, the text warns those who fall short of true faith 
that engagement in business affairs and pursuit of excess wealth subjects 
them to potential peril, as they are exposed to the influence of outsiders 
(Mand. 10.1.4 [40]). Business dealings, disassociated from virtue, may 
prove perilous to Christian identity (Sim. 8.9.1 [75]). Christians are 
counselled to restrict the scope of their business pursuits by reducing 
the volume of their business engagements, because to devote too 
much time and energy to the sphere of trade does not conform to 
their spiritual allegiances (Sim. 4.7 [53]). Believers are admonished as 
follows:

But avoid many business activities and you will not sin at all. For those 
involved with numerous business dealings are also involved in numerous 
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sins, since they are distracted by their affairs and do not serve as the Lord’s 
slaves. (Sim. 4.5 [53])37

There is also another rationale for the reduction of the scope of busi-
ness activities. Involvement in multiple business projects seems to be 
quite ineffective because it disorientates the tradesman from his primary 
business aim, renders the business plan unfeasible due to increasing 
uncertainty and entails a concomitant loss of control in business pursuits. 
Such a merchant not only fails to prosper but is also exposed to business 
failure:

For many people undertake numerous projects but go back and forth in 
their minds, and nothing at all goes well for them. And they say that they 
do not prosper in what they do, but it never occurs to them that they have 
done what is evil; instead, they blame the Lord. (Sim. 6.3.5 [63])38

The Justification of Moderate Prosperity

The wealth ethics in 2 Clement draws on established New Testament 
patterns on the impossibility of serving two irreconcilable realms, 
the divine and that of Mammon (6.1),39 expressed in the context of a 
polarity between this age and the age to come (6.3).40 One should 
renounce perishable and ephemeral possessions with a view to acquiring 
imperishable things in heaven (6.6).

In the Shepherd of Hermas there is a rationale for the justification of 
the prosperous believer, provided that his/her wealth is distributed to 
those in need. Hermas is the protagonist of the story which is intended 
to inculcate the need for repentance. The work exhorts Christians 
to abstain from luxurious living and from ostentatious conduct 
originating in material abundance, as well as from accumulating excess 
wealth (Mand. 8.3 [38], 12.2.1 [45]). The text also urges them to 
refrain from fraud, greed, vanity and arrogance (Mand. 8.5 [38]). The 
excesses of dissipation are threatened by the impending judgment,41 
which is inevitable for all those who enjoy luxuries, succumb to 
ephemeral enticements and deprive others of their goods (Sim. 6.4.1–4 
[64], 6.5.4–5 [65]). Christians should not concentrate on material 
possessions, adopting the practices of outsiders, to the detriment of 
their own distinctive identity (Sim. 1.4–6 [50]). On the contrary, they 
should excel in helping behaviours by offering support toward widows,  
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orphans, the needy or those who suffer from indebtedness (Mand. 8.10 
[38]).

Hermas provides a justification for wealth that resides in the 
aforementioned ministry toward the community (Sim. 1.9–10 [50]). 
The text illustrates the position of the rich through a vision of a tower 
(i.e. the Church) under construction and explains that the round 
stones that do not properly fit in the building of this tower are those 
who simultaneously have faith in God and own earthly possessions: 
just as the round stones have to be trimmed and become square to be 
integral to the construction process, the rich Christians should learn to 
manage their wealth in a way that proves its social utility and furthers the 
common good (cf. Vis. 3.6.5–7 [14]).42

Α model of stewardship of resources underlies these narratives: notably, 
those who fail in their ministry, since they usurp the livelihood of more 
vulnerable members of the community, not only betray the expectations 
of others but also endanger their salvation if they persist in their fallacious 
behaviour (Sim. 9.26.2 [103]). The aforementioned faithful wealthy, 
who are partially obstructed from the truth by their riches but are able 
to remain good, will be treated in the following way: the Lord will leave 
them only a portion of their original wealth in order for these people to 
become less insensitive to the needs of others and to manage properly the 
remaining part of their riches (Sim. 9.30.4–5 [107]).43 Eschatological 
rhetoric is thus intertwined with moral exhortations, with a view to 
addressing issues of social stratification in the Christian communities and 
shaping Christian economic and social ethics.44

Hermas envisions a socio-economic order in which an adequate self-
sufficiency remains the ideal, not the accumulation of wealth through 
its investment in property, housing or business ventures.45 The author 
of Hermas articulates a vision of a Christian economic praxis by urging 
wealthy members to invest otherwise, in acts of benevolence, as well as 
by distancing themselves from more conventional aspirations typical of 
the economic attachments of the surrounding environment.46 In this 
respect, it would be plausible to argue that Hermas construes Christian 
identity in terms of a primary shift in economic allegiances, from storing 
economic assets or being involved in complex business arrangements 
to affirming alternative economic practices focusing on community 
welfare.47

Rhee underscores that, despite the universal denouncement of 
avaricious behaviours in Christian apocalyptic discourses, there remains an 
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ambiguity with respect to the degree of divestment that generates tension 
between ideal and practice: the ideal of renunciation of wealth coexists 
with the fact of relativizing wealth from commercial engagements through 
the practice of almsgiving.48

An Organicist View of Society

The Shepherd of Hermas focuses on an ideal of mutuality that is based on 
the complementarity of socio-economic roles of groups that significantly 
differ in status, power, wealth and social influence. Hermas employs a 
social metaphor to illustrate the two main groups, the rich and the poor, 
in terms of a vine and an elm (Sim. 2 [51]). By drawing this analogy, the 
text demonstrates the social utility of both groups: the rich undertake 
the responsibility to support the needy by liquidating part of their 
surplus and directing monetary funds to the needy through almsgiving, 
while the poor offer their prayers for their benefactors in return.49 
Wealthy members assume the responsibility to undertake relief efforts 
by offering financial aid, but they also engage in patronage relationships 
with poorer members of the community. According to Carolyn Osiek:

There is certainly an appeal to the self-interest of the rich here: it is to their 
advantage to keep the poor happy so that they will continue their effective 
intercession for the rich. This is a spiritualization of the institution of 
patronage: the obsequium and operae owed by the client to a patron takes 
the form of intercessory prayer.50

It seems that the obligation of the wealthy is viewed not so much as 
a responsibility, but rather as a diakonia (ministry) offered by a particu-
lar group for the welfare of the community (SH, Sim. 2.7 [51]). A new 
complementarity of social roles transcends the stereotypic antagonism 
between rich and poor through an entwinement of two distinct biblical 
traditions, one that focuses on the precedence of the spirituality of the 
poor over the wickedness of the wealthy, and another that centres on the 
obligation of the rich to share their surplus with the needy.51

Such a social exchange based on balanced reciprocities is probably not 
addressed to the wealthy members of the upper economic elite, but rather 
to the middling groups that enjoy sufficient but moderate surplus: for 
instance, freedmen and related groups involved in trading and business 
engagements.52 Hermas praises the benevolent wealthy as follows:
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Happy are those who have possessions and understand that their riches 
have come from the Lord: for the one who understands this will also be 
able to perform a great ministry. (Sim. 2.10 [51])53

The rhetoric of the text is implicitly depicting the more complicated 
social stratification of second-century Roman society by providing 
indirect evidence of the diversity of economic groups situated at the 
middle of the social hierarchy and enjoying moderate wealth, such as 
businessmen, traders and merchants, a category of occupations in which 
freedmen were often involved.54 Hermas implies a view of society that 
moves beyond the stereotypic binary dichotomy of “rich” and “poor.” 
Yet given that this more complicated picture is not adequately illustrated 
in such narratives, we have no other choice but to reconstruct the 
socio-economic reality by speculating about the nature of the groups 
referred to in patristic texts. Hermas adopts an organicist view of society 
that nurtures the ideal of a harmonious cooperation of distinct groups 
comprising an orderly society.55 Harry O. Maier argues that Hermas 
sought to shape ideal communities and effectively reconciled patronage-
based economic pursuits with an ensuing curtailment of economic 
activities that were detrimental to the poor’s welfare. The promotion 
of both care for the poor and widely held civic goals was in fact an 
unintended consequence of this endeavour.56

Undoubtedly, allusions to social stratification are evidenced in this 
dispute over the proper use of surplus in the Shepherd of Hermas, in 
the narrative world of which we identify issues related to the entrance 
of higher-status Christians into the community.57 Women converts 
played an important role in the formation of this new type of patron-
age.58 Interestingly, this ideal coexistence of social groups, which widely 
differed in their access to and appropriation of material and symbolic 
resources, was contingent upon balanced reciprocities. Wealth was 
not accumulated per se, but in order to be channelled to the needy in 
exchange for prayers promoting the salvation of wealthy members. This 
is a motif repeatedly affirmed in subsequent patristic rhetoric on wealth 
and poverty, as we shall argue in the next chapter, although a difference 
is that the pernicious nature of hoarding is more vividly illustrated in 
later contributions. In Hermas, those who hold riches are now afforded a 
new opportunity for repentance and participation in the process of com-
munity building, that is, to maintain their business but offer their excess 
wealth to the needy. It is in the self-interest of the rich to give to the 
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poor: the initiative for charity belongs primarily, if not exclusively, to the 
rich, so the text involves reciprocities, yet within the reciprocal relation-
ship the focus is undoubtedly on the rich.59

Nevertheless, the idea of reciprocating the favour permeates all texts, 
according to which the recipient offers his/her gratitude and prayer to 
the donor, who may also be rewarded by Christ himself in the impending 
judgment.

And so both accomplish their work. The poor person works at his prayer in 
which he is rich and which he received from the Lord; and he gives it back 
to the Lord who supplied it to him in the first place. So too the rich person 
does not hesitate to supply his wealth to the poor person, since he received 
it from the Lord. And this is a great and acceptable thing to do before 
God because the rich person has gained understanding by his wealth and 
has worked for the poor person out of the gifts provided by the Lord, and 
he has accomplished his ministry well. (SH, Sim. 2.7 [51])60

Beyond the Shepherd of Hermas, organicist views of society pervade 
1 Clement’s narrative structure. 1 Clement (37.4–5) employs an organic 
analogy to designate the complementarity of different social groups (the 
elevated and the lowly) and the significance of each part to the orderly 
performance of the social body. Accordingly, the wealthy should provide 
to meet the financial needs of the weaker, while the latter should respond 
by offering thanksgiving to God for the existence of persons who care for 
their living (38.1–2).

Welcoming the Rich

Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 215) focused on the wealthy and 
their social responsibilities from an elite standpoint.61 He was living in 
the highly urbanized environment of Alexandria, in which participation 
in business and entrepreneurial activities was totally acceptable, being 
an integral part of economic life. At the same time, Alexandria was the 
cultural melting pot of the Mediterranean, where diverse streams of 
thought crossed each other.62 This financial and cultural environment 
had an impact on the way Clement viewed wealth. His most influential 
work on the subject—Who Is the Rich Man Who Can Be Saved?—reveals 
that Christianity started to be appealing to the well-off social strata.63 
Clement specifies that he is not addressing every rich man in this work 
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but those who have been converted,64 while he implies that wealthy 
Christians and Christianity sympathizers were alarmed by both the severe 
attitude toward wealth in the Gospels and the aloofness with which their 
not-so-prosperous fellow believers were treating them.65

Clement argues that Jesus’ command to the young rich man (Mt. 
19:21) should not be interpreted in a strictly literal manner,66 insofar as 
Jesus’ instructions bear a deeper meaning. They imply that one should 
not renounce riches but rather banish from the soul the excessive desire 
for and attachment to them and the anxious cares that they cause.67 
Clement was influenced by Stoicism, and in particular by the concept 
of the Stoic wise man, who stays untouched by the mundane cares of 
everyday life, regarding them as adiaphora (indifferents).68 In this 
respect, Clement was addressing the spiritual needs of new converts 
involved in business engagements, by suggesting that radical divestment 
was not mandatory for Christians. On the contrary, in managing their 
financial and material resources Christians had to get rid of the desire 
for excessive wealth, because it entailed an attachment to secular affairs, 
aggravated mundane concerns and entrapped them in the lure of 
ephemeral gratification.

In his Stromateis Clement disassociates ownership from the use of 
wealth, implying that Christians can concentrate capital assets under 
the constraint that they use them as if their ownership belongs to the 
community, thus being exhorted to alleviate extreme necessity.69 
This stewardship view of property may be explicated if we consider 
that, in the urban centre of Alexandria, capital and entrepreneurship 
could assume a social dimension, a detail that helps to clarify the 
presuppositions of a rich man’s salvation.70 Clement’s position is 
encapsulated as follows: wealth should not be rejected per se, given that 
it is nothing more than an instrument (organon) granted by God to 
wealthy men, to be used properly so as to support those in need. Wealth 
itself, according to Clement, is neither good nor evil, thus he attributes 
to it the properties of the Stoic concept of adiaphoron, as mentioned 
above, which denotes a morally neutral entity.71 If the wealthy channel 
their surplus to alleviate human suffering, then wealth is positively 
evaluated as a means that serves the ultimate goal of human salvation.

Clement depicts the process of redistribution as an economic 
exchange, characterizing it as “beautiful trade” and “divine business”: 
the wealthy purchase immortality with money; by giving the perishable 
possessions of the world, they receive in exchange an eternal abode in 
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heaven.72 Balanced reciprocities are central to this view, just as in the 
Shepherd of Hermas—with which Clement was acquainted—designating 
the complementarity of social roles in a Christian community. Both 
groups, the rich and the poor, are mutually dependent on a system of 
patronage and benefaction.73 Sharing proves to be integral to this 
overarching social system, and wealth becomes an instrument of social 
benefaction.

In the same cultural environment, that of third-century Alexandria, 
Origen (ca. 185–ca. 254) adopted a less flexible stance toward the 
excesses of wealth. Origen does not articulate a comprehensive view 
on the nature of wealth, yet he occasionally reflects on ethically 
controversial issues, such as the moral burden of riches and the spiritual 
benefits of poverty, by highlighting the obligations of all Christians to 
ensure distribution of surplus, always in accordance with the precepts 
of justice and charity. It has been argued that the interrelated demands 
of charity, equity and justice in Origen’s thought do not contravene 
provision for one’s necessities in life. What mostly matters is refraining 
from an avaricious pursuit of excess wealth, accompanied by a process of 
dispossession of material surplus to sustain the needy.74

Origen endorses the ideal of autarkeia (self-sufficiency), while 
he reminds not only wealthy patrons but also those who enjoy even a 
moderate level of wealth of their obligation to support the economically 
destitute through almsgiving.75 In his view, dispossession of riches 
may move the wealthy in the opposite direction of longing for the 
lost possessions, thus precluding subtle and sublime disentanglement 
from earthly things and, ultimately, salvation.76 Total renunciation of 
possessions remains a distinctive feature of those who proceed to radical 
divestment for religious purposes. In common with the involuntarily 
indigent, such persons can substantially benefit from redistributive 
initiatives undertaken by more prosperous Christians.77 It seems that 
Origen was effective in deconstructing traditional representations of rich 
and poor. Both groups shared the capacity for moral choice and spiritual 
freedom, yet they could also succumb to greedy motives that entail 
attachment to wealth.78

Clement of Alexandria’s Stoic influences on his treatment of wealth and 
poverty as indifferent things have been contrasted with Origen’s stance 
on asceticism resulting in a condemnation of riches, which is reminiscent 
of Shepherd of Hermas’ more critical attitude toward wealth. Whereas 
Clement was supportive of an inclusion of the wealthy in the Christian 
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community, Origen considered divestment a prerequisite for resisting ava-
ricious behaviours.79 In this scholarly view, the Origenian tradition—cul-
minating, for instance, in Evagrius Ponticus’ and Rufinus of Aquileia’s 
ascetic ideals—elaborates on a principle of social equality later embraced 
by other Origenian ascetics.80

This tension between Clement and Origen on wealth ethics is con-
tingent on the focal point each one adopts. As already argued, Clement 
addresses the spiritual needs of his wealthy audience, whereas Origen 
elaborates on a more comprehensive ethics, addressing prerequisites 
of salvation for both groups. Commenting on the Gospel of Matthew 
(19:23), Origen asserts that, though the rich face difficulty in entering 
the kingdom of God, salvation is far from unattainable for them; the out-
come is dependent upon the intervention of God, who alone is in the 
position to secure their entrance into the heavenly realm.81 Much like 
Clement, Origen recognizes the complementarity of social roles between 
the rich and the poor: the first group controls aggressivity and exhibits 
love through genuine almsgiving, whereas the second, being in an infe-
rior position, learns humility through poverty. Origen however, broadens 
his perspective by defining the spiritual obligations of both social groups: 
the wealthy have to engage in compassionate acts through sharing, while 
the poor have to learn how to excel in endurance and perseverance.82

The Framework of Christian Discourse on Savings

Universalizing Moral Exhortations for Charity

Early patristic thought offers a set of counsels on the proper lifestyle 
adopted by new believers. According to 1 Clement, they should treat 
one another with kindness and compassion (14.3), refraining from the 
vices of audacity, insolence and effrontery, and behaving with gentleness, 
humility and meekness (30.8, 44.3). Greed in particular, in common 
with arrogance, deceit, slander, vanity and inhospitality, is considered 
as a form of injustice and lawlessness, entirely inappropriate for genuine 
Christians (35.5), who would strive for the common good (48.6), 
even to the detriment of their own welfare (51.2). Therefore, the ideal 
remains that of social harmony, peace and stability (61.1) based on a 
virtuous administration of civil and domestic affairs (61.2).
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The Epistle of Barnabas shares a similar view on the priority of charity 
in Christian life, interwoven with a strong call for justice and forgiveness. 
It comments on these issues as follows:

Loosen every bond of injustice; unravel the strange hold of coercive 
agreements; send forth in forgiveness those who are downtrodden: tear 
up every unfair contract. Break your bread to the hungry, and provide 
clothing for everyone you see naked. Bring the homeless under your roof. 
And if you see anyone who has been humbled, do not despise him—
neither you nor anyone from your children’s household. (3.3)83

In accordance with the Didache (4.8), the Epistle of Barnabas exhorts 
the believers to share all wealth with others by endorsing an ideal of 
partnership in all things, both perishable and imperishable (19.8). This 
view supports more radical attitudes toward sharing of surplus, in view 
of avoiding greed (19.6), and partiality (19.11). The epistle strongly 
condemns the economic practices of the arrogant wealthy who indulge 
in vanity and pursue ephemeral success to the detriment of the needy. 
Individuals who aspire to enrichment tend to disregard the more 
vulnerable, oppress the afflicted and support the wealthy (20.2).

It is noteworthy that the ideal of sharing resources does not assume 
the diminution of one’s own abundance. On the contrary, it makes the 
Christian an imitator of God. Happiness cannot be evaluated in material 
things—a basic patristic view still expressed in the fifth century by 
Theodoret of Cyrrhus, as we shall see—because the pursuit of wealth and 
power, the abundance of material goods and the ensuing prosperity do 
not secure the experience of happiness.

The Epistle to Diognetus (ca. second half of the second century) 
stresses84:

For happiness is not a matter of oppressing your neighbors, or wishing to 
have more than those who are lowly, or being wealthy and coercing those 
who are in need. Nor is anyone able to imitate God in these ways, for they 
form no part of his greatness. (10.5)85

The epistle deconstructs the dominant ideals of those who seek happiness in 
the pursuit of social influence and in the affluence of wealth and possessions, 
because these mundane goals are inimical to Christians who wish to enter 
the divine realm. Such selfish motives never cease to pose a threat to others’ 
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welfare, often interrelated with coercive and exploitative economic practices. 
Genuine happiness, on the contrary, may be experienced by those who excel 
in charity, who make their abundance a means to serve an ulterior goal, that 
of the alleviation of the needy. The use of possessions to support the des-
titute is thus elevated to a means of imitating God (10.6). The Shepherd of 
Hermas shares a similar view in affirming that those who refuse to help their 
brothers who suffer misfortune in their daily lives commit a great sin, in con-
trast to the supporters of the needy who experience great joy (Sim. 10.4.2–3 
[114]).

As already argued, Clement of Alexandria’s view of wealth as an instru-
ment is invested with providential connotations, since God himself has 
granted it to the prosperous members of a community for proper stew-
ardship; therefore, none can exert ownership over a God-given good. It is 
notable that similar views on the divine origin and the temporary possession 
of wealth by humans are long-standing in Greek and Roman literature.86 
Clement seeks to mitigate the tension experienced by the rich by persuad-
ing them that Christians should not accumulate superfluous riches; instead, 
they should distribute wealth to the poor in a life of discipleship to Christ.87 
If God is the only provider of this affluence of material goods, the rich man 
is nothing but a steward who should manage these resources justly, being 
mandated to engage in the redistribution of wealth through almsgiving,88 
a view that resonates well with subsequent patristic thinking on these issues. 
Concomitantly, in early patristic thought wealth can be morally justified 
through proper use. On the contrary, amassment of goods in service of 
purely selfish motives (involving hoarding behaviours) distorts the primary 
function of wealth as a God-given instrument.89

Two Distinct Models of Almsgiving

2 Clement sheds new light on almsgiving by offering a different 
perspective. Self-restraint, charity and virtuousness are countenanced as 
being akin to righteousness that precludes any attachment to money and 
to related worldly affairs (4.3, 5.6). The practice of charity is not only 
morally laudable but it also lightens the believer of the burden of sin, 
since love covers a multitude of sins (16.4).90 It has been argued that 2 
Clement 16.1–4 introduces an alternate view of almsgiving as typical of 
all believers and not merely of a select segment of the congregation.91 
Sharing of resources within the faith community is thus required of all, 
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and represents the implementation of communal practices of repentance 
and mercy exhibited by all members as agents of mutual assistance.92 
This is not the mainstream view as it is shown by other second- or 
third-century Christian texts. Clement of Alexandria, for instance, 
“clearly advocates a top-down model of redemptive almsgiving where 
money flows from one group of wealthy believers to another group of 
impoverished saints.”93 It should be noted that the Shepherd of Hermas 
had already promoted a reciprocal framework of social exchange between 
two distinct groups, defined as the “rich” and the “poor,” in the context 
of a top-down model of almsgiving.94

As it has been pointed out above, this two-fold representation of 
social stratification evidenced in both the Shepherd of Hermas and 
Clement of Alexandria reflects a binary divide between two opposing 
groups—the “rich” and the “poor”—that fails to adequately take 
into account the far more complicated social differentiation in income 
distribution. Such binary opposition ultimately operates as a mere 
rhetorical construction deeply entrenched in the social stereotypes of the 
era. Furthermore, this oversimplification is intended to reinforce the elite 
social values and worldview and to justify the accumulation of wealth and 
power by the upper social strata.95

David J. Downs plausibly argues for the existence of two distinct 
models of almsgiving in early Christian texts, one exemplified in 
Clement of Alexandria, focusing on the philanthropy of the wealthy, 
and another substantiated in 2 Corinthians 8:13–14 and in the Didache 
4.5–8, centred on mutualism and reciprocal support.96 The first model is 
articulated on a vertical axis ranging from those who enjoy an abundance 
of financial resources and material prosperity to those who suffer from 
destitution and lack the necessities of life. We deem that the Shepherd 
of Hermas and Clement of Alexandria refer to Christians in a position 
to engage in hoarding wealth. The philanthropic exhortation of these 
early Christian texts may act as a remedy for such behaviours: the top-
down transfer of surplus is intended to reduce the scope and mitigate the 
intensity of hoarding activities.

The second model “involves a more horizontal exchange of resources 
among those of lesser means.”97 Downs situates 2 Clement in the second 
context that prioritizes participation of all believers in a divine economy 
that is expected to influence distribution of resources within the com-
munity of faith. As a consequence, 2 Clement goes far beyond exhorting 



60   G. Merianos and G. Gotsis

prosperous Christians to actively display charitable concern for their passive, 
impoverished brothers in faith. These believers may have engaged in dif-
ferent occupations, being for instance merchants, artisans and large shop 
owners or regular wage earners, enjoying moderate surplus or being near 
subsistence level. They might have also been (skilled and unskilled) labour-
ers, small farm- and shop owners at subsistence level. Regardless of their 
economic state, all are urged to make their love manifest in almsgiving.98 In 
line with Downs’ argument, we deem that these groups possessed a mod-
erate level of surplus income that could be directed to practices of mutual 
support, thus strengthening the bonds of, and substantially affecting pat-
terns of distribution within, the faith community.

Motives for Almsgiving

As already argued, sharing of resources was perceived as a practice 
designed to cultivate a profound sense of unity and harmony both within 
and between Christian communities. It was viewed as an obligation 
associating merciful acts with manifestations of justice. Having common 
funds and common meals not only reflected a renewed interest in caring 
for the poor and helpless but also substantiated intra-Christian solidarity.99

Christopher M. Hays enumerates a set of stimuli that facilitated 
believers to display such active concern for others.100 Appeals to charita-
ble giving that are not grounded in self-interest but highlight the spirit-
ual benefits accrued by the donors are typical of early Christian literature. 
The wealthier members of the community, who enjoyed sufficient finan-
cial means and were willing to share them with the weakest, may have 
served as patrons of the community, expecting to receive the compensa-
tion valued in a patronage system, that is, honour. Yet this might not 
have been an easy task to perform, given the role ambiguities arising 
from their dual responsibility, both as patrons and true members of the 
community.101 As a result, early Christian teaching and practice sought 
to overcome these tensions, envisioning in almsgiving a fundamental 
expression of altruistic and disinterested love.102 Furthermore, almsgiv-
ing can be integral to the invocation of a koinōnia (Christian fellowship) 
language in texts that exhort their readers to proceed with a generous 
sharing of their possessions, like the Didache and the Epistle of Barnabas. 
As argued earlier, these texts favour a more radical view of divestment 
that makes hoarding entirely unfeasible.
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Almsgiving can also help prosperous Christians to effectively resist their 
internal passions, as evidenced in Clement of Alexandria’s affirmation that 
an ongoing voluntary deprivation of excess wealth can contribute to sub-
duing one’s vicious impulses that might otherwise lead to apostasy.103 In 
this respect, the rhetoric of almsgiving helps to deconstruct hoarding as 
a dominant economic practice. Furthermore, almsgiving can be deemed 
as a means to restore one’s spiritual health by cancelling the sinful infec-
tion incurred by post-baptismal sins. Almsgiving embodies a redemptive 
potential originating in texts, such as Tobit (4:10, 12:8–9) and Proverbs 
(10:2, 11:4, 14:21, 28:8), that elaborate on a theology of charity.104 Gary 
A. Anderson discusses the view that such a theology of charity was preva-
lent in the Old Testament, rabbinic midrash and Second Temple literature, 
and the New Testament, as well as in the sermons of the Church Fathers; 
he also considers a set of related topics, such as the nature and purpose of 
ephemeral riches or the concepts of atonement and reparation. Anderson 
deems that Tobit 4:7, Proverbs 19:17 and Sirach 29:8–12 elaborate on the 
idea of a heavenly treasury of merit, created through human acts of gen-
uine charity, the main function of which is the formation of a deposit in 
heaven that benefits the donor in the afterlife.105 The concept of the heav-
enly treasury had a great impact on patristic thought.

Early Christian charitable paraenesis also draws on the rhetoric of the 
impending judgment as a real menace that threatens the false security 
riches offer to their holders. 2 Clement 16.1–4 and the Shepherd of 
Hermas elaborate on such a motive, yet the frequency with which 
Christians appealed to this eschatological judgment was reduced as the 
expectation of Christ’s Second Coming began to gradually diminish.106 
Other noteworthy stimuli for charity either reveal purely disinterested 
motives—ranging from hospitality to self-sacrifice itself—or reflect a 
deeper conviction that true wealth resides in virtue or wisdom alone, or 
even refuse temporal riches in this very age.107

This rich diversity of motives for engaging in charitable practices in 
the second- and third-century patristic literature shares the view of excess 
wealth as rather intolerable within the faith community, let alone the 
accumulation of riches for self-interested pursuits. The model of redemp-
tive almsgiving adopted by the Church was entwined with underly-
ing ideological changes that significantly affected the status of poverty. 
Devoting more scant resources to almsgiving and devaluing efforts for 
affluence probably resulted in a reduction of labour force participation in 
productive engagements.108 Although these contentions are in need of 
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further elaboration, it remains an undeniable reality that the fourth-cen-
tury Christian Fathers warned the faithful of the perils that are endemic 
in hoarding behaviours in a more vivid manner, highlighting the need for 
a conscious disengagement from the burden of excess wealth. This would 
have been a first step toward a more just and equitable Christian society, 
as that of the increasingly Christianized fourth-century Roman Empire 
was envisioned to be.
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Sketching Out the Setting:  
New Responsibilities and Challenges

The formation of fourth-century patristic economic thought was 
mainly affected by three factors: the progressive identification between 
Christianity and the Empire, the economic crisis of the previous period 
and the emergence of monasticism.1 The Christian bishops attempted to 
transform the social responsibility that their role entailed into action for 
the reformation of late Roman society according to Christian standards. 
Most influential among them were the Cappadocian Fathers—Basil 
of Caesarea (d. ca. 379), Gregory of Nyssa (d. after 394) and Gregory 
of Nazianzus (d. ca. 390)—and their younger contemporary John 
Chrysostom (d. 407), all of them highly educated prelates of elevated 
socio-economic background.2 These Fathers devoted much of their work 
to the formation and promotion of a Christian ethics that sought to 
eliminate social dysfunctions and inequalities. In this chapter we focus on 
the social teachings of Basil of Caesarea and John Chrysostom, although 
we occasionally refer to the two Gregories too.

As their earlier counterparts, the Cappadocians and Chrysostom 
continued to condemn the accumulation of wealth as manifest evi-
dence of greed, and at the same time they praised its proper use for 
self-sufficiency and poverty relief. But they no longer addressed small con-
gregations mainly comprised of members from lower and middle social 
strata. Their audiences now gradually represented the entire social scale  
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in the Graeco-Roman urban centres. This meant that they had to make 
the rich and the not-so-rich believers face their social responsibilities in 
an increasingly Christian society. This development theoretically opened 
new possibilities for the realization of the ideal of a more equitable society 
through models of a more or less radical redistribution of wealth, but at 
the same time it brought the Fathers face to face with the mentalities and 
economic practices of the elites which contradicted this very ideal.

Being members of the civic elite themselves, the Cappadocians and 
Chrysostom knew first-hand these mentalities and practices. Although 
oversimplified as a categorization, practices such as hoarding, usury 
and luxury consumption posed great obstacles to the alleviation of the 
“needy.” The latter seem to have grown in number in the fourth century 
in the urban centres of the East, since, for instance, immigration from 
the countryside and lesser provincial centres to the cities was increased.3 
At the same time, the Church Fathers had to show the advantages of 
being Christian, in terms of social care and cohesion, to civic audiences 
that remained pagan to different degrees. They also had to compete 
with similar Jewish and in particular pagan attempts, such as the effort of 
Emperor Julian (361–363), to awaken pagan practitioners to their social 
responsibilities.

By the time of the death of Theodosius I (395), Christianity had 
become the official religion of the Empire. Despite the anti-pagan legis-
lation—which, however, was difficult to impose—pagan temples and cel-
ebrations did not immediately decline. What led to their gradual decline 
was rather the support and patronage offered to Christianity from the 
reign of Constantine I (306–337) onwards and the respective withdrawal 
of imperial favour and funding from pagan cults.4 Constantine confis-
cated the treasures of the pagan temples, a measure that the contemporary 
anonymous author of the De rebus bellicis (On Military Affairs) implies 
partly funded the introduction of Constantine’s gold coinage, the soli-
dus,5 which we shall further discuss in the sixth chapter. Furthermore, 
lands that had once been confiscated and returned by Julian to the pagan 
temples were reconfiscated by Valentinian I (364–375).6 The social sta-
tus of Christians was fundamentally altered by the open favour, wealth 
and privilege bestowed upon their Church. Besides the lack of pub-
lic funding for and financial impoverishment of the pagan cults,7 further 
reasons made Christianity appealing, especially to elites. For example, 
Christians were preferred for the highest administrative posts under the  
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Constantinian and Theodosian dynasties, a stance which will have culmi-
nated in the decision of Theodosius II (408–450) to make imperial posts 
accessible to Christians only.8

Julian attempted to stem the advance of Christianity in the fourth 
century and reform traditional priesthoods. The spearhead of Christian 
social rhetoric and ethics, philanthropy, was also a traditional concept in 
Hellenic ethics.9 Philanthrōpia was identified with the love of the gods 
for humanity, but it was also considered the crowning virtue of a ruler. 
Julian tried to show the connection of Hellenism with the active concern 
for social welfare; nonetheless, it has been argued that his assertion that 
the Greeks historically practiced poverty relief is not affirmed by any 
evidence of structured aid to the poor as such.10

Certain epistles of Julian, such as the one addressed to Arsacius, High 
Priest of Galatia, are often employed as evidence of the rivalry between 
contemporary pagan and Christian clergies on philanthropic efforts. 
Julian urges Arsacius to observe Christian benevolence to strangers, care 
for the graves and the holiness of their lives, and to practice these virtues; 
not just he, but every priest in Galatia.11 Peter Van Nuffelen, however, 
has disputed the authenticity of the epistle, considering it a fifth-century 
forgery that reflects Christian institutional charity of that time and aims 
to present Julian as an imitator of Christians.12 Jean Bouffartigue, on 
the other hand, has defended the letter’s authenticity.13 Interestingly, 
Susanna Elm has shifted the focus from the oft-discussed Christian 
influence on Julian’s measures and his attempt to compete with the 
Christian Church14 to a different aim of philanthropy as conceived by 
this emperor:

Julian’s notions of philanthropy had a different aim: true worship of 
the real gods with sacrifices initiating and enabling oikeiōsis with them. 
That aim does not minimize the ethical components of such affiliation, 
especially imperial benevolence, clemency, and juridical mildness, none of 
which required, however, a pagan church or a Christian precedent.15

Be all that as it may, in one other epistle of his, Julian stresses:

You must above all exercise philanthropy, for from it result many other 
blessings, and moreover that choicest and greatest blessing of all, the good 
will of the gods. […] we must suppose that God, who naturally loves 
human beings, has more kindness for those men who love their fellows.16
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Concerning poverty, Julian employs in the same epistle an argument 
echoing Stoics17: people should not blame the gods for poverty but the 
insatiable greed of men of property instead. To denote the appropriation 
of public goods by the rich, he employs a vivid image: if God was to rain 
gold, the rich would send their slaves to place buckets everywhere and 
drive off the rest, so that they “alone might seize upon the gifts of the 
gods meant for all in common.”18 Thus, it is the greed of the rich that 
generates poverty. It is interesting that he then presents sharing posses-
sions with one’s fellow human beings as economically advantageous: he 
himself had often given lavishly to the needy, and the gods had returned 
his gifts many times over.19 Benefaction is not only divinely reciprocated 
but also recovered multiplied, an argument also used by Paul (2 Cor. 
9:5–12), who stresses: “the one who sows sparingly will also reap spar-
ingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.”20

Julian completes his argument in the aforesaid epistle with the  
claim: “We ought then to share our money with all men, but more  
generously with the good, and with the helpless and poor so as to suffice  
for their need.”21 This exhortation sounds so “Christian,” and it was  
the direct connection of philanthropy with Christian—and to a lesser  
extent with Jewish—religion that must have frustrated him. Christians  
manifestly engaged in charitable activities, “such as the so-called love-
feast, or hospitality, or service of tables,” attracting new members to their  
communities.22 Julian was not willing to let the Christian clergy  
monopolize the notion of philanthropy.

Years after Julian’s death, John Chrysostom, as a presbyter in Antioch, 
employed the image of the pagans as a counter-force to Christians in 
his city, reversing at the same time the mythological aspect of pagan 
religions that was emphasized by Christian authors: “Let’s become the 
laughing-stock of the pagans: our beliefs seem to be myths.”23 Libanius 
(d. ca. 393) attests that pagan temples in Antioch served as the shelter of 
poverty-stricken groups, such as aged people, orphans, et cetera,24 in the 
way Julian seems to have envisioned the assumption of social duties by 
his priests.

Yet we should not construe this religious “rivalry” in terms of a 
bipolar opposition between Christians and pagans. In a city such as 
Chrysostom’s Antioch, where an active Jewish community also existed, 
it is most probable that the latter followed traditional Jewish precepts 
concerning care of orphans, widows and other needy categories.25 Late 
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antique rabbinic texts pointed to poverty relief as a moral obligation 
inside a Jewish community, an activity which should be performed show-
ing respect to the recipient’s dignity, and which was identified as a good 
deed, pleasing to God.26 The Christian clergy had to prompt Christian 
believers to excel in terms of social cooperation in the religiously pluralis-
tic cities of the late antique Eastern Mediterranean.

Aspects of Basil of Caesarea’s Views  
on Property and Wealth

Famine in Cappadocia, 368/9

In the late 360s a severe drought afflicted Cappadocia, causing a famine 
that struck the poorest population.27 This oft-discussed famine cannot 
be fully perceived without sketching some of the particularities of 
the region. Cappadocia was a vast rural area with relatively few cities, 
creating a picture that was in sharp contrast with that of the Eastern 
Mediterranean city ports. It was famous for its horses, their breeding 
being important for the imperial cavalry, and as a result imperial 
horse ranches dominated the area. In the middle of this region stood 
Caesarea, whose particularity as a consumption centre was that it was not 
supported by a nexus of minor towns. The Cappadocian cities were not 
poor, as they were placed along the main routes of communication, and 
the products of local animal husbandry, agriculture and industry enjoyed 
strong demand from other markets. Yet in a time of crisis and famine, 
“armies” of the destitute would reach the few major urban centres of 
the region as the main consumption centres, and especially Caesarea, 
which was not supported by lesser towns as intermediate points of 
distribution.28

This happened in 368/9. In his funeral oration for Basil of Caesarea 
(Or. 43), Gregory of Nazianzus depicts the dire situation, as well as the 
attempts that Basil, as a priest, made to relieve the poor. Gregory depicts 
the geographical particularity of Caesarea, but besides this he holds in 
great part liable for the famine those with access to grain:

There was a famine, the most severe one ever recorded. The city was in 
distress, and there was no source of assistance, or relief for the calamity. 
[…] an inland city like ours can neither turn its superfluity to profit, nor 
supply its need, by either disposing of what we have, or importing what  
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we have not: but the hardest part of all such distress is the insensibility and 
insatiability of those who possess supplies. For they watch their opportuni-
ties, and turn the distress to profit, and thrive upon misfortune […].29

It is obvious that the great landowners of the region accumulated grain 
that generated considerable profits.

The economic history of the Roman world provides significant 
examples of the regulation of stocks and bans on hoarding, the latter 
also being a part of imperial instructions to provincial governors.30 
Concerning hoarding of products, three types dominated economic 
behaviour in the Roman world: private hoarding by consumers, 
commercial hoarding by traders and farmers, and public hoarding by 
imperial, provincial or local authorities. Among them, private and public 
hoarding were intended to ensure the availability of basic goods in times 
of necessity, the first through a decrease in demand, the second through 
an increase in supply when the stock of goods was returned to the market. 
Commercial hoarding was supposed to ensure a firm supply of goods in as 
many areas as possible, though through artificial price regulation.31

Not infrequently, wealthy landowners in many eras and areas of the 
Empire were thought to be hoarding grain, insofar as these surpluses 
yielded higher levels of profit in times of food shortages. During such 
periods, the reactions of the lower strata were directed against members 
of the elites who failed to address expectations of public generosity 
and civic virtue. For instance, during a riot in the city of Prusa in the 
late first century AD, the prosperous landowner Dio Chrysostom was 
accused by the populace of hoarding grain instead of channelling the 
surplus to the local markets and selling at cheaper prices. Dio appeared 
also to frustrate peoples’ expectations, according to which prominent 
citizens had to contribute capital to the common fund.32 It is probable 
that leaders in provincial communities often acted like Dio, who had to 
pacify the rioters by reminding them of his past benefactions, as well as 
by incurring the fear of imperial retribution.33

Things were not different in major urban centres. In a late-fourth-
century letter addressed to Nicomachus Flavianus, Symmachus turns 
against Pinianus, his successor as the prefect of Rome, for his incompe-
tence in managing food supply; this resulted in shortages of commodities 
and speculative selling that benefitted those who enjoyed an abundance 
of stored goods.34 In such times of crisis, scarcity and famine offered 
new opportunities for the hoarders to intervene in the black market and 
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turn necessity into a source of indecent wealth.35 It is noteworthy that 
not only elite members but also the populace were engaging in hoard-
ing behaviours.36 Undoubtedly, such individual consumers were far from 
being in the position to manipulate market prices typical of speculative 
hoarding, as their wealthier counterparts could. Traders and prosperous 
landowners, on the contrary, were afforded the opportunity to transform 
extreme necessity into a possibility of extracting considerable gain, an 
attitude detrimental to social welfare and therefore deemed as inappropri-
ate to Christians.37

Both Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus deplored the greedy behaviours 
of great landowners who resorted to hoarding as a principal lucrative 
strategy that increased shortages in supply.38 It has thus been argued that 
Basil was facing not a complete lack of grain in Caesarea but rather its 
hoarding by those who intended to secure vast profits during a period 
of crisis. Since hoarding was responsible for food shortage, Basil’s goal 
was to convince the hoarders to sell their surplus in the market or offer 
it freely to the needy.39 He did so in an oration explicitly linked with the 
famine (Hom. 8).40

In this sermon Basil strongly urges the wealthy who withheld surplus 
in grain to share it with the afflicted population.41 The consequences of 
deprivation were felt at all levels of the social structure: the community 
was facing an utter lack of food, households were inflicted by famine 
because of market speculation, usury and insufficient reserves, while 
individuals were being cut off from the household as well as from the 
community.42 Basil, echoing Stoic arguments,43 states that men, who 
are equipped with reason, should not appear crueller than the irrational 
beasts that use what nature provides as common possession. But men, 
he stresses, make private that which is common. He then reverses 
Julian’s exhortations to his priests by saying: “we should be put to 
shame by what is said for the philanthropy of the Greeks.”44 Basil 
attempts to persuade those holding grain in their silos to share it, by 
presenting them as patrons to the poor, the latter being the dependents 
of the former according to the Graeco-Roman ideal of civic order. He 
promises the tropheus (nourisher) the honour that a Greek benefactor 
would traditionally have enjoyed, although this honour is placed 
eschatologically in the Last Judgement.45

As Peter Brown has observed, Basil “challenged the rich to act as 
euergetai to the poor […]. Basil’s sermons were intended to be the 
swansong of the ancient city.”46 It is important for our theme that the 
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aforementioned sermon and its context help us realize that hoarding not 
only concerns valuables and money but often foodstuffs and everything 
that could be used for profiteering by those withholding it. Basil does 
not deal with the typical hoarding of wealth but, even worse, with a 
kind that threatens the sustenance of life itself. Storing goods, especially 
in times of crisis, resulted in the failure of market mechanisms to meet 
the excess demand for food. The Church Fathers were not alone in 
reproaching local elites for this practice.  In 362–363, famine inflicted 
Antioch. According to Emperor Julian, its causes were a drought and the 
wealthy, who stored the grain produced on their land so as to maximize 
their profits.47 Of course, the practice of grain hoarding was not an 
exclusive late antique phenomenon; in late Medieval Italy, for instance, it 
was considered a crime against community.48

Basil did not just preach in order to prompt the rich to assume their 
social obligations. He was a man of action and did not hesitate to employ 
his patrimony so as to purchase grain and relieve the famine-stricken 
with food and medical care.49 In the same period, the foundation of his 
ptōchotropheion (poor hospice) also commenced, which we shall discuss 
shortly.

Private Vs. Common Property, Hoarding Vs. Sharing

Channelling surplus to the needy through almsgiving was germane to 
a Christian community viewed as a social organism based on the inter-
dependence of its members. This mutual interdependence, though, was 
disrupted by the greedy behaviour of the rich. Basil touches upon the 
issue of property in Hom. 6,50 employing two main arguments: (a) the 
rich are not owners but managers of common resources received by God 
for proper stewardship51; (b) as a consequence, what is withheld by the 
rich from this common property is actually stolen from the poor.52 To 
the seemingly logical and much-used argument, “whom do I harm by 
keeping what is mine,” Basil responds using an image of Stoic origin: the 
public theatre.53 A rich person resembles someone who, after occupy-
ing a seat in the theatre, shuts out those who come after him, believing 
that what is intended for common use is his own property.54 Basil here 
twists Cicero’s image of the theatre, which the latter used to defend the 
right of private property: the theatre is a shared amenity, yet a seat in it 
belongs rightfully to whomever occupies it first.55 Basil attacks the prin-
ciple of first occupancy, juxtaposing that he who takes first a seat does 
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not claim occupancy only on it but on the whole theatre.56 His argu-
ments recall the ones employed by Julian (through the image of the rain 
of gold), on which we commented earlier.

Basil concludes in Hom. 6 that a greedy person is one who does 
not adhere to autarkeia (self-sufficiency),57 while a robber is one who 
deprives everyone else of his property. And thus we have finally arrived 
at our main subject, as we read his words: “the silver you buried belongs 
to the needy person.”58 Such positions seem quite radical and imply 
the sharp inequalities of the Cappadocians’ era. Gregory of Nazianzus 
shares Basil’s view, and in his oration On the Love of the Poor (Or. 14) he 
stresses in a likely manner that some people toil to hoard, while others 
suffer from poverty: “Let us not labour to gather up treasure and protect 
it, while others labour in poverty,” implying that the former worsen the 
condition of the latter.59

Barry Gordon argues that scarcity is a man-made phenomenon, 
entwined with behaviours relating to consumption and distribution. 
Hence, he underscores that:

In any society, the rich create the problem of scarcity for themselves by 
continually expanding their consumption horizons, and by anxiously 
hoarding wealth against the threat of future need. The poor, by contrast, 
have the problem thrust upon them by institutionalised economic 
inequality.60

The fourth-century patristic view of the economic problem seems to coin-
cide with this assessment. In Hom. 7 Basil comments on the story of the 
Rich Young Man in Mt. 19:16–26.61 The sermon’s theme rotates around 
the vanity of pursuing and accumulating wealth. Basil challenges the argu-
ment that hoarding may prove effective in addressing the uncertainty 
of the future and other unpredictable events, as well as the necessity of 
bequeathing a part of this wealth to one’s children.62 Here Basil rejects 
a significant aspect of the mentality of the property-conscious elites that 
linked social succession with transmission of property. For Basil, holding 
wealth on account of the children’s future is a mere excuse for greed.63 
On the whole, reducing uncertainty through hoarding remains highly 
ambivalent. The only tangible outcome of it is the punishment for cru-
elty, since the hoarder along with his wealth buries also his heart (cf. Mt. 
6:21). Basil makes a notable observation in the same sermon: after hav-
ing described indicative cases of luxury and conspicuous consumption 
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he states that, no matter how much the wealth is scattered, it continues 
to abound and, as a result, it is buried underground or stored in secret 
places. We may conclude that, for Basil, hoarding follows consumption as 
a practice, as he states that when someone fails to fully spend his wealth, 
he then conceals it in the earth.64

Susan R. Holman, commenting on Homilies 6 and 7, argues that Basil 
may seem to claim a radical reform, yet he does not wish to undermine 
the social order. He rather seeks to “apply a social control that reflects 
his own view of biblical justice.” This justice necessitates an authoritative 
structure that, on the one hand, can channel the donations of the rich to 
their communities, and, on the other hand, can recognize the motives 
of suppliants asking for help.65 The Church could guarantee the proper 
functioning of such a redistributive mechanism.

The wealthy occupied a prominent position in Basil’s teaching, 
since they should assume an enhanced social responsibility toward the 
community. In a Christian society wealthy members had to undertake the 
social function of redistribution of wealth through proper management 
of their surplus income. The rationale for such a social practice was multi-
level: it was perceived as a precondition for the giver’s salvation and as 
a means of imitating Christ’s benignity and realizing godlikeness,66 
while transforming the wealthy into supporters of the less privileged. 
As a result, a more complicated system of reciprocities emerged, in 
which generalized reciprocity, the unconditional concern for others as 
constitutive of Christian identities, coexisted with balanced reciprocities 
akin to an orderly society. Those consistently engaging in charitable 
activities were benefitted by accumulating reputation and honour.

Equally important is the fact that an undisrupted flow of resources to 
the least privileged members was thus secured. In the absence of organ-
ized social welfare state policies in late antique societies, the redistributive 
nature of alms ensured that both the salvation and need for reputation 
of one group was perfectly compatible with the need for survival of the 
other. The societal ideal that Basil seems to endorse recalls the organicist 
view of society evidenced in earlier Christians texts, such as the Shepherd  
of Hermas,67 adapted to the conditions of the fourth century.

Institutionalizing Poverty Relief: Basil’s Ptōchotropheion  
and the Bequest of Gregory of Nazianzus

The foundation of Basil’s ptōchotropheion, also known as “Basileias” or 
“new city,” was closely linked with the experience he gained through  
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the Cappadocian famine of 368/9. This crisis, far from being unprece-
dented, contributed to the shaping of a model of institutionalized pov-
erty relief, which was not novel in ecclesiastical practice, but its most 
emblematic realization was Basil’s ptōchotropheion. It was completed in 
ca. 372, after the famine and his election as bishop. Built outside the 
walls of Caesarea, on his family’s estates, it was a complex of apartments 
for needy travellers, the poor and the sick, but also the bishop and his 
guests. Thus, this compound combined a hostel, a poorhouse and a hos-
pital where the sick were medically treated and the able poor were trained 
or employed in trades.68

Basil must have realized that appeals to the rich in times of crisis 
were hardly enough. The bishop could organize his own safety 
net through his initiatives, not having to exclusively rely on the 
untrustworthy wealthy for immediate aid. As a bishop, he had to meet 
his responsibilities and be prepared not only for the everyday care for the 
poor but also for the next crisis. As an ecclesiastical patron he also had 
to prove to the emperor and his officials that the wealth and privileges 
enjoyed by his Church were used for the benefit of local society.69 He 
did so by founding both a conspicuous edifice and a welfare institution. 
As Peter Brown puts it: “The incident is a striking outcome of the 
Constantinian settlement, by which the church was granted its privileges 
in return for a fully public commitment to the care of the poor.”70

The foundation of the Basileias also pointed to the patristic awareness 
that, even if the wealthy were convinced to share a part of their 
riches with the poor, this had to be realized in an effective way. One-
off donations, no matter how significant, were a drop in the ocean. 
Sustainable care for the poor required projects, such as the Basileias, 
which could be undertaken by the Church but required the steadfast 
support of the state and/or the wealthy in order to be viable. The 
concept of the rich man as a proper administrator of his wealth coincides 
with this model of benefaction, which called for the wholehearted 
response of the well off to fundraising attempts, or, even better, for the 
endowment of assets that could produce recurring revenue. It is in this 
context—as we shall see in the sixth chapter, discussing Melania the 
Younger—that total dispossession on behalf of the rich was considered 
an heroic act, but hardly economically efficient.

Gregory of Nazianzus must also have financed some kind of institution 
for the poor in Nazianzus—not as ambitious as Basil’s attempt, but he 
must have provided a “soup kitchen” at least.71 It is notable that, in his 
famous testament (dated 381),72 Gregory states that he has consecrated 



84   G. Merianos and G. Gotsis

all his possessions, with certain exceptions, “to the Catholic Church 
which is in Nazianzus, for the service of the poor who are under the care 
of the aforesaid Church.”73 The management of the bequest was to be 
undertaken by three ptōchotrophoi (nourishers of the poor): Marcellus 
the deacon and monk, Gregory the deacon and monk, and Eustathius 
the monk. Gregory the deacon and monk, a freedman, was named the 
heir of all the property, both moveable and immoveable, having the task 
to deliver everything to the Church of Nazianzus, with the exception 
of what was to be left to some individuals by way of legacy or fideicom-
missum (roughly interpreted as “trust”).74 The term used for the three 
administrators, ptōchotrophoi, brings into mind Basil’s ptōchotropheion, 
and probably implies its influence.75

Gregory of Nazianzus’ testament is very telling in the fact that some 
of the most eminent Church Fathers did not die in voluntary poverty. 
The possessions of Gregory as described in the text give the impres-
sion of an average provincial property.76 References are made to land, 
flocks, precious garments, slaves and unspecified sums of money, but also 
specific sums of solidi. The latter show that even a Church Father had 
savings.

Concerning especially sums of money in his testament, Gregory 
bequeathed his namesake heir 50 solidi, the largest amount he left to 
anyone. To him, along with the monk Eustathius, Gregory also left 
the estate at Arianzus with the breeding mares and sheep in it.77 Among 
the arrangements he made in favour of the virgin Roussiane, a relative 
of his and seemingly a woman of status who had embraced the ascetic 
lifestyle, he ordered that an unspecified annual allowance be given to her, 
in order that she might live decently.78 Gregory mentions his servant 
Theophilus, a freedman, but also Theophilus’ brother, Eupraxius, and his 
notary, Theodosius, who would be manumitted after his death. Gregory 
left a legacy of five solidi to each of them.79 Lastly, three close friends and 
associates were also to receive, besides his garments, a sum of solidi: Evagrius 
the deacon, 30; Theodoulus the deacon, 20; and Elaphius the notary, 20.80

A modern reader may find the combination of references to money 
and slaves disturbing, and it seems that a Father of the calibre of Gregory 
did not exactly live up to his ideals; but did these ideals include total 
dispossession? Of course, we should not overlook the fact that he was 
willing to make his property an endowment to the Church of Nazianzus 
for the benefit of the poor. This was not a one-off donation but an 
endowment of the kind that a bishopric needed in order to keep taking 
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care of the poor effectively. Yet it is notable that he appointed the three 
ptōchotrophoi, men of his trust, to manage his bequest. Perhaps the fact 
that the bishopric of Nazianzus was vacant at the time he was composing 
his will played a role in his decision.81 Anyhow, Gregory remained a 
property-conscious aristocratic benefactor who wanted to have the 
last word on his patrimony, which could not just be assimilated into 
the Church’s property. It was his legacy. In the fifth century, Melania 
the Younger, as we shall see in the sixth chapter, had a similar stance 
toward the fate of her monastic institutions after her death. Gregory 
as an aristocratic patron was also responsible for those who would lose 
his protection after his death. It comes as no surprise, then, that he left 
significant sums to his close friends and associates, some of whom were 
freedmen or slaves to be manumitted after his death.82

We think that the notion of proper stewardship of one’s wealth 
concerning Cappadocian patristic ideals should be viewed under the lens 
of the foundation of Basil’s ptōchotropheion and Gregory’s bequest to the 
Church of Nazianzus. From dispossession to sporadic donations, many 
options existed to alleviate those in need, all being better than leaving 
one’s wealth hoarded. Yet founding an institution or actively supporting 
the Church’s work through endowed assets generating income made the 
real difference. In this way, social benefaction could be tangible in the 
long run. Even so, the question of who controlled the endowments of 
the elite would be a thorny issue, as we shall see in the sixth chapter.

Delineating John Chrysostom’s Views on Hoarding

The Ideals of Self-sufficiency and Stewardship of Wealth

John Chrysostom is one of the most suitable cases for studying fourth-
century patristic trends in social issues in an urban context. He lived 
in two prominent cities of his time, Antioch and the relatively recent 
imperial capital Constantinople.83 He was born (ca. 350), studied and 
served as a priest in the former, and in 397 he was elected bishop of the 
latter. John met in these two cities some of the wealthiest aristocrats 
in the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as well-off representatives of the 
upper strata of middling groups which prospered through the flourishing 
industry and trade.84 Concerning Antioch, for instance, Chrysostom 
himself informs us that its marketplace had an abundance of goods, and 
that it was frequented until very late in the evening, while Libanius in 
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his encomium on the city proudly refers to the constant building activity 
there85; both attest to the fact that the city was prospering. On the 
other hand, Chrysostom witnessed in both Antioch and Constantinople 
poverty in different forms and degrees: from beggars to ascetics; from 
those near or at subsistence level to those below it; from women of 
status choosing to live an ascetic life to destitute women having no other 
choice but to sell their bodies for food. Chrysostom’s work refers to all 
kinds of poverty: socio-economic (analysed into endemic, episodic and 
epidemic), spiritual and voluntary. These categories in Chrysostomic 
texts have been comprehensively studied by Wendy Mayer.86

It should be noted, however, that Chrysostom was concerned in his 
preaching with both the poor and the rich, caring for the salvation of 
every member of the Christian community. His call for almsgiving 
denotes a form of redistribution of wealth that is beneficial to both 
the donor and the recipient. Mayer, in her analysis of Chrysostom’s 
discourse on poverty, underlines that:

[…] John’s repositioning of the poor within a transformed Christian 
society in which traditional social values concerning wealth and poverty are 
turned upside down is secondary to his main purpose. This is not to argue 
that John does not personally feel for the plight of the economic poor or 
that he is disinterested in their care. […] his spotlight is not confined to 
them, but shines equally on the rich […]. If we are obliged to label him 
at all, it is more accurate to call him not a champion of the poor, but of 
poverty—not economic poverty, but voluntary poverty.87

Chrysostom wanted the rich to be saved as much as he wished the poor 
to be fed.

In this respect, John, following the long-standing views on the 
issue, did not consider wealth to be evil and neither did he contest its 
possession, provided that it was properly administrated, but he rather 
opposed greediness and wealth’s gluttonous accumulation.88 Gold 
embodied the notion of wealth in the post-Constantinian era, as we shall 
discuss in the sixth chapter, and Chrysostom encapsulates in a homily its 
licit and illicit uses:

Is gold good? It is good for almsgiving, for the aid of the poor; it is not 
good for unprofitable use, to be hoarded up, to be buried in the earth, to 
be worn on the hands and the feet and the head. It was discovered for this 
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purpose, not that we should bind the image of God with it, but that we 
should release those who are bound.89

Almsgiving, poverty relief and release of captives are opposed to unprof-
itable use, hoarding, luxury and conspicuous consumption. Release of 
captives, in particular, points to a basic episcopal duty, the ransoming of 
captives who had fallen into the hands of foreign military raiders, brig-
ands and pirates, but also slave and prostitute dealers, and it required the 
collection of large sums in a very short time.90

Elsewhere, Chrysostom offers a functional definition of wealth that 
seems to fit the particularities of a typically mercantile economic system: 
wealth comprises a set of precious metals, in particular gold and silver, 
ornaments and jewellery, luxuries and so on.91 The generation of sur-
plus can be justified in this economic framework, subject to moral and 
spiritual constraints. In Chrysostom’s view, God bestowed goods on 
the wealthy to alleviate the needy through sharing, thus abstaining from 
immediate gratification. Enjoyment of both material and symbolic goods 
(e.g., reputation and honour) should be grounded in mindfulness and 
prudence, given that amassing perishable goods is considered a shame-
ful behaviour. Behind hoarding practices that violate the premises of 
self-sufficiency, Chrysostom identifies greed, a grave moral transgression 
that renders someone prosperous through unremittingly perpetrating 
injustice.92

On the contrary, self-sufficiency is valued in the sense that one 
should be content with what he/she already has. It is notable that an 
abundance of goods does not denote genuine prosperity—a view already 
discernible in certain Apostolic Fathers, as we have seen—while he who 
is not content with what he has is considered to covet other people’s 
property.93 For Chrysostom, maintenance of wealth presupposes the 
concomitant relativization of its intrinsic worthiness and, primarily, its 
evaluation through the lenses of eternity.94 Christian believers, like true 
philosophers, should have no need of possessions and other worldly 
pursuits,95 a view replete with Stoic ethical connotations.96

The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus in Luke 16:19–31 offers 
fruitful material from which Chrysostom draws in view of not only of a 
theology of salvation, but also of pastoral concerns about wealth, poverty 
and care for others.97 Greedy wealthy persons indulge in their insatiable 
desires that urge them to appropriate others’ resources98 and exploit the 
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needy.99 Concomitantly, accumulation of wealth denotes an economic 
process inimical to the precept of social justice. Chrysostom views excess 
wealth as eroding the ideal of justice; hoarding riches and seeking justice 
are two inconsistent human pursuits, a fact that is emphatically declared, 
often through the use of social metaphors.100

Overall, Chrysostom, like Basil of Caesarea, argues that the 
concentration of excess wealth is nothing but theft originating in some 
kind of injustice.101 A latent injustice lurks even in the case of inherited 
wealth, for which one cannot employ the argument that we cannot be 
held responsible for the inequities of our ancestors. Wealth is morally 
justified if it is dissociated from the vice of greed, since amassing riches 
is detrimental to community welfare, thus making it an irrational pursuit. 
This superfluity of riches contravenes the principle of self-sufficiency 
by triggering ostentatious lifestyles that reflect moral depravity and 
corruption.102

According to Chrysostom, self-sufficiency was a typical case of Old 
Testament patriarchs in whom material possessions were thought of 
as stemming from just acquisition—they were not products of fraud, 
deprivation of others’ legitimate resources or iniquity.103 In such a 
case, wealth originated in personal toil and comprised a primitive form 
of productive capital in an early agrarian economy. On the contrary, 
accumulation of gold and silver objects for their own sake was thought 
of as an unnatural process akin to the lifestyles of the arrogant wealthy, 
which transgressed the premises of self-sufficiency. In his Homily 7 on 
Colossians, delivered in Antioch, Chrysostom censures in this context 
especially the vanity and coquetry of the wealthy female members of his 
audience:

How do the women differ (I am embarrassed, but have to say it) who 
make silver chamber-pots? […] Christ is starving and you’re indulging like 
that? […] Possessing silver plates is not even in accord with a philosophical 
spirit, but is total wantonness. Making unclean vessels from silver too, is 
that wantonness?104

And later on he adds: “I think that they will desire much more to have 
golden hair and lips and eyebrows and thus to anoint themselves all over 
with liquid gold.”105 His conclusion is striking and encapsulates the 
manifest inequality in Antioch, but also the indifference of the Christian 
rich to assuming their social responsibilities:
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There are so many beggars standing around the church, and the church 
has so many children so rich, it can’t come to the aid of a single beggar. 
One is hungry, the other is drunk; one relieves herself in silver, the other 
doesn’t even have bread. What’s this madness?106

The Monastic Stewardship Paradigm

John Chrysostom envisions a Christian conditio humana in which all 
social conflict, which arises from sharp socio-economic divisions and 
concomitant inequality, would be mitigated. This ideal might be realized 
through abstinence from conspicuous consumption and luxurious living 
and, more specifically, through the pursuit of a monastic paradigm of 
stewardship of resources even in more secular spheres of life.107

At the extreme, the monastic stewardship paradigm necessitates 
common ownership of possessions, a state that was once akin to the 
human condition. Chrysostom stresses that God did not create the rich 
and the poor; on the contrary, the Earth belonged to all.108 As is the 
case with Basil, in Chrysostom’s view, individual property rights induce 
situations which could be described through the modern premise of a 
“zero-sum game,” in which any individual advancement with respect 
to finite resources is feasible at the expense of others. Accordingly, 
those who succumb to an individual appropriation of goods of which 
they do not hold possession stricto sensu (as everything belongs to God 
only) are motivated by greedy dispositions, seeking to usurp resources 
which otherwise should be held in common. According to Chrysostom, 
private property is nothing more than a linguistic invention, a pure 
social convention that is by no means typical of the primordial state of 
humanity, in particular of that before the Fall.109

Underlying his ideal are the principles of social cooperation, una-
nimity and mutuality that attenuate acquisitive behaviour and facilitate 
sharing, as in the case of the early Jerusalem Church, depicted in Acts 
(2:42–47, 4:32–37), that held everything in common.110 Chrysostom 
stresses that the words “mine” (emon) and “yours” (son), often employed 
in his orations to denote acquisitiveness, were not used in the early 
Christian community.111 This social endeavour was in fact effective in 
transcending the boundaries between wealthy and needy members.112 
Chrysostom implies that the inherent goodness of this mode of eco-
nomic organization would have ultimately eradicated all social evils, yet 
this social experiment was discontinued.113 Common ownership survived  
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through coenobitic monasticism, and found its historical culmination 
in the respective practices that perpetuated the communal nature of the 
Jerusalem Church. According to Chrysostom, the words “mine” and 
“yours” were still not heard in monasteries.114

Private property is a social institution that violates the premises upon 
which such an ideal conditio humana is grounded. Furthermore, individ-
ual ownership not only distorts the initial abundance of goods intended 
to serve primary human needs, but also deviates from the principle of 
self-sufficiency. In this view, holding goods in common is entwined with 
a virtuous standard of living that precludes hoarding of possessions. This 
stewardship ideal is intended to suppress all proclivities associated with 
greedy conduct, the intention to acquire more at the expense of others. 
Hoarding as a process appears to be harmful to social cohesion, incur-
ring attitudes conducive to inequity and the exploitation of the economi-
cally worse off.115 Chrysostom is seemingly aware of the impediments to 
the process of realizing such an egalitarian ideal. For him, the most seri-
ous obstacle to the endeavour of implementing a communal organiza-
tion remains the cruel and uncompassionate personality of the rich, who 
strongly oppose an obligation of sharing.116 In this view, the acquisitive-
ness (the “mine” and “yours”) of the wealthy pervades all manifestations 
of economic life, distorting the primordial harmony and generating ten-
sions and societal conflict.117

Despite the obstacles, the monastic stewardship paradigm retains its 
social attractiveness. In its proponents’ view, communal ownership was 
expected to improve social welfare and to foster a better allocation of 
resources through redistribution rather than individual acquisition, since 
the origins of poverty lie within the division of the common property. 
This model presupposes an enhanced level of trust in divine providence 
so as to meet the problems unleashed by an eventual lack of capital 
assets.118 Such negative prospects necessitate a strategy to motivate 
believers accordingly, by providing proper rationales centred on Christian 
experience. It was, however, through persuasion rather than sound 
rational arguments that this paradigm might be implemented in the 
secular sphere.119

It has been argued that Chrysostom envisioned a much deeper soci-
etal transformation, based on a transition from the institutional sphere 
of the Graeco-Roman city, entrenched in patronage and benefaction, 
to a communal mode of organization founded on the new institution of 
ascetic households.120 It seems that, according to Chrysostom, the gap  
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between worldly life in the urban centres and ascetic life in the countryside 
could be bridged. Jan R. Stenger stresses that for Chrysostom:

[…] the monastic community, shaped after biblical models, represents 
a perfectly equal society, an excellent antidote to the elitist vision of a 
society based on class and education. He therefore suggests ways in which 
the monastic life, or rather philosophy, can greatly influence and finally 
transform life in the city so that the classical polis is virtually turned into a 
monastery.121

Accordingly, wealth, reputation, status and philosophy are subservient to 
a life of virtue and devotion underlying Christianity’s strong preference 
for an equal society.122

Hoarding as a Socially and Individually Inefficient Practice

Commenting on 1 Timothy 6:9, Chrysostom treats those who succumb 
to the enticements of worldly pursuits as following individual but 
irrational goal setting: what underlies the pursuit of riches is greed, 
the love of wealth that contravenes right reason. Chrysostom seeks to 
designate the profound irrationality of hoarding goods by employing the 
metaphor of human life as a journey, in which possessions amount to a 
burden devoid of practical utility,123 a view that resonates with a Stoic 
philosophical framework.124 Furthermore, hoarding is deemed to be 
socially shameful, as we have already seen, because those impoverished 
are deprived of the necessities of life, whereas the prosperous spend their 
excess income on luxuries devoid of immediate utility.125 This critique is 
full of ethical overtones, reminiscent of the Hellenistic moral literature, 
which regards conspicuous consumption as originating in human 
vanity.126

Storing wealth is often intertwined with a disposition for conspicuous 
consumption that reinforces power and status recognition pertinent to 
the elite. In Chrysostom’s rhetoric, the dissipation of the wealthy is at 
odds with the vulnerability of the needy who suffer from hunger, lack 
of necessities and, ultimately, homelessness.127 The wealthy are strongly 
admonished to proceed to generous almsgiving, yet they are reassured 
that such an activity will not render the donors themselves impoverished 
and devoid of their economic benefits.
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Hoarding, however, is a sub-optimal activity, according to Chrysostom, 
and he employs a set of arguments to support his view. First of all, hid-
ing wealth is a highly uncertain and risky process, given its ephemeral 
character and constant mobility.128 Second, the human relationship with 
material goods should not be one of ownership (despoteia), since nothing 
really belongs to human beings, but one of proper administration planned 
to serve the common good. Thus, one can only claim ownership of the 
achievements of the soul, charity and benevolence.129

Chrysostom advances a third argument in favour of diminishing the 
intrinsic value of accumulated wealth. He argues that the act of admiring 
certain goods makes them worthy: we subjectively render precious 
metals valuable even if they are devoid of such a quality. In other words, 
precious metals (frequently objects of hoarding) are valued as a result 
of human assumptions and societal beliefs. Hoarding as such is rather 
a matter of anticipation, incorporating socially constructed criteria of 
worthiness that can be easily relativized and, ultimately, challenged. Only 
higher ideals, such as piety and righteousness, are not prone to such 
fluctuations of value because they are good by nature.130

It seems that Chrysostom proposes what in modern terminology is 
considered a “subjective theory of value,” according to which the value 
of a commodity or good depends upon our subjective evaluation of 
its worthiness due to the satisfaction we derive from its consumption. 
In this respect, the value of goods is contingent upon a set of 
interdependent opinions and beliefs concerning their ability to satisfy 
human needs. This set shapes what the Romans would call the communis 
aestimatio (common estimation) of a particular community of producers 
and consumers interacting in free market exchanges that preclude 
compulsion and coercion (the latter is typical of monopolistic market 
conditions).

A Call for Almsgiving

According to Chrysostom, those who prosper have to properly use their 
surplus and refrain from storing it. Just as the artisans have cultivated 
their particular art by developing skills and competences pertinent to 
their specific occupation, in a similar way the rich should learn how to 
properly use their wealth by giving alms to the needy. Thus, the rich 
would excel in this very art of the beneficial stewardship of wealth.131

Almsgiving, instead of hoarding riches, is viewed not only as a moral 
precept facilitating the redistribution of wealth, but also as an economic 
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practice constitutive of an orderly and equitable society. In fact, almsgiv-
ing is conceived of in terms of a reciprocal exchange in which the donor 
obtains much more utility than the recipient: without the existence of the 
needy, remittance of innumerable sins perpetrated by the wealthy would 
hardly occur.132 Almsgiving tends to assume a form of micro-economic 
management of financial resources oriented toward the eschatological 
fate of humankind, yet its short-term benefits are also visible, because it 
protects the Christian household against danger.133

Church Fathers had to address the indifference toward the indigent and 
poor, since the rich engaged in conspicuous consumption, yet believed  
that church institutions should undertake the obligation of relieving the 
poor. Chrysostom comments in his Homily 21 on 1 Corinthians, delivered 
in Antioch:

Indeed I’m acutely ashamed when I see many of the rich riding horses 
with golden bridles, with a train of servants clad in gold. They have silver 
couches and an excessive amount of other ostentation, and when they’re 
asked to give an offering to a poor person, they become poorer than the 
extremely poor. But what’s their constant talk? “He’s got the common 
church allowance,” they say.134

The “destitute” were situated at the fringes of society, suffering 
humiliation and unequal treatment,135 and experiencing strong feelings 
of social inferiority. These marginalized groups, frequently viewed as 
exhibiting certain forms of deviant behaviour, were perceived as being 
prone to laziness, devoid of social responsibility and unable to contribute 
to the welfare of the city. They were considered to display blatant anti-
social behaviour, violating their legal obligations and seeking to attract 
compassion through deception and related strategies.136

Chrysostom, being aware of the socio-economic conditions of his 
time, employs the language of market transactions to describe almsgiving 
as a form of balanced reciprocity between donors and recipients, based 
on an exchange of money for grace. Almsgiving comprises a heavenly 
deposit, a kind of savings in heaven, that has to be repaid during the 
final judgment, and as such it cancels debts originating in sinful activities 
perpetrated by the donor.137 Almsgiving as a form of circulation of 
wealth through generalized reciprocities seems to be more preferable 
than practices of devoting objects of value to local churches.138
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Chrysostom strives to transform the mindsets of his audience by 
focusing not so much on addressing issues of structural poverty as on 
the attitudes of the poor, who fail to meet social exigencies.139 He dis-
courages socially sanctioned types of benevolence—for instance, those 
addressing the needs of wandering ascetics—since such giving is contin-
gent upon institutionalized forms of reputation and recognition, reward-
ing status rather than the genuine need of the recipient.140

As already mentioned, a redistribution on behalf of the wealthy 
would by no means endanger the self-sufficiency enjoyed by power-
ful households. Consequently, it could not pose a threat to the stabil-
ity of social structures by subverting prevailing patronage relationships 
promoted by wealthy members of the congregations.141 Chrysostom is 
willing to accept established social arrangements.142 Being prosperous 
does not necessarily imply a sinful human condition, a thesis reminiscent 
of Clement of Alexandria’s attempt to accommodate rich Christians.143 
Evidently, Chrysostom advocates the existence of a righteous wealthy, 
not demanding a total renunciation of possessions.

Commenting on Chrysostom’s interpretation of the declaration of 
Zacchaeus in Luke 19:8b, Ronald H. van der Bergh considers almsgiving 
as embedded in Zacchaeus’ personal decision for the manifold restitution 
of stolen property. Chrysostom evokes an adequate compensation for 
those who had been wronged, thus viewing almsgiving as integral to 
the restitution of specific unjust acts.144 Persistent inequalities and, 
ultimately, inequity are grounded in human sin entrenched in all 
social formations. Economically speaking, sinful behaviours emerge 
in a social space privileging the hoarding of wealth, involving two 
core connotations: the primacy of individual gratification and the very 
negation of sharing excess wealth with those in extreme necessity.145

Chrysostom seeks to specify a socially desirable and morally binding 
level of almsgiving that is contingent upon the level of income enjoyed 
by a particular believer. Prosperous believers are urged to offer to the 
needy no less than a tenth of all income and returns.146 This very act of 
charitable giving renders the wealthy just stewards of resources entrusted 
to them by divine providence in view of supporting the economically 
worse off.147

Chrysostom’s “statistics” concerning the socio-economic stratifica-
tion of Antioch have been discussed often. According to him, 10 percent  
of the population of Antioch were rich, 10 percent were poor and 
the remaining 80 percent were in a middling economic position.148 
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Obviously, rich and poor represent in this picture the far ends of the 
social scale—the extremely rich and the extremely poor—while the 80 
percent is roughly identified with those in between. Chrysostom’s aim 
was to show that if the rich and the not-so-rich assumed their social 
roles, it would have been very easy for the 90 percent of the population 
to feed and clothe the remaining 10 percent, and thus to eradicate pov-
erty. He intentionally reduces the level of poverty and at the same time 
exaggerates the level of relative wealth so as to show that the solution to 
poverty in an urban context is a matter of choice and determination on 
behalf of the wealthy and the less wealthy.149 Thus, Chrysostom stresses 
the responsibilities not only of the super-rich toward the “needy,” but of 
whoever was above the level of extreme poverty. In the third chapter we 
discussed the two models of almsgiving in early Christianity proposed by 
David J. Downs,150 one based on the philanthropy of the wealthy and 
the other on mutualism and reciprocal support. Chrysostom’s exhorta-
tions imply that adapted versions of both models were still being pro-
posed in the fourth century.

In a similar way, Gregory of Nyssa admonishes even the poor to 
be charitable, since there is always someone poorer. “Give what you 
have,” he says, and he considers the level of offering as being dependent 
upon the economic capacity of the donor. According to Gregory, joint 
contribution and mutual dependence could deliver someone from 
misfortune.151 The often unreliable wealthy had to be to convinced to 
engage in charitable activities, but the middle and low social strata could 
shape the real safety network for the sustenance of the destitute; the great 
numbers of small-scale donors compensated for their small donations for 
the needy. Gregory, commenting on the offerings for the construction of 
the tabernacle (Ex. 35:5–9), sketches a rough social stratification of the 
Israelites based on wealth: the rich offered gold, others silver, the poor 
offered skins and the poorer-than-poor hair.152 This stratification probably 
reflects an outline of the social hierarchy with which he was acquainted, 
beyond the stereotypic polarity between the “rich” and the “poor.”

Stewardship of wealth on behalf of everyone above extreme poverty 
could make the difference, and both Fathers stress that offerings should 
be proportionate to one’s economic condition. Yet, Chrysostom’s 
constant appeals to the determination of the rich and the not-so-rich to 
eradicate poverty imply that his arguments did not succeed in adequately 
motivating them to act accordingly. Wealth was used more for luxury 
and conspicuous consumption, money lending and the funding of 
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political aspirations than for the care of the poor. Poverty relief was more 
often than not considered the task of the Church alone.153

Usury in Basil of Caesarea and John Chrysostom

If hoarding is an anti-social practice because it withdraws resources that 
could otherwise be used for the benefit of others, usury is considered 
a moral and social evil, an utter misuse of one’s surplus to profiteer to 
the detriment of others. Usury is depicted as expanding unconstrainedly, 
consuming even life itself; as Susan R. Holman observes, it has been 
described in terms of “metastatic cancer.”154 It is strongly condemned in 
Old Testament, early Christian and subsequent patristic literature, while 
Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa and John Chrysostom also dealt 
with this problem in their attempt to warn both lenders and debtors of 
the grave implications of such a practice.155

Much like the hoarder, the usurer has concentrated a great amount of 
financial resources but with a view to engaging in the activity of lending 
financial capital. He employs a justificatory basis, that of the presumed 
alleviation of those in search of financial resources, but his primary 
aspiration remains the pursuit of profit from money lending. Such a 
justification is devoid of a genuine moral basis, since the usurer employs 
fraud and deception to entrap the needy in an exploitative relationship 
from which he is intended to benefit. Gregory of Nyssa, in conformity 
with Aristotelian reasoning, considers interest as unnatural both because 
the lender expects tokos—meaning both “offspring” and “interest on 
money”—from inanimate things, but also because the lender does not 
labour for the generation of profit.156 Interestingly, both Gregory and 
Basil of Caesarea compare creditors to homicidal physicians.157

Instead of alleviating economic necessity, usurers propagate injus-
tice by extorting significant amounts of resources from borrowers by 
charging extremely high interest rates on the pretext of scarcity of 
monetary capital.158 Basil even mentions some of the usurers’ eloquent 
nicknames: “exactors of a hundred percent” (ekatostologoi) and “tithe 
exactors” (dekatēlogoi).159 Basil’s advice is quite simple: “Are you rich? 
Do not borrow. Are you poor? Do not borrow.” In the first case one 
does not need a loan, while in the second case one cannot repay it.160 
Basil observes that those who take out a loan are not the destitute, since 
the creditors would have no confidence in their ability to repay; it seems 
that the borrowers are usually members of the middling groups, who 
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engage in unconstrained luxury and conspicuous consumption, seeking 
to achieve higher status and to imitate the elite’s way of life. The debtor 
has a house and servants, lives lavishly, and desperately needs the loan 
to continue funding his conspicuous way of living: expensive garments, 
gold plate, an abundance of food and so on.161 This is unproductive bor-
rowing, not used, for example, to finance a commercial enterprise.162 
Basil’s alternatives to getting a loan, namely using one’s hands or craft to 
work for wages or even to beg, serve to show that there are many ways 
of getting a living, all of them preferable to and less burdensome than 
borrowing. As Basil admits, his intention is not to lay down the law but 
rather to advise,163 and indeed canonical legislation of the early period 
did not forbid laymen to lend at interest.164

Basil’s solutions must not have sounded very appealing to individuals 
who were accustomed to patronage.165 They would have preferred to 
further enter into the vicious circle of borrowing, paying off the prior 
loans with subsequent ones; Basil observes that these persons only appear 
to possess resources.166 Holman argues that: “interest-bearing loans had 
an accepted place in gift patronage and the social promotion of intangible 
obligations.”167 The act of lending, thus creating an obligation, was 
perceived in terms of beneficence, and being in debt was not considered 
socially shameful, provided that the debtor could pay in time. A prudent 
citizen had to protect his patrimony in a society that valued his status 
with respect to his property, and borrowing seemed less appalling than 
selling a part of his property in order to meet his needs.168 Basil, however, 
attempted to warn that sooner or later this would happen, with severe 
individual and social consequences. As Holman notes:

[…] the creditor reduces a citizen to a beggar and deprives the community 
of a contributing member. To lose one’s patrimony was a form of social 
death: the end of family land, the end of a stable civic identity, the end of 
all political rights that may be tied to land ownership. The creditors are 
thus robbing their victims of intrinsic civic rights […].169

Basil’s solution in order for one to avoid the risks of borrowing is to 
upkeep the ideal of self-sufficiency, to cover needs step by step based 
on personal resources and abilities, rather than to be raised up suddenly 
using external means, only to be ultimately stripped of everything.170 
Interestingly, socio-economic advancement accomplished through bor-
rowing is considered as irrational, futile and dangerous, reflecting Basil’s 
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life experience but also his concern for societal order. The debtor, as 
depicted in Basil, is mainly the victim of his own aspirations and his 
persistence for social status and power. His management of resources is 
irrational: not only is he not content with what he has, he enters into 
indebtedness so as to succumb to extravagance. He is not rich, but he 
wants others to think that he is. As the hoarder withdraws resources from 
circulation, in the same manner Basil’s debtor becomes the accomplice 
of the usurer in directing the finite surplus to anti-social practices, for 
the benefit of the latter. All three—hoarder, usurer and (Basil’s type of) 
debtor—are insatiable and mismanage financial resources.

Chrysostom presents the debtor in somewhat different terms. He 
argues, for instance, that tradespeople, specifically bronze-, gold- and sil-
versmiths, prefer to borrow in order to face a need, rather than sell their 
tools, which are a significant asset. They know that if they keep hold of 
their tools, it is possible to surpass the state of indebtedness through their 
work.171 In this case, Chrysostom’s debtor takes out a loan not to indulge 
in luxury consumption but to overcome financial difficulties. He is in true 
need but still he is not a destitute. Most probably, his tools are the reason 
why a creditor agreed to give him a loan in the first place, while as a special-
ized artisan, who may additionally own a shop, he is a member of the mid-
dling groups. Once again the rhetoric on poverty could be misleading.

In any case, the interest charges on loans are considered to aggravate 
the situation of the poor.172 It seems that, for most, Christian ethics and 
financial dealings were not compatible.173 Chrysostom presents poor 
people as being physically abused by their creditors when they delay 
repaying their loan,174 and also as victims of lawsuits.175 In the latter case, 
he makes a distinction between the “poor” and the beggars. The former 
are characterized as the poor who wish to prosper, and it is they who are 
dragged to courts as they obviously possess assets coveted by the litigant.176

For Basil and Gregory of Nyssa, the only praiseworthy kind of usury 
is the heavenly one, the practice of lending to Christ himself.177 Basil 
states that a gift to a poor person is at the same time a loan to Christ, 
who undertakes to repay it on behalf of the poor. He should be the most 
coveted guarantor.178 In a similar manner, a major theme in Chrysostom’s 
discourse on almsgiving is that this practice renders God one’s debtor 
through forging bonds of mutual friendship.179 His attempt, much like 
Basil’s, was not to prohibit lending at interest but to convince believers to 
assume their responsibilities toward their less fortunate fellow citizens by 
distributing their surplus and receiving interest in heaven in return.180



4  SAVINGS FOR REDISTRIBUTIVE PURPOSES …   99

The imagery of lending to Christ through the poor, like the one of 
hoarding in the heavenly treasury, reveals the Fathers’ acquaintance with 
contemporary economic practices.181 At the same time, the Fathers’ 
economic vocabulary implies that they realized they had to meet their 
audiences on their own terms and address them in a manner that they could 
understand. Thus, they attempted to give new content to an economic 
vocabulary with which their congregations were familiar, and to shift the 
focus from economic to spiritual profit.182 In doing so, they indirectly 
attested the prevailing position of the mentality of financial practices 
in late antique urban centres. Ultimately, it seems that their preaching 
had a greater impact in the intellectual field—since their ideas decisively 
influenced contemporary and subsequent authors—than in the practical.
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Isidore of Pelusium

The main phases in Isidore of Pelusium’s life (360–449/50?) could be 
roughly sketched out as follows: he acquired a classical education, he 
exercised the profession of teacher of rhetoric, he was then ordained 
priest in Pelusium and he finally became a monk and withdrew nearby.1 
The nature of his known work is notable: a huge epistolary corpus 
comprising approximately 2000 letters, in which he addresses a large 
number of recipients, from the highest echelons of secular and ecclesias-
tical hierarchy—Emperor Theodosius II and Cyril, bishop of Alexandria 
(412–444)—to simple professionals and monks, from members of the 
classically cultured civic elite to uneducated clerics. The maintenance of 
a social network with several groups with which Isidore interacted, and 
through which he stayed informed and exercised influence on various 
matters, was no meagre achievement, since the multitude, status and 
interconnection of the recipients ensured better chances of promoting 
any cause. This was not exceptional as a practice—it was employed by 
prelates such as Theodoret of Cyrrhus as a tool for mediating patron-
age2—but it was highly effective. His voice could be heard through his 
“pen” in Egypt and beyond on a wide variety of matters, from doctrine 
and social responsibility to more mundane aspects of everyday life, such 
as the public spectacles.3

The range of his interests affirms Peter Brown’s assessment: “Isidore 
lived with one foot in the desert and the other firmly planted in his 
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city.”4 Isidore’s particularity derives also from the fact that after his with-
drawal as a monk he was beyond the hierarchy of the secular Church, 
being free to act willingly in a way that a bishop could rarely have been. 
He did not overlook the significance of ecclesiastical and secular hierar-
chy or the social status of a recipient, but as an ascetic monk who acted 
as the spokesman of Pelusium, he appeared to be more dependent on 
such aspects for the promotion of his city’s benefit. One of the key char-
acteristics of Isidore’s reputation was his celebrated parrhēsia (outspo-
kenness).5 He intervened in both secular and ecclesiastical affairs with 
the courage of an Old Testament prophet and with a relevant stance: liv-
ing outside but nearby Pelusium. The welfare—spiritual and material—
of Pelusium was one of his main concerns, in a particular way that was 
not typical of other contemporary ascetics.6

Pelusium

In Isidore’s times, Pelusium, an ancient Egyptian coastal city at the 
north-eastern corner of the Nile Delta, was the capital of the province 
of Augustamnica Prima and a diocesan town. It was the major economic 
centre of that area and the second most important port after Alexandria. 
For instance, in the Chronicle of Theophanes the Confessor, an incident 
dated 452/3 confirms the significance of Pelusium as a port:

After Dioscorus’ banishment and Proterius’ promotion, the supporters of 
Dioscorus and Eutyches created an enormous amount of trouble and even 
threatened to stop the transport of corn. When Marcian learned of this, 
he ordered that the Egyptian corn be brought down the Nile to Pelusium 
instead of Alexandria, and so be shipped to the capital. As a result the 
Alexandrians, who were starving, asked Proterius to supplicate the emperor 
on their behalf and so they stopped making trouble.7

The favourable geostrategic position of Pelusium permitted it to be 
connected with Constantinople and the provinces of the Empire 
through the seaways, and with the rest of Egypt through the River Nile. 
Furthermore, it was an obligatory point of passage on the route connect-
ing Palestine with Egypt, and it is indicative that all invasions of Egypt 
from the East passed through it.8

In his work, Isidore addresses or refers to nauklēroi (ship own-
ers and merchants). For instance, he sends a letter to eparchos Isidorus,  
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the praefectus praetorio per Orientem (praetorian prefect of the East) 
in 435–436, and one other to Sozomenus, the domesticus of the afore-
mentioned prefect, requesting their mediation in favour of nauklēros 
Bonus, who lost state grain due to a storm at sea.9 In one other epistle 
to nauklēros Theophilus, Isidore argues pragmatically against administer-
ing an oath to somebody (one will speak the truth or lie regardless of 
an oath),10 a practice which perhaps was of interest to Theophilus when 
making a business deal. Epistles such as these offer glimpses into the eve-
ryday and administrative life of a significant and wealthy city port, but 
also into practices and mentalities.

Isidore’s Attitude Toward Wealth:  
Benefaction vs. Accumulation and Luxury Consumption

Proper personal economic conduct and care of the poor were core issues 
in Isidore’s correspondence, related to his stance toward wealth. Isidore 
employs the traditional argument, which was based on Stoic concepts 
and used by Clement of Alexandria, that both wealth and poverty are 
nothing but mere organa (instruments) in view of their proper use. In 
this respect, one should not blame wealth or poverty, for it is innate 
human disposition that renders all things the means for perpetrating vir-
tuous or vicious deeds.11 Although he recognizes that a rich man can 
be virtuous, he deems that in an alleged comparison between a virtu-
ous wealthy person and a virtuous poor person, the latter deserves more 
praise.12 Here he follows the mainstream patristic view—also adopted 
by Theodoret of Cyrrhus, as we shall see—that the poor have the prece-
dence in virtue. Isidore was not against material prosperity, provided that 
it was channelled properly into retaining self-sufficiency and offering the 
surplus resources to the less fortunate. In this context, Isidore defines 
prosperity as self-sufficiency,13 this being the ideal economic state. Again, 
he underlines that bliss does not consist in abundant tables, languorous 
songs or flowing wealth but in self-sufficiency and in not lacking any-
thing necessary.14

For him, taking care of the needy is inseparable from circulating 
stored wealth, as is obvious in his following words:

You possess wealth justly but you cling to it unjustly; make it common to 
make it yours, to be your ransom and atonement in time of need.15
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It should be noticed that this is not a generic exhortation but 
is addressed to hēgemōn Cyrenius, the corrector (governor) of 
Augustamnica, one of the high civil officials with whom Isidore did not 
hesitate to be at loggerheads.16 In another epistle to the same Cyrenius, 
Isidore accentuates that to keep property from being shared is to disobey 
Jesus’ command: “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, 
and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 
then come, follow me”17 (Mt. 19:21).18

In one of several epistles to politeuomenos (curialis) Hypatius—who, 
as it seems, was enamoured of money—Isidore argues that almsgiving 
and beneficence to the needy quench avarice, these being the best rem-
edies for someone who wishes to extinguish the furnace of the love of 
money.19 No matter how licit one’s possession of riches is, it is nonethe-
less illicit if it is not being dispersed so as to become common. Isidore 
displays a seemingly paradoxical feature of ownership: only when wealth 
is dispersed can one claim to be its rightful owner, because only then 
can one redeem it as a means for personal salvation. Wealth is a ticket to 
Paradise, but the owner’s name is on this ticket only if he has previously 
distributed this wealth. Of course, nothing less than active engagement 
in almsgiving is expected; as he stresses to the presbyter Hermesandros, 
it is not enough to sympathize with (synalgein) the misfortunes of oth-
ers, especially as long as someone is capable of amending the situation of 
his poor fellow citizens. Otherwise, the expressed sympathy is nothing 
more than hypocrisy.20

In most cases, Isidore censures mismanagement of wealth in the form 
of barren accumulation or luxury consumption. Concerning the former, 
he considers that amassing riches is not just a manifestation of avarice 
but is also worthless as a factor to enhance satisfaction in one’s life: he 
who desires more and more, even if he possesses countless treasures, is 
never satisfied, since he does not know satiation.21 In the same sense, mad 
desire for money is purposeless and unreasonable: it constantly acquires 
but it is never sated. It resembles a hydra with numberless heads: as it 
eats, so its appetite grows.22 Concerning luxury consumption, he emphat-
ically stresses that anything superfluous (e.g., in food, clothing, hous-
ing and furniture) must be cut away.23 Isidore also shares the common 
line of reasoning that wealth—like beauty, strength, glory and power—is 
impermanent.24 Furthermore, he employs a rationalistic argument to dis-
play the vainness of possessions due to constant threats: moths, the great 
length of time, slanderers, thieves, household servants, the uncertainty of 



5  FIFTH-CENTURY PATRISTIC CONCEPTIONS OF SAVINGS AND CAPITAL …   121

the future and, finally, death. Isidore then resignifies the censured prac-
tice of hoarding through a traditional counsel: one should “stow” wealth 
on Earth through almsgiving and benefactions in order to find a refuge 
where none of the evils cited can enter; this place is heaven.25

Theodosius II Exhorted to Disperse Wealth

Isidore did not hesitate to counsel even Emperor Theodosius II26 with 
his usual parrhēsia on matters of the beneficial administration of wealth:

If you are trying to gain the kingdom of Christ—may persistence unworn 
away crown this—and the prize of immortality that God gives to those 
who administer it honestly, blend authority with mildness and lighten 
yourself of the weight of wealth by the necessary dispersion of it, for a king 
is not saved through ample power, nor does he escape the impiety of idola-
try by keeping for himself abundant wealth.27

Generosity was considered to be one of the most important features 
of an emperor,28 and, as we shall see in the sixth chapter, it was often 
expressed through the distribution of largesse to his subjects. Yet the 
aforementioned exhortation reveals that Isidore conceived the solution to 
the problem of stored wealth as unidirectional, applying even to imperial 
policy: no wealth is good when stored; it is imperative to disperse it. The 
Emperor should lighten himself of the weight of wealth, implying thus 
its immense size but also the moral burden it imposed on the Emperor’s 
shoulders. Isidore employs the known biblical topos of identifying exces-
sive wealth—and therefore greed—with idolatry, since it resulted in 
worshipping money and not God.29 Apart from this, the Pelousiote’s 
counsel had a basis in reality: wealth in the imperial treasury was primar-
ily associated with tax revenues, while its remarkable “weight” could be 
interpreted as the result of heavy taxation. Themistius in the fourth cen-
tury wrote in a similar context: “the less the king exacts, the more he 
bestows,”30 associating imperial generosity with alleviation of taxation.

Peter Brown has written a memorable sentence in a different context; 
however, his words also fit here:

The […] prodigy of administrative effort that brought the imperial tax col-
lectors and the collectors of rents to shops and villages all over the Roman 
world raised the issue of the legitimacy of wealth itself and of the empire 
that extracted it.31
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We are not in the position to know if Isidore’s letter refers to 
heavy taxation; after all, this is but speculation. Yet certain fiscal meas-
ures of Theodosius II aimed at increasing revenue through taxation.32 
Furthermore, the barbarian migrations impelled emperors to accumu-
late substantial reserves in order for them to be ready to respond to the 
increasing military and diplomatic demands (tributes).33 Concerning the 
latter, from 422 Theodosius was obliged to pay annual tributes to the 
Huns imposed by humiliating treaties (especially in the reign of Attila). 
According to an estimate, the total tribute payments must have reached 
at least 1,335,600 solidi, not including ransom payments for captives, 
ranging from 8 to 12 gold coins per head.34 It comes as no surprise that, 
after the defeat of 447 in particular, taxation was increased to meet the 
monetary demands of Attila. According to the rhetorician and writer 
Priscus of Panium (d. after 472), neither those previously exempted 
from land taxes nor members of the Senate were excluded.35 However, 
it is noteworthy that, despite these payments—and other causes of heavy 
expenditure—Theodosius and his successor Marcian (450–457) man-
aged to accumulate a reserve of over 100,000 pounds (lb) of gold (or 
7.2 million solidi), according to the bureaucrat John Lydus (490–ca. 
565?).36 This could not have happened without an effective fiscal policy, 
which nonetheless was burdensome to the population.

We do not know if Theodosius ever read this epistle, but this is not 
what really matters. More important for our theme is that Isidore urged 
the Emperor to comply with the only model of licit use of wealth that 
he had in mind and which applied to everyone: distribution, although 
its exact nature is not specified. Even in the case that this was actually an 
implicit exhortation to persuade Theodosius to alleviate taxation, and to 
show his generosity in an apophatic way, a particular conception of the 
appropriate management of wealth by the Emperor is discernible. He 
should not amass vast wealth because he has the power and the means to 
do so, this being an act of avarice, but he should let it be diffused; other-
wise, he risks not entering the kingdom of heaven.

Mismanagement of Church Property: “Who Watches the Watchers?”

One of Isidore’s main concerns through his epistolary work is to censure 
unbecoming practices, which seem to have occurred more often than not 
in the Church of Pelusium, and to ameliorate the behaviour of certain 
members of the clergy. Although not a novel situation in ecclesiastical 
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affairs, the deplorable state of the administration of church property,37 
as illustrated by Isidore, touches upon a delicate issue in the Fathers’ 
conception of the moral use of wealth. Patristic views appear to presup-
pose roughly two levels in the redistribution of riches. The first was per-
sonal, concerning every Christian individually, and required an active 
engagement in almsgiving and other charitable activities.38 This kind of 
activity could be conducted on one’s own. Nevertheless, the ecclesias-
tical network guaranteed an even, reasonable, regular and anonymous 
distribution of the offerings to the needy.39 Individual attempts were 
praiseworthy but they lacked coordination which only the ecclesias-
tical mechanism could offer, as well as the element of anonymity. Τhe 
latter should not be regarded lightly, and Isidore, commenting on the 
related evangelical precept (Mt. 6:1), emphasizes the need for secrecy 
when practicing almsgiving, since otherwise the beneficiaries are publicly 
exposed.40

Therefore, the “transformation” of wealth from private to common, 
from stored to flowing, required not only extensive, frequent charitable 
activity but also an effective redistribution of the offerings, made pos-
sible by an efficient episcopal administration. This gradually resulted in 
an institutionalized conception of philanthropy,41 which was the second 
level. The requirement for the haves and the have-nots to be whole-
hearted givers presupposed that the clergy would administer their dona-
tions appropriately. But the whole attempt seemed to be negated if the 
church officials responsible for the administration of ecclesiastical prop-
erty appropriated these offerings or used them for purposes other than 
feeding the poor. And with this concern in mind Isidore touched upon 
a delicate matter, ever-present in his correspondence. Persuading, even 
obliging, the well off to share their riches was one issue, but having a vir-
tuous ecclesiastical personnel to properly manage the shared wealth was 
another.

John Chrysostom in his Homily 21 on 1 Corinthians explicitly men-
tions that people used suspicions of improper conduct on the part of 
clerics as an excuse for not engaging in almsgiving.42 The bishop was to 
be kept ultimately accountable for the proper or improper management 
of the ecclesiastical wealth. He had, of course, officials under his author-
ity who were responsible for specific aspects of administration, most 
notably the oikonomos, the steward of ecclesiastical property. This office 
was known since the beginning of the fourth century, but the Council 
of Chalcedon (451) rendered the appointment of an oikonomos, chosen 
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from the local clergy, obligatory for every see.43 Apart from the obvi-
ous benefits that the retention of a specialized and dedicated administra-
tor offered to a bishopric, it also helped to keep the bishop himself clear 
of suspicions of financial abuse. It is noteworthy that such rumours of 
financial impropriety, which sometimes had a basis in reality, were now 
directed toward the oikonomos.44

Eusebius, Bishop of Pelusium
By the time of Isidore, it was usual for local Churches to possess sub-
stantial wealth, especially if they were situated in an economically advan-
tageous position, like Pelusium.45 This prosperity could attract the 
greediness of the wrong persons in the right positions, which appears 
to have been the case during the episcopate of Eusebius of Pelusium. 
Not only the bishop himself, but also members of the clergy, includ-
ing certain oikonomoi, were involved in unbecoming practices and the 
plundering of the ecclesiastical finances.46 In one of his epistles, Isidore 
eloquently describes the state of the Church, presumably in Pelusium. 
Church, he says, resembles a woman deprived of her former prosperity, 
now only left with insignia. She still has the jewellery boxes and chests, 
but riches have been taken away from her. This happened to the Church 
not because of the negligence of the one who adorned it for the first 
time, but because of the dishonesty of those who mismanaged its for-
tunes.47 Bishop Eusebius and his minions shared the love for power, 
money and lavish living, but the tone was set by Eusebius’ ill conduct, 
he being the guiltiest of all, since he was solely responsible for maintain-
ing the good order of his Church.48 Isidore never misses an opportunity 
to censure him in a harsh and blunt way, covering a multitude of issues. 
Although his overall criticism seems liable to some suspicion of exaggera-
tion, Pierre Évieux deems that Isidore’s censure most likely reflects real-
ity.49 In what follows we will deal with economic aspects of Eusebius and 
his minions’ misconduct, as portrayed by Isidore.

Eusebius sold the priesthood to anyone, especially to rich yet unwor-
thy people, and this is after all how he became acquainted with some 
of his accomplices.50 As his primary goal was the fulfilment of his per-
sonal ambitions, he did not hesitate to appropriate money that ought 
to have benefitted the poor.51 Isidore warns him that “judgment will 
be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy” (Jas. 2:13).52 
The bishop was so uncharitable and greedy that he deprived the 
poor not only of the offerings of others but also of the goods that he 
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administered as a bishop, although he was obliged to distribute them 
voluntarily.53 A noteworthy charge that Isidore levels against him is that 
he was preoccupied with the building of a magnificent church that was 
nonetheless founded on actions of corruption and unlawfulness, such 
as simoniac sales.54 Eusebius focused his activities on this goal, sell-
ing ordinations, squeezing out the poor, devouring what was intended 
for them, and so on.55 Isidore stresses that the bishop did not discern 
the difference between the Ekklēsia (Church) and an ekklēsiastērion 
(church). As Isidore points out, Ekklēsia is the gathering of saints, 
assembled together by means of the right faith and an excellent way 
of life, while ekklēsiastērion is just the church building. The former is 
composed of unblemished souls, the latter is built of stone and wood; 
Eusebius should stop destroying the former and excessively adorning 
the latter. Isidore states that if he was presented with the choice, he 
would have chosen to have been born in the past—when there were 
no such embellished churches and the Church was crowned with divine 
and heavenly gifts of grace—rather than in his days—when churches are 
adorned with all kinds of marble but the Church is deprived of all those 
spiritual gifts of grace.56 In a nutshell, Eusebius took care of walls and 
columns to the detriment of his flock, devoted himself to a life of luxury 
and strove after money.57 After this, it is no surprise that Isidore bit-
terly characterizes Eusebius, his bête noire, as “devourer of the people” 
(dēmoboros).58

Of course, Eusebius of Pelusium was not the only prelate preoccupied 
with making impressive churches in Egypt. Isidore, on one other occa-
sion, refers to Theophilus, bishop of Alexandria (385–412), for his exces-
sive building activity, calling him “mad on stones” (lithomanēs) and also 
“worshipper of gold” (chrysolatrēs).59 Both Palladius and Sozomen lay 
emphasis on the willingness of Theophilus to misappropriate money for 
poverty relief to finance the erection of churches. Palladius, in particular, 
says that Theophilus was occupied by a “mania for stones [i.e. building] 
proper to pharaohs” (“lithomania […] pharaōnios”).60 The project of 
the “Christianization of space” mainly with the conversion of pagan tem-
ples to churches, and also with the construction of martyria (shrines to 
martyrs) and urban monasteries, seemed inevitable for a powerful bishop 
of the Church such as Theophilus, whose city’s character remained none-
theless pagan.61 It is true that some bishops exaggerated with ambitious 
building projects with a view to demonstrating their power to their flocks 
and also to civic rivals and pagan adherents. Even so, the accusation of 
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excessive church-building activity was often used by ecclesiastical oppo-
nents to bring discredit upon bishops (cf. the case of Hiba of Edessa in 
the section on Theodoret of Cyrrhus).62 Isidore’s aversion to lithoma-
nia derives from the reallocation of financial resources destined for the 
poor in order for a bishop to serve personal projects reflecting mere self-
centred ambition, as well as from the shift of the focus from the spir-
itual Church to the church as a building. He seems to suggest that a 
scarcity dilemma consisting in a trade-off (i.e. a relationship of substi-
tution) between two options—“sustenance of the needy” and “building 
patronage”—is simply a pseudo-dilemma, since, ultimately, only the poor 
matter.

Two of Eusebius’ Accomplices

Presbyter Zosimus
The vices of Eusebius’ minions are portrayed by Isidore as vividly 
as those of their bishop. These clergymen either had a fair share in 
Eusebius’ unscrupulous activities or managed to organize their own. 
Their shortcomings were one of the issues that preoccupied Isidore in his 
epistolary work, and it is indicative that the most notorious among them, 
Zosimus, is associated with 178 of Isidore’s epistles (as direct recipient, 
corecipient, or being explicitly mentioned). In a total of approximately 
2000 letters, this is quite a high figure.63 Zosimus’ origins were very low: 
his father was a slave, he experienced extreme poverty in his youth and 
his education was negligible. As a result he was uncultured and ignorant, 
not being acquainted with the philosophers, not to mention his lim-
ited familiarity with the Scriptures.64 He received the priesthood at an 
advanced age through purchase, seeing it as an opportunity to acquire 
power and make an investment that would return profit.65 To fulfil the 
latter goal, he used his function to amass money.

Isidore, addressing him, stresses that he was intoxicated with ava-
rice, and exhorts him to follow the example of those living in self-suffi-
ciency, those living by just labour, those satisfied with the fruits of their 
own toil. He should stop getting his unclean and greedy hands on the 
property and money of others.66 An aspect of his cruelty was evidenced 
by the fact that he did not practice almsgiving and, as if this were not 
enough, he robbed the needy of their possessions.67 Isidore reserves for 
him, too, a harsh characterization: “heart of stone.”68 In brief, Zosimus 
lived a life of laziness and luxury, making money, exploiting the misfor-
tunes of others, appropriating the commons and what belonged to the  



5  FIFTH-CENTURY PATRISTIC CONCEPTIONS OF SAVINGS AND CAPITAL …   127

poor.69 These were not his only shortcomings, as there were more tiles in 
the mosaic of charges levelled against him by Isidore, such as succumbing 
to the vices of the flesh, having inappropriate theological views or exercis-
ing tyranny over other clerics.70 It is most interesting that Isidore explic-
itly states that Zosimus’ ill conduct offered an excuse to pagans and Jews 
to attack and reproach the Church using his bad example.71

Martinianus the Oikonomos
Another unworthy presbyter attached to Eusebius was Martinianus, 
whose case presents the additional interest of having a direct relation-
ship with the administration of the property of Pelusium’s see.72 The 
majority of details concerning him are drawn from a letter that Isidore 
addressed to Cyril of Alexandria.73 We do not know who Martinianus’ 
parents were, or from where he originated. Yet it is known that he was 
a runaway slave who arrived at Pelusium in extreme poverty, and there 
he received aid from many people. He took the monastic habit, but this 
was not enough for him, since his was seeking to become a cleric as a 
way of acquiring power, according to Isidore. Bishop Ammonius, the 
predecessor of Eusebius (and quite his opposite in every way), realized 
Martinianus’ hypocrisy and refused flatly to ordain him. The latter tried 
in vain to achieve his goal elsewhere. However, the news of Ammonius’ 
death and Eusebius’ ordination made him return to Pelusium.

This time he succeeded in becoming a priest, but he did not stop 
there. The next step in his plan was to be appointed as the oikonomos 
of the Church of Pelusium, a goal which he achieved by persuading 
Eusebius that he was going to leave everything he would acquire to the 
Church. The way he administered the Church’s finances was worse than 
a “barbaric war,” since he knew that the appointment to this key position 
was his only chance to make a lot of money fast. Thus, he appropriated 
church property, sold ordinations, cast out the virtuous and applauded 
those who acted like him. He brought under his control Eusebius the 
bishop, who even recorded in the ecclesiastical accounts that the Church 
was indebted to Martinianus: this was the only way for the latter to keep 
safe what he improperly acquired, because the Church, being in debt 
to him, would not demand back everything he had stolen. Isidore con-
tinues his account to Cyril of Alexandria of Martinianus’ impropriety, 
informing him, among other things, that when charges and accusations 
were brought against Martinianus, he claimed that it was Eusebius who 
was selling ordinations and appropriating church riches, not him.
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Eventually, with the riches he had appropriated and—according to his 
own testimony—shared with Eusebius, Martinianus was ready to carry 
out his final plan: to acquire an episcopal see. He first sent money to 
Alexandria, probably with a view to bribing the electorate or certain 
ecclesiastical officials who were in the position to propose his name to 
Cyril for a particular see. Cyril found out about his machinations and 
threatened him with severe punishment so that he would quit his plan. 
Despite Cyril’s pressure, Martinianus did not give up and went in per-
son to Alexandria to achieve his ambition.74 Isidore closes his letter to 
Cyril by urging him to take measures that would safeguard the see of 
Pelusium, including: to send Martinianus back to Pelusium escorted 
by pious and unbribable bishops, to whom he would account for the 
ecclesiastical revenues; to return everything he owed; and also to prove 
his accusations against Eusebius for complicity in theft. As for Bishop 
Eusebius, who was either Martinianus’ fellow thief or had thoughtlessly 
signed everything the former had given him, Cyril should make “the 
episcopate inaccessible”; otherwise, should he decide to forgive him, 
he should appoint an epitropos (administrator) so as to prevent Eusebius 
from committing unforgivable mistakes in the future.

We do not know the actual impact of Isidore’s exhortations to Cyril,75 
yet his letter is very instructive: not only does it attest the supremacy and 
authority of the Church of Alexandria all over Egypt,76 it also highlights 
two notable points. The first is Isidore’s request for control over the 
finances of Pelusium by administrators sent from Alexandria. This would 
aim not only at the consolidation of Pelusium’s ecclesiastical finances 
but also at the protection of Alexandria’s economic interests. Since every 
see in Egypt had to pay a percentage of its revenue to the bishopric of 
Alexandria,77 the appropriation of income belonging to the Church of 
Pelusium eventually meant financial loss for the Church of Alexandria 
as well. The second point concerns the bishop of Alexandria himself: 
Isidore states with his parrhēsia that Martinianus’ attempt injured Cyril’s 
reputation, since it implied that he actually ordained for money. Ιn order 
for Cyril to shake off suspicion, he should realize the threatened punish-
ment against Martinianus.78 Of course, Isidore refers to Cyril’s stained 
reputation in his attempt to rouse him to action against the corrupt 
oikonomos. However, one cannot help but speculate that, had Isidore not 
taken action, Martinianus might well have been ordained bishop. Selling 
a bishopric to the highest bidder was neither novel nor rare.79
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An Assessment of Isidore’s Accusations  
of Ecclesiastical Mismanagement

Cases such as that of Martinianus help us conceive of simoniac sales 
also as economic actions, as an investment from the perspective of the 
buyer, who after acquiring the desired office would have seen it as capi-
tal ready to return profit. Priesthood, and primarily the episcopal office, 
despite the undeniable importance of the financial opportunities it pre-
sented, was attractive to wealthy members of the municipal elite primar-
ily due to the social prestige it entailed.80 On the other hand, for men 
of low origins and high ambitions, the priesthood promised both eco-
nomic and social advancement within their lifetime and for a lifetime. 
But it also required an investment of money and resources proportion-
ate to the sought-after office or episcopate, which these people usu-
ally did not possess. To recall Martinianus’ case, he first achieved being 
ordained presbyter and then he persuaded Bishop Eusebius to appoint 
him as the oikonomos of Pelusium’s see. From this post, he started sell-
ing ordinations and appropriating ecclesiastical property until he gath-
ered enough money to bid for an episcopal seat. Martinianus was not 
the only corrupt oikonomos in Pelusium. His successor, Maron, is accused 
by Isidore of secretly buying the priesthood81 and, among his numerous 
vices and misdeeds, of collecting the goods of the Church and the poor 
in his house.82 He was an accomplice of Eusebius, and like his bishop 
he appeared to enjoy luxury and comfort, living an “Epicurean life.”83 
Thus, persons who became priests, let alone bishops, by simoniac sale, 
would have been eager to recoup their initial investment and make profit 
too, with a view to living luxuriously, even engaging in conspicuous con-
sumption, but also further financing their aspirations.

Bribery, like simony, was also not rare in ecclesiastical affairs. 
Although not connected with Isidore, a certain epistle concerns one 
of the most striking examples of bribing because of the immense sums 
and luxury items it involved, but also due to its context and purpose. 
It was written by Epiphanius, Cyril of Alexandria’s archdeacon and  
syncellus (adviser and fellow boarder),84 to Maximianus, the bishop 
of Constantinople (431–434) and successor of Nestorius (428–431). 
The epistle, preserved in Latin, lists the rich gifts (called euphemisti-
cally benedictiones, blessings)85 that Cyril had ordered to be sent to 
Constantinople to be used as a means of influencing officials in the 
court—and consequently imperial policy—on doctrinal matters during 
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the Nestorian controversy. Besides valuable and luxurious carpets, tapes-
tries, ivory furniture,86 peacocks, et cetera, the epistle refers to the mas-
sive amount of 1080 lb of gold,87 which, according to an estimate, was 
“the equivalent of the annual stipends of 38 bishops or of a year’s food 
and clothing for 19,000 poor persons.”88 The immense sum and luxury 
gifts imply the prosperity of the Church of Alexandria, and at the same 
time the volume of the stored wealth in the church treasury.89

The Church of Alexandria was involved, with its ships, in the 
Mediterranean grain shipment and trade (cf. the threats of Dioscorus’ sup-
porters to stop the grain transport after his banishment, at the beginning 
of this chapter), administrated landed property, owned artisan workshops 
and received state funds for the relief of the poor (cf. Isidore’s accu-
sations for the appropriation of money for the poor).90 If we add to all 
these the less licit methods for the acquisition of money, such as simoniac 
sales and bribes, it comes as no surprise that Cyril was able to offer such 
sums and gifts to the capital’s courtiers. On the other hand, it suggests 
that Cyril was administrating the Church’s property like it was his own. 
Even though it was used in this case to achieve theological and ecclesias-
tical supremacy and not personal financial gain, it was used arbitrarily.91 
The purpose of the gifts was to buy influence and perhaps, at a second 
level, to tacitly proclaim prosperity and power, and thus to express status 
and hierarchy; these are diachronic features of gift giving.92 After all, the 
epistle in which all these sums and gifts are listed was sent to the bishop of 
Constantinople, aiming both at informing and impressing him.93 Bribery 
in the form of gifts was a method of political intervention and investment, 
typical of the way in which late Roman society, and especially the elite, 
used to influence the administration; yet Cyril’s gifts were beyond custom-
ary. Years later, Nestorius remembered in his exile how Cyril’s methods, 
such as the channelling of an abundance of wealth, led to his fall.94

Appropriation of church property and of funds destined for the poor, 
simony, excessive building activity and bribery are closely related to the 
management of ecclesiastical financial resources. Isidore’s references to 
the mismanagement of alms and church property by members of the 
clergy, in accordance with other contemporary testimonies, reveal a real 
situation. If a clergyman sought to appropriate money, he had great 
chances to succeed, at least for a short time and given his proximity to 
financial resources. This did not escape the notice of flocks, not to men-
tion of authorities, both lay and ecclesiastical.95
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Isidore’s testimony expresses, of course, a certain mindset. It is nota-
ble, for instance, that Bishop Eusebius and his accomplices were men 
of no or very little education and of foreign, low or servile origin (here 
Isidore seems to build on the stereotypic contrast between a free citizen 
and a slave).96 Eusebius’ speech was “barbaric” and he had an unsub-
stantial education.97 Presbyter Zosimus seemed to be worse: unedu-
cated, ignorant of the philosophers but also of basic Christian precepts.98 
Interestingly, their lack of knowledge is directly associated by Isidore 
with their wrongdoing and their inability to engage in virtuous activities. 
Isidore deems that one’s life should be arranged according to reason.99 
Hence, the exploitation of ecclesiastical property was connected with lack 
of knowledge and education on behalf of these clergymen, as they were 
incapable of in-depth examination of the spiritual, ethical and practical 
aspects of an action. In a sense, they were victims of their unrestrained 
vices, such as avarice. This is not to say that Isidore believed that every 
humble person was susceptible to ill conduct; he rather suggested that ill 
conduct was consistent with ignorance in positions of responsibility. Even 
so, Isidore appears somewhat elitist toward the uneducated and greedy 
clerics. He implicitly depicts a contemporary reality: people of low social 
origin (even runaway slaves) who managed to enter the clergy, or even 
climbed the ladder of ecclesiastical hierarchy, made up a special case of 
vertical social mobility in the late antique Roman society. The opportuni-
ties that ecclesiastical service presented to persons of modest origin were 
significant, as was the opportunity for fast enrichment. In the latter case, 
the wealth of the Church was at the mercy of untrustworthy servants.

No matter how harshly Isidore censures individual clerics for their 
shortcomings, he is not simplistic. The way he expresses his exhorta-
tion to Cyril to take action against Martinianus the oikonomos reveals 
his awareness of the fact that the existence of deplorable practices in 
the Church was mostly due to the tolerance or even the involvement of 
higher ecclesiastical officials. How did all this affect the management of 
Church savings and financial resources? If, according to patristic exhor-
tations, a wealthy man should be a proper administrator of his riches 
with a view to redistributing part of his wealth through his benefac-
tions, then the request for proper administration of the finances of the 
Church, as the institution which managed donations and offerings, was 
equally pressing. This was not just an idealistic approach, as it concerned 
aspects such as the bishop’s role in overseeing the proper administration 
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of ecclesiastical property, as well as the requirement for him to act more 
as its trustee than its owner. After all, nobody was more entitled to this 
property than the needy.

Theodoret of Cyrrhus

Theodoret (393–ca. 466), a younger contemporary of Isidore, spent 
most of his life in Antioch, his native city, and Cyrrhus, his diocese.100 
He was born to a well-off Antiochene family whose social status can 
be inferred from the classical education Theodoret received, as well as 
from his social associations which are revealed in his epistolary work.101 
Theodoret himself offers meagre information or hints about his past, 
but these are not devoid of exaggeration. In a celebrated epistle to Pope 
Leo I (440–461) dated to 449, Theodoret implies his well-heeled past 
by declaring that he had distributed his inherited property on the death 
of his parents, a fact he claims that all the inhabitants of the East knew. 
This is said in the context of poverty, which Theodoret wanted to show 
he voluntarily embraced, and it follows his assertion that during the 
26 years of his service as bishop he never obtained a residence, a plot 
of land, an obol or a tomb.102 Thus, he implies that the episcopate had 
never been for him a means for personal financial gain. Abandonment of 
private property for an aspiring bishop was explicitly required from the 
fourth century, in theory at least,103 and Theodoret wished to show that 
he complied with this obligation. But why did he feel urged to do so?

Theodoret as a Civic Patron

In 423, Theodoret was ordained bishop of Cyrrhus, a city in the prov-
ince of Euphratensis in Syria. This happened against his own will and 
while living in a monastery, as he declares in an epistle to hypatos (consul) 
Nomus,104 a statement which most probably is a topos. In the same let-
ter, he offers information on his activity as a bishop: he financed from the 
revenues of his Church the building of public porticoes and two large 
bridges, the maintenance of the public baths and also the construction 
of an aqueduct in Cyrrhus, supplying the once dry town with water.105 
More or less the same tangible results of his building patronage, financed 
by significant amounts of ecclesiastical revenue, are also demonstrated 
in one other epistle of his to the patrician Anatolius.106 Both letters are 
dated to 448, a year earlier than the one sent to Pope Leo. Interestingly, 
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the description of Theodoret’s building patronage in these letters is pre-
ceded by a statement, which is different in each epistle. In the epistle to 
Nomus, Theodoret stresses: “in so many years I never took an obol nor a 
garment from any one (cf. his similar assertion to Pope Leo, mentioned 
earlier). Not one of my domestics ever received a loaf or an egg. I could 
not endure the thought of possessing anything save the rags I wore.”107 
In the epistle to Anatolius, he asks rhetorically: “when did I ever make 
myself offensive about anything to his serene majesty [the emperor] or 
his chief officers? Or when was I ever obnoxious to the many and illustri-
ous owners here?”108 After each of these remarks, Theodoret refers to his 
aforementioned building activity.

These letters (and several others to different recipients) were sent to 
the imperial court to seek support and mediation from high-ranking offi-
cials, because by 448 Theodoret and his clerical allies had been accused 
first of misconduct and later of heresy (Nestorianism).109 It is notable 
that a major part of the accusations involved church mismanagement in 
various forms, an indication that the administration of a see’s property 
was considered a primary concern for any bishop, but also a pretence 
used by his opponents to discredit him. Irenaeus of Tyre (bishop ca. 
445–448), formerly comes Orientis (count of the East), was the first to 
be accused in late 447. The indictment against him included charges of 
mismanagement, immoral conduct and defiance of the emperor’s author-
ity. Hiba (Ibas) of Edessa (bishop ca. 436–449, 451–457) was accused 
of nepotism as well as of misallocation of money to building activity, to 
the detriment of the poor.110 Theodoret, for his part, in order to refute 
the initial, non-doctrinal accusations—codified by Adam M. Schor as 
“neglecting his flock while conspiring to tyrannize other dioceses”111—
attempted to highlight in epistles to courtiers his good record in the 
fields of asceticism, patronage and the eradication of heresies.112

Nevertheless, no matter how much Theodoret’s role as a civic patron 
is projected—in parallel with his denunciation of possessions—his role as 
patron of the poor, and the weak in general, is absent in the epistles in 
question. One could contradict that the nature of the charges did not 
render references to his patronage of the poor necessary. But is not this 
activity considered one of the key features of a bishop?113 Furthermore, 
his building activity, as described in the aforesaid epistles, on the one 
hand aimed at serving the whole city with infrastructure, but on the 
other hand did not have the character of a charitable project. The way 
Theodoret refers to the benefactions he bestowed upon Cyrrhus lays 
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emphasis on the significance of building activity for a bishop, as it com-
bines the civic aspect of his office with his capacity as a prominent citi-
zen.114 Such a citizen would have been interested in useful but also 
noticeable works to proclaim his patronage to his city. One cannot assess 
Theodoret’s stance toward the poor by a handful of letters, yet we deem 
that such indications lend support to the argument of Pauline Allen, 
Bronwen Neil and Wendy Mayer that the view of the bishop as a lover 
and promoter of the poor, especially in the fourth and fifth centuries, 
needs to be put in certain contexts.115

Theodoret’s “aristocratic” approach is discernible, insofar as he 
attempts to show to his peers his efficiency as a local leader and as a man-
ager of resources, while at the same time aims at impressing them too. 
The public euergetism that he as a patron had undertaken was even more 
impressive because it was conducted through the finances of his Church, 
without him becoming annoying to the local elite or to the capital with 
fundraising attempts. Thus, he was able to boast that in so many years 
he never took money from anyone—shaking off at the same time suspi-
cions of bribery, if any. His confidence suggests that he was so efficient as 
an administrator that he was able to finance his benefactions to Cyrrhus 
through his capacity as bishop only. This feature of effective property 
management must have been appealing to high-ranking officials who, as 
members of the elite, always sought to make their own property more 
productive and economically efficient.116 Theodoret, as in many other 
instances, seems to comply with aspects related to the social role and 
experiences of the early Byzantine elite.117

One is rightfully prepared to allow for exaggeration in relevant state-
ments. Even so, the aforementioned tacitly point to a crucial feature of 
the patristic discourse on hoarding, saving and the proper management 
of wealth. Often, and besides individual views, beliefs and inclinations, 
the formulation and expression of such concepts in patristic works are 
also related to the literary genre, the occasion and the audience. In this 
case, proper management of resources is exemplified by building patron-
age in the letters that Theodoret addresses to high-ranking officials and 
members of the elite, as he faces accusations of neglecting his flock.

Theodoret did care for the poor and regarded generosity toward them 
as an utmost virtue. In a letter to Irenaeus of Tyre, for instance, he praises 
the prelate for his contempt of money and his generosity to the needy.118 
But, as we shall see, care of the poor was not exactly the spearhead in 
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his call for social harmony, in the way the Cappadocians and Chrysostom 
employed it; rather it was social cooperation due to mutual interdepend-
ence between the rich and the poor. His role concerning this social dipole 
was a mediating one. In his epistles, but also in other works, he displays 
himself—through carefully employed performative techniques—as an 
indispensable and trustworthy broker, ready to bridge any gap between 
the powerful and the weak, and to foster further links between his cli-
ents and potential patrons by motivating them to reach one another. His 
office guaranteed impartiality and at the same time pastoral concern for 
the benefit of both sides; his ascetic lifestyle certified his imperviousness 
to misconduct.119 Theodoret seemed to be an asset for Cyrrhus.

Theodoret as a Mediator

What was the situation in his see? Theresa Urbainczyk points out that 
not much is known of Theodoret’s diocese before he wrote about it.120 
About 60 miles north-east of Antioch, in northern Syria, the city of 
Cyrrhus was a suffragan see of Hierapolis.121 According to Theodoret, 
his diocese included 800 churches,122 a rather high number. In an epis-
tle addressed to Constantinus, praefectus praetorio per Orientem,123 
he provides some information about his region, noting that it is forty 
miles long and forty miles broad, with numerous high mountains, some 
entirely barren and others shaded by fruitless trees.124 Given that in this 
epistle and several others Theodoret requests the reduction of taxation 
upon the farmers of Cyrrhus, it is evident that he attempts to lay empha-
sis on the infertility of a mountainous land. As a result, he probably exag-
gerates to an extent the bareness of his region and draws a rather gloomy 
depiction of Cyrrhus’ territory.125

Theodoret sympathized with the citizens and peasants of his diocese, 
as his correspondence shows. For instance, in 445 and 446 he addresses 
prominent persons and officials, attempting to achieve a settlement of 
taxation that would relieve the taxpayers of Cyrrhus.126 In another case, 
he addresses two of his epistles to Areobindus, magister utriusque mili-
tiae (master of both services, i.e. infantry and cavalry), who owned land 
within the territory of Cyrrhus; his tenant farmers were unable to pay 
Areobindus the dues of olive oil owed to him, because of poor harvests, 
and Theodoret requested him to abate their dues.127
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Wealth, Poverty and Divine Providence128

Theodoret was undoubtedly eager to mediate as a patron between ordi-
nary people and members of the elite, between the “poor” and the 
“rich,” but what was his conception of economic inequalities and there-
fore of the licit use of wealth? Answers can be found in a particular work 
of his entitled On Providence.129 Modern scholars deem that it was com-
posed subsequent to the Council of Ephesus (431) and more precisely 
after 435, probably in 437.130 It is believed that Theodoret delivered 
the 10 discourses the work is made up of (provided that they were not 
just written exercises) in his native city, Antioch, as their style and argu-
ments imply an audience acquainted with philosophy, which was not 
likely to be found in Cyrrhus.131 On Providence is Theodoret’s attempt 
at a high-level popularization of a subject scrutinized in the sixth chap-
ter of his The Cure of Pagan Maladies,132 although there it is analysed 
under a more philosophically oriented approach, resorting to numerous 
quotations from profane authors. In contrast, On Providence abounds 
with biblical quotations, being the backbone of Theodoret’s primary 
sources.133

Everyday life in Antioch, as well as in the other major cities of the 
Empire, provided a wellspring of arguments in support of a wider scep-
ticism toward the existence of providence. Slavery, scarcity, the huge 
discrepancy between rich and poor, the excessive wealth and provoking 
wickedness of some of the prosperous, and the grinding poverty of a 
great part of the population made the Christians sceptical about God’s 
providence, since he allowed such anomalies to continue.134 The prob-
lem was not new: John Chrysostom, for instance, wrote on the sub-
ject.135 Theodoret was so familiar with the criticism of some pagans and 
the complaints of the Christian flock as to write a treatise on providence 
himself. According to him, nobody should object to the notion of provi-
dence, especially if one recognizes a Creator, since every visible object, 
phenomenon and part of creation embodies design, beauty, harmony 
and utility.136

One of his objectives was to demonstrate that wealth and poverty 
alike are providential, as they are essential for the preservation of human 
society. He meets this goal mostly in the sixth discourse of On Providence 
under the title That Wealth and Poverty Both Have Their Uses in Life.137 
Those who reject the existence of divine providence, according to 
Theodoret, “while enjoying these manifold blessings, rebel and rave, 
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calling all this care a want of care, throwing aside riches and poverty and 
complaining about the inequalities of life.”138 It would not be difficult to 
assume from Theodoret’s polemical overtones that inequality of wealth 
turned into a major argument against providence.

As we have seen in previous chapters, the Church Fathers knew that 
poverty was a heavy burden to carry, but they did not consider it to be 
an anomaly, something unnatural and incompatible with divine provi-
dence. On the contrary, inequality of wealth was considered providential. 
On the one hand, the condition of necessitous poverty that stemmed 
from such inequality was primarily a means for the salvation of the rich. 
The prosperous should engage in charitable acts to the needy, thus 
obtaining an opportunity to save their souls. On the other hand, pov-
erty was beneficial even to the poor because their penury forced them to 
work: accordingly, they entered into a compulsory state, a form of coer-
cion, which secured them from the evils of idleness.139 This system com-
bined reciprocities and division of labour.

Wealth demanded different treatment. Theodoret follows the main-
stream patristic tendency that does not denounce wealth; after all, being 
rich was one of the major features of the elite. Thus, he (like Isidore of 
Pelusium) employs the solution that Clement of Alexandria gave to the 
issue of wealth, who considered it as an organon (instrument), building 
on the Stoic concept of adiaphoron (indifferent)140:

[…] if riches were evil, the fault would rebound to their Giver. What we 
maintain is that wealth and poverty, like raw materials or instruments, 
are given to men by the Creator and that with these, men, like sculptors, 
either fashion the statue of virtue or strike the figure of evil. With riches, 
however, only a few can fashion even a few parts of virtue while with pov-
erty it is possible for many to make them all. Let us not scoff, then, at pov-
erty, the mother of virtue; and let us not slander wealth, but let us blame 
those who do not use them for the proper end.141

Evidently, Theodoret gives poverty the precedence in virtue. In the ninth 
discourse he describes the licit use of wealth:

The Guardian of the universe has not given men wealth to squander on 
luxury, or to use for immoral purposes, but rather to administer it wisely 
and well so as to provide the necessities of life for themselves and to give 
what is over and above to those in need.142
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Theodoret considers wealth as a kind of grave impediment to an 
upright life, insofar as the rich man succumbs to his passions, living with-
out measure; in this respect, wealth “turns the master of the passions into 
a slave.”143 Following the patristic worldview, he deems it quite difficult 
(but not impossible) for a rich man to live in virtue. On the contrary, the 
state of a poor man guarantees the only certain road leading to virtue.144

In any case, Theodoret affirms in other works too that God does not 
disallow possessions but rather being enamoured of money, portraying 
the latter as the source of greed. Hence, he opposes the ideal of self-suf-
ficiency—in which one is content with what is at hand—to the increase 
of one’s possessions.145 In this context, Theodoret states that posses-
sions are allowed, provided that they are administered properly. For this 
reason, he highlights the difference between being a master and a slave 
of economic resources.146 We should stress at this point that Theodoret 
accentuates two essential and interconnected aspects of riches, reinforc-
ing his point that wealth is an instrument provided by God, belong-
ing to no one but him. The first characteristic is mobility of wealth that 
leads many people to fall from riches to poverty or to rise from poverty 
to riches.147 Consequently, the other feature of wealth is precariousness, 
given that no one can claim possession over it, due to the constant pass-
ing of riches from one man to another.148 Thus, people do not really 
possess riches; they are rather provided with the opportunity to admin-
ister them properly. Up until now, Theodoret’s justification of property 
and wealth draws heavily on the earlier patristic tradition.

Having proved in On Providence that wealth is not reprehensible per 
se, only its misuse, Theodoret feels compelled to answer another plau-
sible question: “Why has the Creator not given the gift of wealth to all 
men instead of allotting wealth to some and poverty to others, leav-
ing life full of anomalies?”149 His answer is once again embedded in 
Christian tradition. He employs an organic analogy, invoking the cel-
ebrated image of the diversity of functions characterizing the parts of 
the human body: the eyes, the ears, the nose, the tongue, et cetera have 
different faculties, granted to them wisely by the Creator with one pur-
pose, their collaboration and contribution to the perfection of the body 
as a whole. To strengthen his point Theodoret resorts to Paul (1 Cor. 
12:21–23).150 In proportion, God confers different functions to men 
(“the bodily parts”) commensurate to their natures and abilities, and by 
this providential planning each person proves to be an integral part of 
the community (“the body”).151
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Theodoret seems to exalt the social character of the division of labour—
due to necessity—that is beneficial to the whole community. If wealth was 
equally distributed, nobody would be eager to serve others and to perform 
the various professions essential for human survival. As a result, “one of 
two things would happen. Either everybody would eagerly take to every 
kind of work through necessity, or we would all perish simultaneously 
through lack of the necessities of life.”152 The first case is unachievable, 
because (as Plato has also shown in Republic 370b–c) it is impossible for 
a single man to master every craft.153 Inevitably, “if there were equal pro-
vision of wealth, the result would be that all would face annihilation.”154 
It is noteworthy that John Chrysostom also shared this view.155 It is safe 
then to infer that Theodoret strongly supports division and specialization 
of labour, which prevent lack of skill and promote the production of every 
necessity.

Economic Exchange Viewed as Social Cooperation

In Theodoret’s view, divine providence ensures, through inequality in 
wealth, the proper foundations of human coexistence. He stresses that, 
apart from this disparity, the rich and the poor are equal in terms of nat-
ural law.156 Therefore, all humans were created equal and inequality is 
nothing but a form of social organization sustaining life, since it compels 
the rich and the poor to provide each other with what they are short 
of, satisfying their complementary needs.157 It would not be difficult to 
describe the kind of services the poor offer to the rich: the products of 
their crafts. But what service would the rich offer to the poor in return? 
Theodoret replies: “money,” which probably denotes the creation of a 
market for their products.158 According to his words:

Those who live in poverty derive their equal share of enjoyment from the 
wealth of the rich. For God who created both classes equipped the poor 
with all kinds of crafts which cause the rich to come to their doors and give 
them money to get what they want from them. And since their wants are 
proportioned to their wealth, they are in need of every necessity of life.159

Therefore, it would not be implausible to assume that Theodoret 
regards inequality as the foundation of the socio-economic edifice of his 
era, which he strongly defends. Every aspect of this institutional struc-
ture demonstrates the care of God and his providence to humanity: “by 
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giving money to some and crafts to others, unites them by their needs in 
harmonious friendship.”160 Economic inequalities are constituent parts 
of the social system and guarantee social harmony.

In this view, the wealthy and the poor are conceptualized as the two 
functional parts of an overarching social entity: in modern phraseol-
ogy, these two groups seem to represent the two poles of an informal 
dyadic contract that does not necessarily acquire institutional shape (as 
in patron–client relationships), but rather serves as an analytical category 
appropriate to Theodoret’s rhetorical framework. This concept appears 
consonant to the social rhetoric employed in his text, being reflective 
of an attempt to eliminate social disruption by reminding the respec-
tive groups of the mutual obligations imposed upon them by God. 
Ultimately, Theodoret’s rhetoric was not at all lacking in normative 
implications. Issues of normativity that arise as ethical dilemmas, origi-
nating in the relevant social choices enacted by the two groups, could 
hardly be dismissed.

Theodoret was aware of this moral dimension, and this is reflected 
in his attempt to seek a convincing answer to another objection: the 
fact that the majority of the rich live unjustly. He responds by placing 
an emphasis on human freedom of will, once again employing the argu-
ment that poverty and riches are like raw materials provided by God, yet 
neither of them implies lack of human responsibility, being eventually an 
excuse for evil living.161 At this point he draws a distinction between the 
unjust and the just, either rich or poor. The actions of the unjust are dis-
credited by the actions of the just:

Those who husband their riches properly, and do not increase them at the 
expense of other people’s misfortunes, but rather share all they have with 
those in need, are a sufficient reproach to those who spend their wealth 
on wickedness and in a spirit of selfishness. Those, too, who accept their 
poverty philosophically and endure its attacks with courage and patience, 
are standing reproaches to those who have learned evil doing while living 
in poverty.162

The case of the rich appears to be far more interesting, since it allows 
for reading between the lines and interpreting Theodoret’s words in a con-
text of social roles and responsibilities: wealth is morally justified insofar as 
current inequities emerge as a by-product of personal rather than institu-
tional weaknesses.163 As people are gifted with free will, and poverty and 
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wealth are nothing more than mere instruments, man has no sufficient rea-
son to blame providence or the social organization, but exclusively human 
faults and shortcomings.

In the fifth discourse, Theodoret lays emphasis on another celebrated 
image that nature provides, life in a beehive, which proposes a model 
of social harmony.164 Bees do not own private property, since riches are 
common and possession is undivided. They do not harm one another, 
they do not desire more than their share and they persistently work. 
Consequently, they expel the drones, which avoid toil and prefer to live 
on that of others. Finally, they detest rule by many and democratic rule, 
instead obeying one leader.165 Theodoret continues after a few lines:

You, a rational creature, learn from the irrational creatures to abhor an idle 
life as dangerous, pursue works of virtue with zeal, and collect this treasure 
from every source; not to seek for power that does not become you, but 
administer what you have with integrity and justice, bear in mind that what 
exists is common property, and extend its enjoyment to those who stand in 
need of it.166

Due attention should be paid to certain points of Theodoret’s depic-
tion of life in a beehive: the absence of private property, a view in agree-
ment with fourth-century patristic ideals; the appreciation of productive 
toil; the aversion to “democratic” rule; and the subsequent predilec-
tion for submission to one leader. Furthermore, Theodoret’s last words 
condense his views on the indispensable conditions for harmonious 
social organization: the aspiration to beneficial labour,167 the preserva-
tion of the social structure and hierarchy (given that no one wishes to 
surpass his rank, yearning for status that he is not entitled to have) and 
the endorsement of the view that everything should be held in com-
mon. Theodoret’s concern with justifying and above all proving that 
the extant socio-economic organization should remain unaltered is evi-
dent. Elsewhere, he asserts that he who desires to acquire riches falls into 
sin, but he who is already wealthy by status does not. For Theodoret, 
inherited wealth, if it is administered according to the divine laws, is 
completely justified and free of accusations, in sharp contrast to the pur-
suit of enrichment (especially in the case of a former “poor” person), 
which leads to sin.168 To cut a long story short, what seems to be at 
stake here is social mobility or at least an aspiration to socio-economic 
advancement.
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According to Theodoret, a virtuous way of life must incorporate the 
aforementioned precepts. Nevertheless, objections to providence do 
not cease to emerge, especially with regard to the unrewarded efforts of 
the virtuous. In the ninth discourse of his treatise, he recapitulates the 
main arguments for the dubious usefulness of a righteous living, since it 
does not guarantee an apparent advancement in one’s status in return.169 
Theodoret replies to such criticism in the following way. He disagrees 
with the current view of well-being, and he uses the long-standing patris-
tic argument that the standard by which someone is characterized as 
blissful should not be his material possessions (“your idea of well-being 
is a lofty carriage, a string of slaves, an elaborate wardrobe”). According 
to Theodoret, luxury and comfort should not be considered as happiness 
but as the greatest unhappiness.170

Theodoret’s Conception of Social Dynamics: An Appraisal171

On Providence exemplifies Theodoret’s stance on the licit manage-
ment of wealth. Defending divine providence with respect to economic 
issues, he draws on earlier patristic approaches to the problems of 
wealth creation, retention and accumulation, as well as of the impov-
erishment of the economically worse off. In doing so, he elaborates a 
coherent system of thought in which both poverty and riches are con-
sidered as mere instruments that should be properly evaluated depend-
ing on human inward dispositions. His justification of wealth does 
not substantially differ from that of Clement of Alexandria’s, while 
his organicist view of the social structure is reminiscent of that in the 
Shepherd of Hermas. Though not innovative, Theodoret’s perception 
of the complex relations between the rich and the poor seems to be 
somewhat differentiated from the mainstream patristic literature since 
it appears not to be invested with a strong call to almsgiving. There are 
constant allusions to the allocation of productive resources and division 
of labour, but specific issues of the distribution of economic surplus, 
generated by the respective economic activities, are hardly taken into 
consideration.

The absence of references to the salvific necessity of charity in certain 
of Theodoret’s epistles, as well as in On Providence, should not be puz-
zling. In the first case, Theodoret addresses his peers facing accusations 
of mismanagement. He probably preferred to show tangible results by 
resorting to his building activity in comparison to a vague reference  
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to the care of the poor. In the second case, his stance is far from 
addressing issues of a structural or enduring poverty that might be con-
ducive to deprivation and ultimately to destitution. Theodoret’s “poor” 
seem not to be those at the margin of subsistence or those lacking regu-
lar employment, who are constantly exposed to the risk of starvation. It 
seems that he does not have in mind those without profession but the 
majority of those who engage in productive labour. Undoubtedly, the 
language of poverty employed by Theodoret in On Providence offers lit-
tle specification of beggars, widows and orphans: the “poor” in question 
appear to be mainly craftsmen at the risk of indebtedness, rather than 
the irredeemably impoverished. The existing divide between the des-
titute and the self-sufficient is properly relocated and reshaped, as one 
between two distinct groups with different degrees of access to scant 
resources. Arguably, Theodoret’s poverty emerges as a by-product of 
an economic rather than a social problem: it is a matter of inadequate 
resources, not one of inequity or misdistribution of the economic 
surplus.

In this respect, Theodoret appears not to be primarily concerned with 
almsgiving as a moral justification of property and wealth. He seems to 
imply that the solution to poverty is labour: if a person works then some-
one will purchase the products of his/her toil. Presumably, there is a 
partial shift of emphasis from distributive to productive economic mech-
anisms. Great cities such as Antioch were full of professionals and crafts-
men who earned enough not to face impoverishment, roughly ranging 
from individuals with moderate surplus resources (especially artisans who 
employed others) to those at subsistence level. We should bear in mind 
that, according to John Chrysostom, self-employed artisans were in a 
far better position than wage-employed ones, since employers tended to 
withhold a sizeable part of the wages of the latter on the pretext that 
they were feeding them.172 Furthermore, a large number of wage earn-
ers in the cities were employed casually.173 Thus, people of industry at 
all levels would not have been in need of charity but rather of frequent 
commissions and the employment possibilities they enabled.

It is probable that those who earned more also aspired to social 
advancement. Theodoret employs his mediating experience to promote 
social cooperation between the so-called “rich” and “poor,” while at the 
same time elevating order to a societal ideal, which an overall antago-
nism between competing social groups with unequal access to economic 
resources might eventually threaten. Wealth is considered the cohesive 
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agent between the two groups, even though it cannot be distributed 
equally to all.

An interesting aspect of the crafts–money circuit of Theodoret is that 
it presupposes full engagement on behalf of the rich in the consumption 
of a diversity of goods, including luxury products.174 Here Theodoret 
seems to distance himself from the traditional patristic requirement for 
abstinence from luxury and conspicuous consumption. It seems that in 
fifth-century major urban centres such as Antioch, the luxury goods mar-
ket was so vigorous that it permitted Theodoret (at least) to include this 
kind of consumption in a larger conception of socio-economic collabora-
tion, regulated by what could be roughly characterized as the “laws of 
supply and demand.”

We can thus plausibly infer that his model of cooperation fitted in 
an urban environment involving several industrial sectors and respec-
tive markets, the efficient functioning of which necessitated relative 
socio-economic and political stability. Stability probably derived from 
the restriction of social mobility. This probably explains why luxurious 
spending, a traditional feature of the elite and part of his solution, is puz-
zlingly censured in the ninth discourse, in Theodoret’s effort to persuade 
those who are not rich that the “trappings of a life of softness, license, 
and luxury” do not constitute genuine well-being. It is in this context 
that he mentions that “the Guardian of the universe has not given men 
wealth to squander on luxury.”175 This double standard is indicative of 
the integration of Christian ethics with economic pragmatism and pre-
vailing social norms in Theodoret’s thinking, at least in the way it is 
depicted in On Providence.

To sum up, according to Theodoret, consumption and the channel-
ling of surplus into the market rather than more conventional patristic 
views on stewardship of savings were required to achieve the redistribu-
tion of wealth and social harmony.
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Economic, Monetary and Social Transformations

Debasements, Inflation and Reforms in an Age of Crisis

Debasement, inflation and attempts to reform the monetary system and 
reverse the vicious circle characterize the period during which “classical” 
patristic views on wealth accumulation and its proper management were 
expressed. What follows does not intend to give an extensive picture of 
the economic and monetary situation from the late second to the late 
fifth century, but rather to highlight certain developments with serious 
repercussions.

The pivot of the Roman monetary system was the silver denarius, 
which suffered from a steady decline in its precious metal content after 
the death of Marcus Aurelius (180).1 Diminished state funds in relation 
to increased expenditure (wars, largesse, building projects, et cetera) cul-
minated in protracted debasement, which permitted more coins to be 
produced and to be spent by imperial governments.2 Caracalla (198–
217) introduced in 215 a new denomination, the antoninianus, which 
circulated as the double of the denarius, although the former had 1½ 
times the latter’s weight and just 80% of the silver content of two dena-
rii. This inevitably led to extensive hoarding of the coins with finer sil-
ver alloy, the denarii,3 a phenomenon which is traditionally ascribed to 
Gresham’s Law (expressed as “bad money drives out good under legal 
tender laws”).4 We should stress at this point that it is probable that the 
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Fathers’ criticism of hoarding sometimes corresponds to contemporary 
monetary developments and situations, such as the aforementioned.

The fate of the antoninianus embodied the troubles and shortcom-
ings of the late Roman monetary system. A tendency to debase the sil-
ver coinage was discernible from the Severan period; it was accelerated 
from 253 and resulted in the silver content of the antoninianus hitting 
its nadir in the reign of Claudius II Gothicus (268–270), with a fineness 
of ca. 2%.5 At this point, the antoninianus had been transformed into 
a complex copper alloy (Cu–Sn–Pb–Ag) coin with a silver-clad surface.6 
The population was aware of these developments and lost its faith in the 
monetary system, one of the pillars of a stable currency. Furthermore, 
people became experts in extracting the silver coating, which was then 
sold as bullion.7

The situation concerning gold coinage was not better: every debase-
ment of the billon antoninianus led to the decrease of the aureus’ weight 
standard, so as to preserve official rates of exchange. Yet this did not 
result in a decrease in the fineness of the gold currency before 253, since 
the emperors needed proper gold coins for their largesse. After 253, the 
purity of the aureus was reduced, while the need for proper aurei des-
tined for donatives (donativa) to the army resulted in issuing two or 
more parallel series of different standards (in weight and fineness). It 
comes as no surprise that gold coins of different standards “could not 
provide an anchor in monetary chaos.”8

Andrew Burnett has observed:

The result of these changes to the gold and silver coinage was that the 
currency of the empire became almost completely a token coinage. The 
departure of precious metal left the coinage without any real or intrinsic 
value, and thus the link between the rising level of prices and the rising 
purchasing power of coinage metal was broken, leaving the currency at 
the mercy of the market. The purchasing power of the coins would not 
increase, so while they remained tariffed in denarii, the fact that prices rose 
in terms of denarii led to the need for more and more coins, and hence 
rampant inflation.9

Needless to say that the hoarding of “good” coins (e.g., denarii or 
antoniniani issued before the sole reign of Gallienus, 260–268) con-
tributed to their disappearing from circulation.10 Vital in everyday trans-
actions and taxation, token bronze coins were also devaluated. It is 
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interesting that bronze coins were not considered small change anymore, 
but were hoarded as a rampart against inflation.11

Aurelian (270–275) and Diocletian (284–305) tried to reverse the 
dreadful situation and to reform the currency. Aurelian’s reform took 
place in 274, after he had reunited the Empire by defeating the Gallo-
Roman Empire in the West and the Palmyrene Empire in the East, 
and managed to restore some degree of monetary stability.12 The great 
reform of Diocletian took place in ca. 293/4; it systematized Aurelian’s 
measures and set the tone for the monetary developments in the fourth 
century.13 Diocletian stabilized the standard of the gold coin, the dena-
rius aureus, at 1/60 of the libra/litra (pound)14; he restored silver coin-
age, the argenteus (1/96 lb, 80% silver); and he introduced a silvered 
billon coin, the nummus (1/32 lb, 4% silver).15 The aureus and the 
silver-clad nummus were considered the principal coins. However, the 
nummus encountered the public’s distrust from the beginning, as the lat-
ter declined to accept the former at its stated value, and this resulted in 
prices rising. In order for billon currency to be successful, it presupposed 
acute regulation of quantity and exchange rates. On the contrary, the 
nummus was struck in great numbers that inevitably instigated a rise in 
prices while it circulated along with gold and silver denominations, not 
to mention older billon coins. The population gradually became aware 
of the gap between the official and intrinsic value of the circulating coins. 
This resulted once again in phenomena in the context of Gresham’s 
Law16: for instance, the aurelianiani—the silvered billon coins intro-
duced by and named after Aurelian, with a fineness of silver from 4.5 
to 5%—were considered worthy of being hoarded in great numbers, or 
melted down or sweated for their precious metal (especially after the 
revaluations in 300–301).17

Diocletian’s successive legislative attempts to restrain rampant infla-
tion only prompted the aforementioned tendency. In 301 he issued 
the Price Edict. “Diocletian’s attempt to end inflation consisted of try-
ing to make it illegal, by establishing a maximum legal price for virtu-
ally all commodities,”18 and for wages as well. In a moralizing tone in 
the preface of the Price Edict, the Tetrarchs attributed inflation to avarice 
(that of vendors, money-changers, profiteers and so on). Concern was 
expressed for the protection of the buying power of the soldiers, who 
experienced their donatives and salary being evaporated through the pur-
chase of a single item.19 It is noteworthy that the maximum price for 
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a pound of refined gold, whether in the form of ingots, coins or spun 
gold, was 72,000 denarii communes (common denarii, employed as 
a unit of account),20 while the highest price for a pound of refined sil-
ver (not defined in terms of gold) was set to 6000 denarii communes, 
resulting in a gold–silver ratio of 1:12. Therefore, gold was treated as a 
commodity in whatever form, while silver was treated as such only in its 
bullion form.21 Death was reserved for those who breached the provi-
sions of the Edict, such as those who withdrew commodities from the 
market to acquire a better price.22 Yet, according to Lactantius (d. ca. 
325), this is exactly what happened. He considers Diocletian as the main 
culprit of the bad financial situation, due to his unjust measures (presum-
ably his currency reform) and especially the ineffectiveness of his Edict, 
which led to both the withdrawal of products from the market and even 
higher inflation. As a result, the Edict was abandoned.23

After the withdrawal of the Price Edict, Diocletian issued in 301 
(September 1) the Monetary Edict, doubling the value of every denomi-
nation above one denarius communis. Thus, Diocletian reduced in half 
all prices, salaries and taxes which were calculated in denarii communes, 
but preserved the rates of exchange among the higher denominations. 
The Monetary Edict did not improve the coinage, neither did it reverse 
inflation: “coins were worth whatever they could fetch in the market-
place on any given day and not what edicts pronounced.”24 By doubling 
the salaries of many officials after 301, the government itself contributed 
to weakening its own currency.25 Transactions made in cash, as well as 
official salaries (mainly those of soldiers and civil servants), were subject 
to the effects of inflation.26

Shifting Gradually into the “Byzantine” World

Debasement of coinage was not abandoned as a method after Diocletian. 
The Roman world faced civil wars from 306 to 324—until the final prev-
alence of Constantine I—and the rival emperors were in need of troops 
and money. The introduction of a stable gold currency, known as the soli-
dus, by Constantine was a great achievement (which we shall discuss in 
the next section), yet the situation concerning silver, billon and base-metal 
denominations remained precarious. In 307 Constantine debased the sil-
ver-clad nummus and his opponents followed.27 In the next years, prices 
rose again, with the public reacting as usual: older nummi with more 
silver content were preferred, being subject to Gresham’s Law.28 In the 
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East, probably in 321, Licinius (308–324) reduced the silver content and 
halved the face value of the nummus (from 25 to 12.5 denarii communes), 
recognizing that it was overvalued. This development has been recorded 
in papyri, the most informative of which is P. Ryl. 4 607.29 This is actu-
ally a letter written by one Dionysius to one Apion. The former, obviously 
having inside knowledge of the imminent retariffing (“the Italian coinage 
be reduced to the half of a nummus”), urges the latter to spend, on the 
sender’s behalf, all the “Italian silver” that he has in purchases of goods 
of every description at whatever prices he finds them.30 This letter has 
been interpreted in the wider context of the panic to which the retariff-
ing led, rushing people to convert their nummi into other commodities.31 
However, it is probable in this particular case that the sender of the letter 
intended to hold and resell the goods after the measure would have been 
made public.32 The Fathers’ criticism of speculative hoarding and profi-
teering in times of crisis must have also addressed cases like this.

In 324 the nummus of Licinius was demonetized. By 336–337, the 
Constantinian nummus had been transformed into a tiny coin with 15% 
of the weight and less than 2% of the silver content of the Diocletianic 
nummus. As the government did not revalue this miniscule currency 
from the rate of 25 denarii communes, the market responded by mark-
ing prices in denarii communes, which resulted in further inflation. By the 
mid-fourth century inconceivable prices occurred even for the humblest of 
purchases. From the 330s nummi sealed up in leather purses (folles) with 
their value (in denarii communes) inscribed on them were the only way to 
conduct everyday transactions. The value of the nummus continued to fall 
through the fourth and the fifth century. Hypothetical rates of exchange 
for the solidus and the nummus have been proposed: in 323 a solidus was 
equivalent to 240 nummi or 6000 denarii communes; in 338–341 it was 
equivalent to 11,000 nummi or 275,000 denarii communes; around 360 
it was equivalent to 4004 nummi or 20,020,000 denarii communes; and 
in 395–410 a solidus was equivalent to 8000 nummi or 40,000,000 dena-
rii communes.33 It is obvious that the purchasing power and the status of 
someone with regular access to gold coinage were beyond comparison.

Despite intermediate attempts, it was not until the reign of 
Anastasius I (491–518) that a stable and flexible coinage in base metal 
was provided, the large copper follis, filling the alleged gap in the circu-
lating currency between the gold tremissis (the third of a solidus)34 and 
the nummus. A follis was equivalent to 40 small nummi, which none-
theless did not cease to circulate immediately.35 Anastasius preferred to 
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reform the base coinage instead of debasing and revaluating the nummi 
once again.36

The Constantinian Solidus: A Lever for Change

The reign of Constantine I signified a new era not only for the Christian 
Church but also for the late Roman economy. A major change, with 
repercussions that transformed even social hierarchies, took place from 
his reign onwards: money surpassed land as the general form (and indica-
tion) of wealth.37 It is a consensus now that Constantine and his succes-
sors “flooded” the market with gold38 in the form of solidi.39 The solidus 
(also known as nomisma) was introduced in 309 and weighed approxi-
mately 4.50 g, corresponding to 1/72 of the Roman pound, in place of 
Diocletian’s gold coin (aureus), corresponding to 1/60. Simply put, a 
Roman pound of gold theoretically produced 72 solidi.40 Constantine 
managed to introduce a stable gold coinage and to circulate it as a mass 
currency, in contrast to the previous monetary practice.41 Anyhow, per-
haps we should not overemphasize the foresight behind this achieve-
ment. Constantine’s gold coin was actually a debasement in comparison 
to that of Diocletian, while his victories and the reminting of the heav-
ier aurei of his rivals probably led to the imposition of the solidus in the 
Roman world.42

Jairus Banaji has adequately traced the monetary, economic and social 
reverberations caused by the successful introduction of the solidus. A 
major consequence was that gold became the absolute representative 
of value; this is not to say that values could not be expressed in other 
lower monies or units of account, but rather that the expression of value 
in lower currencies implied their own underlying expression of value in 
terms of gold. Silver and bronze became symbols for gold, represent-
ing various quantities of it.43 If it is accurate that during the last years of 
Constantius II’s reign (337–361) the gold–silver ratio shifted dramati-
cally in favour of the latter, and with the presupposition that this ratio 
reflected demand factors, Banaji suggests that this development implies 
not the elevated demand for silver but rather the sudden flooding of the 
economy with gold in relation to the strong demand for it.44

A key text to help us construe this turning point in economy is 
the anonymous fourth-century treatise De rebus bellicis (On Military 
Affairs). The text reproaches Constantine I for his economic policy, 
which triggered ruinous social repercussions, especially for the lower 
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social strata.45 Banaji has proposed an interpretation of the anonymous 
criticism of the Constantinian monetary policy, describing the interde-
pendent consequences of the novel measures. Constantine imposed a 
new monetary standard, a development mainly characterized by: (a.i) 
flooding the market with gold (thus, many transactions were made in 
gold instead of bronze, even in retail trade),46 and subsequently (a.ii) 
“eliminating any possible duplication of the measure of value by displac-
ing the function of that measure to gold, with the general expression of 
commodity prices as gold prices (prices expressed in gold)”; (b) accu-
mulation of capital, incited by this general transformation, in the form 
of gold, which proved to be an indispensable factor in the formation 
of a new aristocracy, based economically on gold at the expense of the 
“poor”; and (c) notable violence against the masses triggered by these 
socio-economic changes. However, Banaji notes that there is no direct 
attestation of the latter in the extant contemporary sources.47

Santo Mazzarino drew attention to the significant association made 
in the De rebus bellicis between the expansion in the circulation of gold 
and the emergence of a new aristocracy under Constantine and his 
heirs. What is more, he noticed that the new salaries being paid in gold 
and their high purchasing power were fundamental constituents of the 
transformed hierarchical social order.48 The anonymous author of the 
De rebus bellicis perhaps was a provincial aristocrat who witnessed his 
status and interests being threatened by the new situation, evidently 
not belonging to the new elite that emerged and was benefitted by the 
expanding flow of gold, partly made possible by the pillaging of pagan 
temples, according to his own testimony.49 This “massive dishoarding of 
gold […] led to the (renewed) accumulation of monetary wealth in pri-
vate hands and sparked a veritable ‘passion for spending gold’.”50

The commutation of the late Roman tax system, as Banaji has pointed 
out, furnished provincial governors with substantial profits.51 Ammianus 
Marcellinus (ca. 330–after 392) states that “the first of all to open the 
jaws of those nearest to him was Constantine, but it was Constantius 
who fattened them with the marrow of the provinces.”52 The anony-
mous author of the De rebus bellicis likewise stresses that provincial gov-
ernors thought they had been sent into the provinces as merchants (velut 
mercatores).53 Late Roman bureaucracy took shape especially in the reign 
of Constantius, but the militares (military officials) gradually became the 
dominant group within it.54 Valentinian I was the first emperor who set 
the conditions for the social dominance of the militares, according to 
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Ammianus.55 Commutation of taxes was further prompted by the pres-
sure of the militares to extract considerable monetary payments.56 As a 
result, the bureaucracy in general exploited the opportunities for fiscal 
speculation and profiteering that its involvement in tax collection pre-
sented.57 The stage was gradually being set for the emergence of a new 
East Roman (Byzantine) elite.

The Emperor as the “Lord of the Gold”

Reforms introduced by Valentinian I and Valens (364–378) consolidated 
the close association of gold with the emperor. In 366–367 they issued 
two laws reforming the tax collection and management of solidi taken 
in tax.58 The laws imply that a series of officials often had the chance 
to replace proper coins with forgeries sometime in the process between 
tax collection and delivery to the treasury.59 The emperors decreed that 
the collected solidi should be weighed and melted into obryza (ingots of 
refined gold). After being delivered without delay directly to the comita-
tus (imperial residence) to be stored in the sacrae largitiones (sacred lar-
gesses), these certified ingots were used as new solidi to be struck by the 
comitatensian mint. This was operating wherever the emperor’s current 
residence was, and nearly all gold was to be struck by this mint. New 
solidi bore, along with additional letters denoting the mint, the abbre-
viation COMOB: the COM probably stands for comitatus, while the OB 
denotes obryzum (certified pure gold). Parallel, not surviving, measures 
regulated silver coinage, since miliarensia and argentei bore the abbre-
viation PS for pusulatum (certified pure silver). In this case, new coins, 
medallions and ceremonial plate were produced. These measures resulted 
in the restoration of the solidus to 99.5% fineness and to the improve-
ment of the argenteus to 97.5–98% fineness, granting the former inter-
national standing.60 It was inevitable that severe laws were reserved 
against the adulteration of the gold coinage, which had to circulate and 
return to the imperial treasury impeccable.61 Other measures stipulated, 
for example, the proper measuring of gold weight in tax payments, or 
imposed the use of all solidi regardless of the emperor that was depicted 
on the obverse (meaning that occasionally only the coinage of a reigning 
emperor was considered as standard).62

The gold coin’s functions roughly included usage in imperial prop-
aganda (it bore the emperor’s image), in imperial largesse and in the 
expenditure–taxation cycle. Precious metals, especially gold, being so 
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closely associated with the emperor, inevitably formed indispensable 
constituents of his generosity. The comes sacrarum largitionum (count 
of the sacred largesses) was in charge of the production, supply and dis-
tribution of imperial wealth, while his supervision of the exploitation of 
mines, quarries, mint(s) and imperial workshops for textiles is indicative 
of the variety of the largesse. Coins, but also silver plates, buckles, collars, 
armlets, phalerae, et cetera, were given to beneficiaries on various occa-
sions, and especially to the aristocracy and the military. This variety also 
attests to the fact that hoarding concerned not only coins but some of 
the aforementioned items as well. Largesse was also directed to the citi-
zens of Rome and Constantinople; coins were distributed, for instance, 
on the occasions of accessions and their anniversaries, triumphs, New 
Year’s celebrations, as well as nominations of the consuls in the capital. 
As we have already seen, beneficiaries of imperial generosity could also 
have been foreigners and especially the Barbarian leaders.63

Silver was the main instrument for imperial largesse, used, for 
instance, for the donatives of lower military ranks. Small silver ceremo-
nial issues along with copper coins were distributed to people on several 
occasions. It is noteworthy that a law of 384 forbade anyone else except 
ordinary consuls from giving a gift in gold, while it decreed that silver 
coins, the size of which should not exceed 1/60 of a pound, should 
be used for scattering in public ceremonies.64 A law of Marcian in 452 
prohibited every distribution of largesse,65 although it was later permit-
ted again. In the same manner that the consulship was gradually iden-
tified with the emperor, the privilege of scattering largesse in gold was 
narrowed down to the ordinary consuls, until it was finally confined to 
the Byzantine emperor.66 Distribution of gold was the prerogative of 
the emperor, being at the top of a gift-exchange pyramid in the early 
Byzantine society.67

Imperial Reserves

As we have already mentioned in the fifth chapter, commenting on 
Isidore of Pelusium’s letter to Theodosius II, it was usual for Byzantine 
emperors to create a reserve, which was handy in times of need. Literary 
sources affirm this tendency and sometimes even offer figures on the size 
of reserves created during individual reigns. Concerning the fifth cen-
tury in particular, accumulation of large amounts of gold is attested for 
certain emperors. Theodosius II and Marcian managed to amass over 
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100,000 lb of gold—or 7,200,000 solidi—according to John Lydus.68 It 
is notable that they were able to gather this sum despite heavy expendi-
ture, for example in the form of tributes. From 422, Theodosius paid 
to the Huns gradually increasing annual subsidies estimated to total at 
least 1,335,600 solidi, without including in this sum ransom payments 
for the release of captives. Marcian ceased to pay Attila, but on the other 
hand he settled the Ostrogoths in Pannonia, who are calculated to have 
received, until their departure to Italy in 489, no less than 2,304,000 
solidi.69 These were enormous sums, especially if we take into considera-
tion the suggestion that the annual expenditure of the state during the 
fifth century was perhaps 5,000,000 solidi.70 The last figure is based on 
speculation, of course; however, it offers a plausible indication.

A reserve such as the one that Theodosius and Marcian managed 
to accumulate was not difficult to squander. Marcian’s successor Leo I 
(457–474) undertook, along with the Western Emperor Anthemius 
(467–472), a naval expedition against the Vandals of North Africa in 468, 
which turned into a disaster. The tremendous cost of the expedition, 
partly paid for by Anthemius, ranged between 7,500,000 and 9,500,000 
solidi and consumed the reserve that had been created by Theodosius and 
Marcian.71 This oscillation between “accumulation” and “squandering” 
as imperial practices is typical throughout Byzantine history.72 The most 
famous example of an emperor who depleted a reserve which had been 
meticulously built up by his predecessors is Justinian I (527–565). He 
squandered in military expeditions and building programs the mythical 
reserve of Anastasius I—3200 centenaria or at least 23,040,000 solidi—
which had been further increased by Justin I (518–527) and reached the 
amount of 4000 centenaria or 28,800,000 solidi.73

It has been suggested that Anastasius was able to accumulate this 
great reserve partly because reforms in taxation prompted extensive 
commutation of taxes in his reign. The amount of revenue in wide-
spread commutation depends on the state of the market, and by the sixth 
century the volume of commercial exchanges was an expanding one.74 
It has also been suggested that the state was employing various means 
in its attempt to retrieve in the treasury as much gold as possible, for 
instance, through the collectarii (money-changers). In this context, a 
novel of the Western Emperor Valentinian III (425–455), issued in 445, 
shows that money-changers could buy a solidus from the public for 7000 
nummi at least, and sell it to the treasury for 7200; the Eastern tariff 
would not have been substantially different.75 As we shall argue shortly, 
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the imperial treasury with its accumulated wealth from all over the 
Empire probably contributed a vivid model to the rhetoric of the heav-
enly treasury.

The Formation of a “Golden” Elite

Although Constantine’s monetary revolution and its consequences 
affected both East and West and resulted in the formation of new upper 
social strata, the nature of the new elites was far from being identical in 
East and West. The Constantinian elite in the West consisted of potent 
aristocratic families originating in the second- and third-century Western 
Mediterranean provinces that prospered, most notably Africa; some of 
these families had managed to survive the protracted civil war prior to 
the prevalence of Septimius Severus (193–211). On the other hand, the 
early Byzantine world witnessed the gradual rise of an aristocracy of ser-
vice, which was not of “traditional” origin like its Western counterpart.76

From the fourth (but most evidently from the mid-fifth) to the sixth 
century, a new elite—to be distinguished from local (municipal) aris-
tocracy in terms of resources and bureaucratic character—was gradually 
formed concentrating landownership in its hands.77 This new imperial 
aristocracy of service in great part originated in the curiae (city councils) 
of the Eastern Mediterranean and dominated the state’s offices, the land 
and the social relations in what was becoming “Byzantium.” The forma-
tion of an expanding bureaucratic state in the late antique East created 
numerous civil and military posts, which were occupied by members of 
the prominent families of the local city councils.78 Given that these were 
official governmental posts, wealth, prestige and a closer relationship 
with imperial authorities in the capital were the unquestionable benefits 
for their holders, who took care to fully exploit them in their interest. 
At a provincial level, these advantages were used by members of the new 
elite to expand their land at the expense of other curiales who were less 
favourably positioned for the pursuit of their own interests, as well as to 
the detriment of other members of local society.79

Imperial governments were preoccupied with the stability of the soli-
dus, since both an important part of the state’s revenues and the pay-
ment of the bureaucratic mechanism was based on it. On the other 
hand, from the fourth century onwards, there occurred a notable 
economic expansion, with money flowing into agriculture as well as 
trade. Therefore, if stability of the gold currency was a prerequisite for 
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fiscal policy, liquidity was vital to the level of monetary activity in the 
economy.80

The members of the new elite contributed to the progressive mon-
etization of the economy by adopting economically efficient methods of 
organizing and exploiting their production, especially discernible from 
the fifth century onwards. The papyrological evidence of the estates of 
the Apion family near the Egyptian city of Oxyrhynchus provides an 
atypically amply documented testimony of the way elite landholding was 
structured from the fifth to the seventh century. The bipartite character 
of the Apion estates was based on a division between land directly man-
aged by the household and its employees (autourgia), and allotments 
(ktēmata) rented to farmers of small villages belonging to the estate 
(epoikia or chōria). The family also owned land in larger villages (kōmai) 
and urban property in Oxyrhynchus. It seems that the backbone of the 
Apions’ income came from highly commodified production on the aut-
ourgia (and not from rents) that depended on wage labour.81 Peter Sarris 
has observed concerning “bipartitism” that it:

[…] offered landowners two great advantages: it maximised both the 
labour at their disposal and the dependence of the estate’s labourers on the 
estate itself. It thus minimised opportunities for peasant autonomy whilst 
curtailing incentives to peasant resistance.82

The elite would have exploited the opportunities for profit making 
that the favourable conditions of growing monetization and increased 
liquidity presented in the urban centres of the Eastern Mediterranean. 
Banaji comments that “relations between business and the state, and 
between the aristocracy and business, were altogether more involved 
here, completely at odds with conventional dichotomies between ‘pub-
lic’ and ‘private’ or between ‘aristocrats’ and ‘entrepreneurs’.”83 In this 
context, Alexandra Čekalova, for instance, has argued that the sena-
torial aristocracy of Constantinople was “more urban than landed,” 
having its assets mainly in liquid form.84 The favourable conditions 
were also exploited by the large urban “middle class” of the Eastern 
Mediterranean. The commercial flourishing of the fifth century could 
be interpreted to a degree by the suggestion that merchants had unim-
peded access to capital resources that permitted them to establish 
trade networks both in the Eastern and the Western Mediterranean. 
Entrepreneurs, silversmiths, jewel traders, silk merchants and, of course,  
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money-changers and bankers were some of the most prosperous groups 
which interacted with the elite in the conduct of business.85

Contemporary economic reality was depicted in the writings of the 
Fathers. For instance, Gregory of Nazianzus employs the term megalem-
poros (lit. “great merchant,” usually translated as “wholesale merchant”)86 
in context with the Parable of the Pearl in Matthew 13:45–46.87 
Alternatively, he uses the term megas emporos, which denotes the same 
thing.88 Nevertheless, the parable originally refers to an emporos (mer-
chant), which probably means that Gregory must have adapted the term 
to better reflect the economic conditions of his time, when megalemporoi 
conducted their large-scale entrepreneurial activities and were easily dis-
cerned from simple emporoi. A megalemporos who sells all that he has so 
as to buy the priceless pearl would have made a greater impression, since 
audiences would have easily recalled his alleged socio-economic status. It 
is hardly a coincidence that the anonymous contemporary author of the 
De rebus bellicis includes the negotiatores (large-scale merchants and bank-
ers) in his sketchy depiction of late Roman society.89

Concerning bankers, increasing references to them occur in written 
sources from the second half of the fourth century, a phenomenon to be 
linked with the revival of banking activity due to the widespread dissemi-
nation of the solidus.90 Basil of Caesarea informs us that it was usual for 
people in Alexandria to give money to the trapezitai (private bankers) so 
as to gain profit from their deposit (eis porismon), which means that they 
were making an investment deposit.91 John Chrysostom illustrates bank-
ing activities too, and it has been proposed that his use of financial termi-
nology is perhaps due to his knowledge of banking.92 These Fathers were 
aware both of the language of finance and commerce and the conduct 
of business, as members of the elite. Given that the formation of early 
patristic economic reasoning is often entrenched in concrete socio-eco-
nomic realities, fourth-century Fathers were elaborating their views on 
the economy as a potential response to certain types of economic activi-
ties, and in particular to those arising from the major monetary reforms 
described earlier. In this respect, we can plausibly infer that they were 
relating the large-scale business affairs of their era, as well as banking 
activities, to monetary accumulation and investment processes.

The elite was eager to show its association with gold and consequently 
with the emperor who offered it to his officials and officers. Gold was a 
symbol but also evidence of authority and wealth; its appearance instantly 
conveyed connotations of beauty, purity, largesse, incorruptibility (as it 
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does not rust) and, inevitably, scarcity.93 But possessors of wealth had 
to demonstrate it so as to convince others that they truly held it,94 and 
luxury and conspicuous expenditure must have reached great heights 
of excess. Asterius, bishop of Amasea in Pontus (380/90–420/5), 
reproaches in his homily Against Avarice those who “dwell under roofs 
overlaid with gold,”95 showing that the use of gilding was not excep-
tional for architectural details. Theodoret of Cyrrhus’ testimony on 
luxury consumption at the end of the previous chapter is also associated 
with the conspicuous practices of the elite.

The Church itself could not avoid being associated with gold. This 
phenomenon has a multi-layered interpretation, but two of its defining 
aspects have been encapsulated by Dominic Janes. He underlines that, 
on the one hand, for churchmen “in fighting to denigrate gold”:

It was much easier and more persuasive to say, “indeed everyone knows 
that gold is very precious, but I know something better.” This, however, 
legitimated gold as something of excellence, albeit lesser excellence, which 
was then related to Christian divinity as it was already related to pagan 
divinity.96

On the other hand, there was also a necessity from the state’s perspective 
to invest religious imagery with gold and grandeur:

[…] Church splendour was associated with the patronage of emperors. 
They wished to associate themselves with divinity and associate the Church 
with their government. For that to work, the two institutions needed to 
adopt the same styles, otherwise a bare religious style of the church would 
seem an explicit criticism of the golden style of the Empire. In tandem, 
each could do honour to the other.97

The Christian Church triumphed, and although born from poverty, at 
the time of its triumph it had already been an institution associated with 
wealth and the rich.98 Yet, in the fourth and the fifth century it gradually 
encompassed the truly wealthy, in a process that made necessary adapta-
tions and transformations of ideals and norms, not only from the side of 
the elite but also from the side of the Church. The latter had to compro-
mise both with the fact that it possessed significant wealth itself and that 
not all the wealthy were actually expected to denounce their riches. A 
new reasoning had to accommodate the lay members of the elite, as well 
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as the well off of the middle social strata, now that the Church was iden-
tified with the Empire and its higher clergy more often than not derived 
from these social groups. Charity, church building, the foundation and 
patronage of monastic institutions, and donations made on one’s death-
bed were virtuous activities through which wealth was spiritually legiti-
mized and stored in the “heavenly treasury.”

Earlier Jewish and Christian traditions, discussed in the second and 
the third chapters, and probably the coffers, chests and depositories of 
the contemporary elite, contributed to the formation of the imagery of 
the heavenly treasury as the place and refuge of “spiritual wealth,” accu-
mulated there by “transmuting” earthly riches into benefactions. The 
imperial treasury might have also contributed to the development of this 
imagery with a compelling analogy. In the same manner that taxation 
gathered gold throughout the Empire and accumulated it in the impe-
rial treasury, benefaction could be perceived as voluntary subjection to a 
“blessed kind of taxation” that collected earthly gold (through a benefi-
ciary) and accumulated it as “spiritual gold” in the divine treasury.

In this and related imagery, the gold solidus seems to have become the 
embodiment of wealth. It hardly comes as a surprise that the texts of the 
fourth- and fifth-century Church Fathers are replete with references to 
the chrysion, a term which means gold in general and gold coin in par-
ticular (depending on the context). Indeed, laws such as one issued by 
Constantine I in 325 assert the common identification of solidi with bul-
lion.99 Just to make a rough comparison, in the second-century Shepherd 
of Hermas we only come across four references to gold, and these are 
found in an allegorical context, not related to counsels for the proper 
management of one’s property.100 This is not unexpected, since the 
socio-economic and monetary realities were much different then; how-
ever, the difference is still suggestive.

Christian texts sometimes visualized the seductive radiance of a great 
amount of gold, as in the Life of Saint Melania the Younger (d. 439), 
a Roman-born ascetic of senatorial status, who along with her equally 
noble and rich husband, Pinianus, renounced their enormous wealth and 
liquidated their vast properties in order to follow their ascetic ideals101:

[…] “one day we had collected a massive, extraordinary amount of gold 
to send for the service of the poor and the saints: 45,000 pieces of gold. 
When I went into the triclinium, it seemed, by the operation of the Devil, 
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as if I were lighting up the house with fire from the multitude of gold 
pieces. In my thoughts, the Enemy said to me, ‘What sort of place is this 
Kingdom of Heaven, that it can be bought with so much money?’”102

The depiction of shimmering gold was probably used to emphasize the 
intensity of the inner struggle the saint faced in bridling the attraction of 
gold. The Devil clearly associated gold with power, implying that money 
could buy a kingdom, even that of heaven. The symbolism of gold is 
recurring in the Life of Melania the Younger. During an audience of the 
ascetic couple with the “Empress” Serena, the latter “was greatly moved 
when she saw the blessed woman in that humble garment, and hav-
ing welcomed her, she had her sit on her golden throne.”103 Melania’s 
ascetic prowess is associated with gold, either as the object of a powerful 
but eventually bridled temptation (the shiny gold coins) or as a symbolic 
acknowledgement of her spiritual status (the golden throne). Indeed, 
gold could be perceived either as a symbol of sin or, in different con-
texts, a symbol of majesty and spiritual radiance. But Melania’s relation 
to gold was not just a symbolic one: her Life abounds with references 
to gold and wealth, since it is the narration of the virtuous deeds of a 
super-rich person.

Melania the Younger:  
A Case Study of a Super-Rich Person’s Divestment

The First Steps of Divestment: Italy

The Life of Saint Melania the Younger, granddaughter of Melania the 
Elder, hardly needs an introduction to those who study late antique 
Roman elites and especially themes such as gender, patronage and spir-
itual authority. This work is preserved in two anonymous versions, a 
Greek one (BHG 1241) and a Latin one (BHL 5885)—which are simi-
lar but not identical104—and its authorship is attributed to Gerontius.105 
There we read about Melania’s and Pinianus’ ascetic endeavour—trig-
gered after the death of their children106—their slow journey from Rome 
to Jerusalem, with an intermediate seven-year stay in North Africa, and 
their deeds (especially Melania’s) in the Holy Land. Melania’s case is very 
instructive on the complexities a member of the elite had to face in his/
her wish to renounce wealth, but also on the implications the realization 
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of this decision had for Christian societies. Melania was Roman, yet her 
decision to divest herself of her wealth and the plan to carry out this 
decision affected East as much as West. In what follows, we will attempt 
to focus on certain aspects of Melania’s and her husband’s efforts to 
denounce the world.

To begin with, Melania herself shows that one of the hardest tasks she 
undertook on her way to ascetic perfection was to detach herself from 
the wealth linked with her status. In order to achieve renunciation of 
wealth,107 she and her husband had to engage in a three-fold divestment: 
(a) dispersion of their annual income (notably, Pinianus claimed that 
his annual revenue in gold reached 120,000 [presumably] solidi, with-
out including that of his wife’s)108; (b) liquidation of their estates or the 
endowment of them for religious use; and (c) sale or manumission of their 
slaves.109 Divestment at such a great scale was an easy thing to say but not 
an easy thing to achieve, not only due to the enormous size of the prop-
erty in question but also due to dominant familial, societal and gender 
norms against which the ascetic couple had to struggle.110 Bad timing was 
a further complexity, since in 408 the Visigothic army of Alaric (395–410) 
arrived outside Rome, a move which culminated in the city’s sack in 410.

Melania and Pinianus’ decision to follow the evangelical precept 
in Matthew 19:21111 and divest themselves of their wealth was taken 
when they were not yet of age (20 and 24 respectively).112 Thus, they 
depended on their peers’ tolerance and the authorities’ protection to 
achieve their goal. Their first move was not wisely chosen: in ca. 408 
they enthusiastically commenced their renouncing endeavour by sell-
ing their estates in the suburbium of Rome, first-rate land cultivated by 
slaves, the production of which was highly commodified. The couple 
freed 8000 slaves, an act which led those remaining to revolt, as they 
did not wish to be freed or sold to new, dubious masters and probably 
be subjected to different conditions to which they had been accustomed. 
It seems that Pinianus failed to meet his obligations as dominus toward 
his inherited slaves. Freedom, on the other hand, especially with Alaric 
outside Rome, meant for slaves that they would lose their sustenance and 
protection in a time of crisis. Severus, Pinianus’ brother, intervened to 
restrict this “folly” and to restore order to the family property and con-
trol over the workforce; he proposed to buy the slaves that remained at 
a low price. The slaves preferred Severus’ solution, which the Life attrib-
utes to the Devil’s influence, to their manumission.113
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The Role of Imperial Intervention  
in the Sale of the Couple’s Property

It was in this context that, in early 408, the couple sought for the inter-
vention of the “Empress” Serena—the niece and adopted daughter of 
Theodosius I (379–395), wife of the magister militum (master of the 
soldiers, i.e. commander-in-chief) Stilicho (d. 408), the most powerful 
man in the Western Empire, and mother-in-law of the Western Emperor 
Honorius (393–423).114 They sought for her to facilitate the sale of their 
assets (including their slaves) throughout the Empire and to gain protec-
tion against those relatives who objected to the sale of family property (or 
wished to appropriate the couple’s property, according to the Life).115 
Serena persuaded Emperor Honorius to issue “a decree in every province 
that their possessions should be sold by the agency of the governors and 
ministers, and that […] the money […] should be remitted to Melania and 
Pinianus.”116 Peter Brown has plausibly interpreted this excerpt as follows:

[…] an imperial edict […] placed the couple’s estates under a state of 
“positive proscription.” The edict ruled that the estates […] were consid-
ered, technically, to have been confiscated by the emperor. They became 
imperial property that could be sold off in public auctions. The governors, 
official staffs, and town councils of every province were made responsible 
for this sale. But the money thus raised would go to Pinianus and Melania, 
not to the imperial fisc.117

The story implies two further conjectures. The first is that the 
emperor could function as the ultimate arbiter in familial disputes within 
the elite concerning sensitive issues of ethos, status and property. The 
second is that this is yet another testimony attesting to the fact that the 
emperor was the regulator of the flow of gold. A hardly imaginable prop-
erty, such as the one belonging to Melania and Pinianus, was probably 
difficult to liquidate without the emperor’s consent and intervention. A 
vast amount of gold was required for such a sale, as well as a safe and 
relatively fast transfer of it from the provinces to Rome. Only the state 
was in a position to transform a large-scale sale into an immense amount 
of gold,118 to validate its accumulation and to safeguard its transfer. 
Without the emperor’s aid the couple would have never been able to liq-
uidate their assets fast enough to avoid the sack of Rome by Alaric.

An unexpected turn of events occurred in August 408, when the once 
mighty Stilicho was executed, followed by Serena, after being accused by 
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the Senate of complicity with Alaric. The Senate, feeling Alaric’s breath 
on its neck and with the population on the brink of starvation, started 
to covet Melania and Pinianus’ wealth so as to fill the public treasury. 
In February 409, Pompeianus, the prefect of Rome,119 proposed to 
the Senate the confiscation of the couple’s property, the pretext for this 
measure probably being their past association with Serena and Stilicho. 
But before Pompeianus had the chance to carry out this plan, he was 
killed by an angry crowd that rioted because of the shortage of bread; 
the riot was attributed to divine providence by the Life of Melania.120

Melania’s “Poverty”

The couple, accompanied by Melania’s mother, Albina, fled from Rome 
shortly before Alaric’s entrance, to their estates first in Sicily and then 
in North Africa. Evidently they had not yet sold their estates in these 
regions, although they had already sold their property around Rome, 
Italy, Spain and Campania, according to the Life.121 This remark offers 
an opportunity to comment on the couple’s divesting strategy. Even 
though they did live ascetically and started dispersing their wealth before 
fleeing from Rome, they never reached such a level of renunciation as to 
be considered stripped of riches. In fact, they continued to hold substan-
tial wealth. This is attested by recurring references throughout the Life 
concerning donations and the foundation or benefaction of monaster-
ies by them.122 Despite the massive generosity of Melania and Pinianus, 
portrayed as total renunciation of their wealth, a more careful examina-
tion shows that their income-generating capital investment in fixed assets 
was not disrupted. This permitted them to pursue benefaction for a long 
period of time, the only exception to this strategy being their initial 
attempts for property divestment, mentioned above.123 It is notable that, 
despite her largesse, Melania’s wealth appeared to be inexhaustible, and 
it is indicative that her Life mentions that she was left with only 50 gold 
coins before her death.124 Fifty gold coins seem unimportant compared 
to other amounts of money mentioned in the Life, but this was not a pit-
iable sum for an ascetic. To make a rough comparison, when John Lydus 
in the early sixth century was appointed first chartoularios (a subaltern 
official) under Zoticus (praefectus praetorio per Orientem [praetorian pre-
fect of the East], 511–512),125 he earned an annual salary of 24 gold 
coins.126 In any case, total disposal of wealth was never expected from 
women with the status of Melania.
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A similar example is that of Saint Olympias (d. 408 [BHG 1374]) 
from Constantinople, who was also of elite status and enormously 
wealthy.127 After being widowed, she embraced an ascetic way of life and 
was ordained deaconess. Apart from endowing the Constantinopolitan 
Church with estates and money, she supported John Chrysostom in his 
ministry and later in his exile. She became the patron of several other 
bishops, and supported priests and ascetics. She even founded a female 
monastery adjacent to the Great Church in Constantinople, which she 
populated with her relatives and chambermaids but also with women 
of senatorial status. It seems that for the elite, asceticism was not asso-
ciated with absolute personal poverty but rather with a conceptual shift 
in the proper use of wealth, from civic to ecclesiastical benefaction.128 
It is worth mentioning that Palladius in the Lausiac History likens the 
offering of Melania’s silk dresses to the altars to a similar donation by 
Olympias.129

Melania’s Life makes interesting allusions to her aristocratic relation to 
money: she was still using it as a means to impose her will. For instance, 
her hagiographer readily admits that “Melania yearned so exceedingly for 
chastity that by money [emphasis ours] and admonitions she persuaded 
many young men and women to stay clear of licentiousness and an 
impure manner of life.”130 During a pilgrimage to the cells of anchorites 
in Egypt, she literally tried to stuff them with gold as she witnessed their 
poverty. However, a hermit, abbas Hephaestion, implicitly pointed to her 
stubborn naivety. After she unsuccessfully attempted to hide gold in his 
salt, he asked her of what use was gold in the desert. When she advised 
him to give it to those in need, the hermit reasonably replied that the 
poor were not able to come to the desert. After a long conversation the 
hermit remained adamant, and he finally threw the gold into a nearby 
river. But Melania did not give up, as she was not used to not having 
things go her way; although many other anchorites and virgins declined 
her offer, she nonetheless, “through a spiritual ruse” (dia panourgias 
pneumatikēs), left the gold in their cells.131

Coveted Patrons in Africa

Melania and Pinianus chose as the place of their residence in Africa a 
familial estate in the vicinity of the town of Thagaste, whose bishop was 
Alypius (since 394). Melania endowed the church of Alypius with rev-
enue, offerings of gold and silver, and precious silk veils,132 and thus she, 
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the wealthy ascetic, made Alypius the bishop a client and dependent of 
her patronage.133 This was not unprecedented, and bishops themselves 
often sought the active engagement of members of the elite in patronage 
practices which would benefit their sees and also offer the bishops credit 
as successful mediators between the “rich” and the “poor.” Furthermore, 
Alypius was of a curial background himself and cognizant of the patron-
age system of relationships.134

 According to the Life of Melania, other bishops in the province 
envied Alypius and the formerly poor church of Thagaste for their 
good fortune.135 However, the Life does not mention that the flock 
of Augustine (bishop 396–430), in particular, was not restricted 
to envy but sought to actively promote its own prosperity. We only 
know from two epistles by Augustine (Epp. 125–126) that when 
Melania and Pinianus, escorted by Alypius, visited him at Hippo in 
411, the local congregation forcefully demanded during a church ser-
vice that Pinianus be made a priest there. Augustine’s flock thought 
that this was a golden opportunity to bind to their city this idi-
osyncratic rich couple who freely scattered money. Yet the attempt 
failed, this incident remaining as a reminder that it was truly rare 
for the African congregations to encounter wealth such as that of 
Pinianus and Melania. The provinces were desperately looking for 
such patrons, and cities such as Hippo could not tolerate that others 
such as Thagaste were solely benefitted by their presence. Apparently, 
intercity rivalry and envy which used to stimulate philanthropy in 
the ancient world still appeared between—once pagan, now largely 
Christianized—communities.136

The African Bishops’ Advice:  
A Turning Point in the Couple’s Benefaction

It seems that the wealthy couple, and especially Melania, had a strong 
view on how to spend their riches. They could not be forced to live where 
others wanted, nor to use their wealth the way others desired. Freedom of 
choice was after all a privilege of their class. The Life implicitly points to 
the assumption that Melania and Pinianus’ largesse in its “mature phase” 
was dispersed neither randomly nor indiscriminately, but that there was 
a rationale behind their generosity. Yet this rationale evolved gradually, 
from the first “amateurish” attempt to liquidate and simply scatter their 
wealth to organized patronage practices.137 In a similar and related way, 
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both versions of Melania’s Life, the Greek and the Latin, reveal that in 
her “slow way” from Rome to Jerusalem she experimented with various 
forms of ascetic community: the villa-monastery in Rome, the traditional 
monastery in Africa and the private foundation in Palestine.138 The holy 
couple tried different forms of beneficence and ascetic life on their “way 
to perfection.” In this context, the counsel that was given to them by 
prominent bishops during the first period of their stay in Africa seems to 
have signalled a turning point in their dispersing strategy.

When they arrived there, they immediately sold their property in Numidia, 
Mauretania, and in Africa itself. Some of the money they sent for the ser-
vice of the poor and some for ransoming captives. Thus they distributed 
the money freely […]. When the blessed ones decided to sell all their prop-
erty, the most saintly and important bishops of Africa (I mean the blessed 
Augustine, his brother Alypius, and Aurelius of Carthage) advised them, 
saying, “The money that you now furnish to monasteries will be used up 
in a short time. If you wish to have memorial forever in heaven and on 
earth, give both a house and an income to each monastery.”139

The African prelates’ responsibilities involved the efficient manage-
ment of ecclesiastical property (including what they had donated to their 
Churches),140 and they knew first-hand the limitations of one-off dona-
tions. The deeper meaning behind their counsel was that the ever-present 
need for sustainable benefaction both to the religious and the lay poor 
required “efficient investment projects,” rather than praiseworthy yet 
occasional acts of beneficence. Steadfastness was the key, and this was not 
the first time that Church Fathers offered lessons on economic efficiency. 
Late Roman bishops were preoccupied not only with prompting the 
elite’s philanthropic activity but also with attempting to channel the elite’s 
patronage practices into regular recurring donations, as we have discussed 
in the fourth chapter. As the manager of his Church, a bishop had to 
develop a plan for long-term staffing, church maintenance and poor relief; 
the more recurrent the revenues, the more feasible the bishop’s plan-
ning. However, the patronage class more often than not preferred one-off 
donations (e.g., the foundation of a building), which engaged visibility 
and caused envy among their peers, unlike endowments, which produced 
recurring revenue (e.g., an estate) but were less visible.141

The African bishops’ advice signifies the top level of benefaction in 
patristic exhortations, that is, steadfast benefaction which could be 
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undertaken by elite members. Liquidating an estate and donating the 
money was less preferable than endowing the estate upon a monastic 
institution. Following this line of reasoning, the liquidation and random 
dispersal of one’s wealth, besides being a spectacular act, could hardly be 
considered economically efficient in the long run.

The Life stresses that Melania and Pinianus eagerly conformed to this 
advice. They founded in Thagaste two great monasteries, a male and 
a female, providing them with a sufficient income, as the bishops had 
advised.142 Yet these African foundations were the starting point which 
led Melania to the establishment of new ascetic communities in private 
foundations in Jerusalem (the couple and Albina arrived there prob-
ably in 417). The establishment of institutions like these raised various 
ecclesiastical, economic and legal issues, among which was the thorny 
question of the level of episcopal control.143 Until the mid-fifth cen-
tury, private founders/owners were almost uncontrolled in the construc-
tion, endowment and management of their foundations. The Council 
of Chalcedon (451) strengthened the bishop’s authority, stipulating, for 
example, that no foundation was to be constructed without episcopal 
approval (can. 4) or that all clergy was to be subordinated to the local 
bishop (can. 8).144

It seems that the African bishops’ advice was finally adapted to the 
new aristocratic euergetism that Melania and Pinianus represented. 
Instead of endowing established monasteries under a bishop’s control, 
they preferred to found and support their own. Melania created mon-
umental buildings and monastic communities in Jerusalem that con-
stituted her legacy, which she was determined to maintain, unlike the 
temporal property she and Pinianus once had in Rome. It appears that 
she never really lost her property consciousness, which was peculiar to 
the elite (as we have already discussed in the fourth chapter, comment-
ing on the bequest of Gregory of Nazianzus); it was just transformed 
by her ascetic ideals.145 Moreover, the fact that she had prematurely lost 
her children perhaps promoted her preference for spiritual over famil-
ial bonds, which was a Christian attitude.146 She was now the mother 
of a new, extended family comprising her monastic institutions, and her 
transformed elite mentality dictated the bequest and allocation of her 
assets to her spiritual children. This was the family line that she wanted 
to preserve. Was it a coincidence that, on her deathbed, she asked 
Gerontius to assume the care of the monasteries, exhorting him “to be 
even more solicitous to submit to toil for their sakes”?147
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Transferring Monetary Capital in the Mediterranean

From the third century onwards, wealthy Christians in the West 
employed new strategies in the pursuit of salvation, by channelling their 
financial surplus to devotional activities that served the need for pro-
tecting their souls in the afterlife. This fact resulted in a deeper change 
in the perceptions of the proper use of money that resonated with the 
new socio-economic transformations and initiated further reflection on 
the spiritual implications of monetary resources.148 In this context, pious 
donations were in no way unprecedented for the aristocracy in the west-
ern part of the Empire, but the Barbarian intrusions in the early fifth 
century gave an impetus to this trend.149 The precariousness of landed 
wealth could be counter-balanced by its liquidation (partial at least) into 
gold, and the ascetic ideals that were appealing to some members of the 
senatorial aristocracy guaranteed that a considerable part of this gold 
would be channelled toward monastic communities.

Melania’s status, wealth and network of monastic institutions which 
received her benefactions made her a formidable ecclesiastical patron. 
Palladius makes an appraisal of Melania’s munificence in the Lausiac 
History, and refers to the transfer of significant sums to the East, which 
Melania sent by sea as soon as she and Pinianus had partially liquidated 
their properties: 10,000 solidi to Egypt and the Thebaid; 10,000 to 
Antioch and its district; 15,000 to Palestine; and 10,000 to the churches 
in the islands and the places of exile.150 These sums were part of the 
wealth that rich refugees brought to the East due to the Barbarian incur-
sions.151 They are also indicative of the fact that the couple’s benefac-
tions were channelled primarily toward monks, not the poor.152 This is 
not to say that Melania and Pinianus were indifferent to the needs of the 
lay poor; indeed, references to their benefaction toward them are found 
throughout the Life. Yet emphasis was given to supporting the needs of 
the religious poor: entire islands were bought for ascetics, and monaster-
ies were purchased to be given to the monks and virgins living there, and 
were also endowed with sufficient income.153

Melania and Pinianus’ strategy of wealth dispersion also included 
an active involvement in church politics.154 This seems unavoidable for 
senatorial aristocrats who dispersed huge sums of money; sooner or later 
they would have to choose sides and affect with their wealth the out-
come of ecclesiastical controversies. Melania and Pinianus financially 
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supported the “Johannites,” John Chrysostom’s adherents, who, after 
their leader’s deposition and exile from Constantinople (404), had 
been scattered all over the East. The ascetic couple’s active support 
of the Johannites sustained this ecclesiastical faction until its return to 
Constantinople.155 The wealth from the West supported the cause of an 
ecclesiastical party in the East.

The Life of Melania reveals in many ways how complex and unpredict-
able were the consequences of the call for wealth divestment and redistri-
bution. The surplus of the thoughtful rich was not necessarily channelled 
into almsgiving. Often it was carefully “invested” in establishing and sup-
porting private institutions or shaping church politics.
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What has the examination of Greek Fathers’ views on hoarding and sav-
ings offered, or, in other words, what was the purpose of focusing on 
these particular practices concerning the management of financial 
resources, since Greek and Latin patristic views on wealth have already 
received due attention? As we have seen—although there was not a sin-
gle or uniform attitude—material possessions, gold and money were con-
sidered more or less as “instruments.” One cannot blame an instrument 
but rather its licit or illicit use, and the temporal holder of wealth should 
act as its steward rather than its owner. Since wealth has an inherent neu-
tral meaning, which has been long pointed out, then it is not wealth per 
se but rather the conceptualization of its management that assists us to 
better understand patristic stances toward contemporary economic phe-
nomena and practices.

Hoarding wealth, in particular, denoted an economic process that 
roughly embodied two distinct aspects: on the one hand, hoarding of 
possessions that enabled higher social status or monetary surplus which 
secured enhanced purchasing power; and on the other hand, storing of 
commodities destined for market exchanges or required for daily needs. 
Although hoarding was a feature of all social groups, especially those 
who were in a position to generate material surplus, it mostly affected 
social welfare as a practice pertaining to prosperous elites who could 
significantly influence social outcomes. More specifically, the landown-
ing elite performed its social role, which encompassed acts of benefac-
tion and conspicuous consumption, as well as its economic role, through 
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generating income flows and revenues (mainly by selling income in kind 
to local markets or exporting it to distant ones) to purchase luxuries, to 
finance acts of beneficence and to support an entire network of depend-
ents.1 Concomitantly, hoarding by the elite was deemed a self-interested 
practice intended to increase individualized consumption: extravagance 
and ostentation implied that more economic resources were diverted 
from productive engagements. In accordance with the Christian view 
of the era, these lifestyles, centred on conspicuous consumption, were 
thought to make the wealthy succumb to the enticements of dissipation, 
thus violating the precepts of virtuous self-sufficiency.

It is equally important that hoarding material surplus in the form 
of commodities necessary for sustenance (such as grain and food sup-
ply) often served lucrative purposes that aimed at personal enrichment 
through manipulation of market prices. The profit motive was salient to 
prosperous market participants who, because of their superfluous wealth, 
were afforded the opportunity to delay their entry into the marketplace 
until the prices rose. Such a practice was vehemently denounced by 
Church Fathers, who considered such hoarding behaviours not simply 
opportunistic but blatantly anti-social. It was taken for granted that seek-
ing individual enrichment impeded efforts to meet the needs of others 
who were devoid of negotiating power in the market transactions. Lower 
strata, in their turn, could hoard food in times of emergency, but this was 
only a temporary response to a shortage of marketable goods, not the 
by-product of seeking to benefit from, or to intentionally induce, a price 
rise.

Beyond hoarding, early Christians strongly opposed luxury spending, 
because, in their view, the opportunity cost of spending excess wealth 
on a particular luxury item was extremely high: in fact, it amounted to 
increasing the suffering of the sick and the poor.2 All three practices, 
speculative hoarding, hoarding of financial assets and luxury spending, 
were perceived to be “zero-sum games,” in which the enhanced prosper-
ity of the hoarders and luxury consumers presupposed the considerable 
economic deprivation of the more vulnerable social groups. As we have 
seen, to mitigate social tensions, but also to foster “positive-sum games,” 
Church Fathers intended to shape a redistributive network that would 
benefit not only the less privileged members of society, but also the more 
powerful. In so doing, they defined moral responsibilities for all inter-
acting social partners in a new and promising religious “marketplace,” 
that of Christian philanthropy. In this kind of balanced reciprocity, the 
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prosperous could exchange their excess wealth for a heavenly reward, 
while the poor, receiving temporal relief from their suffering, would 
mediate between the generous wealthy and God. Accordingly, a highly 
inclusive system emerged that placed an emphasis on common humanity 
in anticipating the needs of all, not excluding the distant and marginal-
ized others.3

The development of patristic attitudes toward hoarding was gradual 
and it was influenced by various traditions. New Testament rhetoric on 
refraining from hoarding stressed that this practice undermines personal 
and communal integrity, diminishes possibilities of charity, distorts pri-
mary human allegiances and promotes mundane pursuits reflecting a 
complete attachment to material possessions. These commonalities, evi-
denced in almost all discourses referring to hoarding, were assimilated 
into, or slightly modified by, patristic developments in wealth ethics.

In patristic thinking, hoarding unequivocally occupies the extreme 
negative end of an alleged “proper management of resources scale.” 
Accumulating riches and letting them be buried or “imprisoned” was 
thought of as a reproachable activity by Graeco-Roman moralists too, 
who saw in it a manifestation of greed. Social justification was a prerequi-
site for the ethical justification of wealth: one of the keys to understand-
ing both Graeco-Roman and Christian attitudes toward hoarding as an 
anti-social practice is the requirement for the interests of the individual 
and the community to be in concord. From a Christian perspective, the 
rich man who manages his resources properly relieves those in need and 
saves his soul; from a Graeco-Roman perspective, he engages in civic 
benefaction and competes with his peers to exceed them in reputation 
and honour. As Christianity was gradually integrated into and ultimately 
identified with the Empire, the Christian and Graeco-Roman notions of 
proper management of wealth coincided to an extent.

An aim of this study is to show that the notion of the Christian rich, 
as presented in patristic texts of different eras, should be relativized. The 
rich to whom the Shepherd of Hermas refers do not correspond socio-
economically to the rich that Theodoret of Cyrrhus addresses: the for-
mer were probably members of middling groups, while the latter were 
members of the elite. Isidore of Pelusium even addresses the emperor 
himself, the literal “lord of the gold.” The volume of wealth implied 
in these indicative cases is incomparable, but this difference reflects the 
progressive widening of the composition of Christian communities and 
the respective socio-economic status of their wealthiest members. The 
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departure from the imminent eschatological perspective rendered adapta-
tion to Graeco-Roman environments inevitable.4 This was also reflected 
in the negotiation of the role of the rich and their activities in the con-
gregations. The communal utility of the capital resources of the richer 
Christians, and to a degree of their financial activities, was recognized in 
sustaining expanding Christian communities.

The views toward the utility and proper management of financial sur-
plus were not identical, and these differences reflected in part the milieu 
in which they had been cultivated. In the late first and second centuries, 
the so-called “Apostolic Fathers” elaborated on views that acknowledged 
the existence of both material and financial surpluses within the faith 
community, thus providing new opportunities for prosperous Christians 
to renegotiate their identities as members of the congregations. This is 
more evident in the Shepherd of Hermas, in the context of which believers 
were mandated to channel their financial surplus created from business 
activities into charitable practices. This exhortation implied that invest-
ment of capital through the pursuit of larger-scale business agendas was 
not countenanced. Other texts such as the Didache and the Epistle of 
Barnabas adopted a more radical strategy of liquidating financial surplus, 
epitomized in their strong call for sharing resources, typical of faith com-
munities that claimed their distinctive identity in the wider socio-cultural 
milieu. However, in major urban centres such as those of late-second/
early-third-century Alexandria, the financial prosperity of the Christian 
wealthy increasingly embodied a new spiritual dimension. Clement of 
Alexandria addressed from an elite standpoint the salvific perspectives of 
social groups differing in access to resources and status. He promoted the 
beneficial aspect of wealth, which could help the rich to be properly situ-
ated in the faith community. Divestment of at least a part of material and 
financial surpluses were strongly encouraged as being beneficial not only 
to the community but also to the wealthy as a prerequisite for salvation.

The episcopal organization of the Church had been a key develop-
ment, influenced by the Graeco-Roman socio-cultural milieu. It is nota-
ble that the qualifications for the episcopate from a relatively early point 
were not pertinent to spiritual accomplishments but rather to the gen-
eral moral requirements of offices in the Graeco-Roman world.5 From 
the fourth century, as the identification of Christianity with the Empire 
progressed, the bishops of curial and senatorial status increased in num-
ber, although bishops of low or middling origins did not disappear. The 
Fathers of the classical period of patristic thinking were often bishops 
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themselves, and not infrequently when they advised the “wealthy” they 
in fact addressed their peers.

After Constantine, the Fathers faced a novel situation, in which the 
realization of the ideal of an equitable society seemed to be at hand. But 
their idealism and good intentions were soon to be checked by reality. 
It was one thing trying to persuade freedmen to share their surplus with 
their fellow Christians in local congregations, and yet another attempting 
to persuade senators and curials to act in the same manner concerning 
entire cities. The resignification of resource management with a view to 
alleviating the needy was not so easy to ask of property-conscious elites, 
whose status was bequeathed to their heirs along with their property. As 
we have seen, holding significant cash reserves, mainly in gold, facilitated 
the bequest and allocation of assets to multiple heirs, as well as the offer-
ing of dowries. Christian tenets on hoarding, saving and virtuous man-
agement of resources contradicted dominant familial and societal norms. 
Furthermore, in comparison with the previous era of economic crisis, 
the increasing monetization of the economy further promoted produc-
tive investment of savings, for instance, into entrepreneurial ventures and 
loans at interest. The opportunities for profit making that the favourable 
conditions of growing monetization and increased liquidity presented 
in the urban centres of the Eastern Mediterranean were too appealing 
to be disregarded by both elite and middling groups. However, not all 
of them shared the economic euphoria: for instance, a large number of 
wage earners in the cities were casually employed. 

The economic and monetary expansion had social consequences, 
one of them being the rise and consolidation of a new elite in the early 
Byzantine world, which prospered in great part at the expense of the 
poor, and contributed to the aforementioned monetization. Its mem-
bers would also place their assets, apart from productive investment, 
into non-productive activities such as luxury consumption, conspicu-
ous building, gift giving (e.g., upon assumption of office) and bribery, 
which were traditional practices for exhibiting, maintaining and further 
strengthening their status. Even if wealth was not hoarded, and thus 
withdrawn from circulation, the aforementioned vainglorious or exploit-
ative activities were usually censured by the Fathers. A patristic strategy, 
employed to accommodate the mentalities of relatively recently con-
verted elite members, was the transformation of the objective of tradi-
tional patronage from civic to ecclesiastical benefaction. Charity, the 
foundation and patronage of monastic institutions, donations made on 
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one’s deathbed, et cetera, were virtuous activities through which wealth 
was spiritually legitimized.

The Cappadocians and John Chrysostom advanced new rationales for 
sharing financial resources through benevolent practices in religiously 
pluralistic environments. Basil of Caesarea in particular, censuring the 
grain hoarders during the famine of 368/9 in Cappadocia, elaborated his 
views on property and wealth. John Chrysostom, serving the Church in 
the great urban centres of Antioch and Constantinople, witnessed severe 
inequality and prompted the rich to assume their social responsibilities. 
Apart from hoarding, both condemned other practices of mismanaging 
resources, such as luxury and conspicuous consumption, but above all 
usury. Although they often express radical views, their aim was not to 
undermine the extant socio-economic structure but rather to mitigate 
social injustice.

In an era of sharp socio-economic divisions, hoarding of surplus was 
considered detrimental to social cohesion, insofar as amassing wealth for 
its own sake impeded the circulation of resources and contravened the 
principles of a just society. These Fathers offered a more integrated view 
on the very process of accumulation. Hoarding of both financial and 
material wealth was strongly denounced, whereas the act of saving in the 
form of excess income beyond virtuous self-sufficiency was prompted to 
be transformed into a form of spiritual saving, a deposit made in heaven 
through charity. This salvific and ultimately eschatological dimension of 
saving was employed in patristic rhetoric, now taking precedence over 
the realistic view of savings as a pool of resources destined to meet future 
needs. In the Fathers’ moral reasoning, the unpredictability of life ren-
dered future planning redundant and inefficient, even potentially peril-
ous, thus the only safe solution was to entrust one’s self into God’s care. 
On the other hand, investing the surplus in profitable pursuits was reflec-
tive of an economic reality with which the Fathers were familiar, yet in 
their symbolic depiction of the operation of markets, moral and eschato-
logical discourses were entwined with more pragmatic ones.

The fourth-century Fathers experimented with the new possibilities 
that opened before them. Their fifth-century counterparts would expe-
rience the obstacles to and limitations of these experimentations. An 
evolving society required the Church Fathers to revise, update and adapt 
their views so as to correspond to contemporary needs and to respond 
to pressing questions. For instance, a long-observed antinomy concern-
ing ecclesiastical wealth was manifest. The Church owned significant 
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property acquired mainly by imperial donations but also augmented by 
offerings from members of all social strata. Although total divestment 
with a view to redistributing wealth to the needy was no longer expected 
from the prosperous, their donations, as well as those of the less prosper-
ous, supported the poor-relief programme of the Church. In order for 
the clergy to convince the wealthy to partially redistribute their riches 
through charitable donations, it was imperative that the finances of the 
Church—being the institution that managed donations and offerings—
be properly administrated. It is no coincidence that the Fathers some-
times admitted that the mismanagement of ecclesiastical property made 
the upper social strata less enthusiastic about sharing their surplus with 
the poor, scandalized the other social groups, and, what is more, offered 
an excuse to pagans to reproach the Christian Church. In this respect, 
the vivid depiction in the epistles of Isidore of Pelusium of a corrupt 
band of clerics who ravaged the property of the Church of Pelusium, 
including among them a bishop and two oikonomoi (stewards), offers 
us a glance at the very practices of mismanagement. A main goal of the 
book is to show through Isidore that the tenets of the proper administra-
tion of resources concerned not only lay but also ecclesiastical wealth.

If Isidore of Pelusium does not depart from the fourth-century “clas-
sical” patristic stance toward hoarding and saving, his younger contem-
porary Theodoret of Cyrrhus chooses to adapt patristic vindication of 
wealth to the socio-economic reality of Antioch. The social situation, 
the way it is depicted in his On Providence, was characterized by sharp 
inequalities. He was aware that many city dwellers were contented nei-
ther with the socio-economic situation nor with basic Christian concepts, 
such as divine providence, that seemed to ignore reality. Moreover, the 
economic and monetary expansion of the period benefitted wealthy 
members of middling groups who sought to complement their economic 
advancement with social elevation. A kind of vertical social mobility in 
the fifth century is also affirmed by Isidore of Pelusium, as he refers to 
people of low social origin who managed to climb the ladder of ecclesias-
tical hierarchy.

Our study of Theodoret shows that he attempted, as a proven broker, 
to reconcile the poor with the rich, and at the same time to demonstrate 
that any attempt to surpass one’s status defies providence. The crafts–
money circuit, which he presents as the core of the providential struc-
ture of society, assumes the full engagement of the rich in the purchase 
and consumption of a diversity of services and goods produced by the 
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poor. The notion of reciprocities, which was fundamental for the devel-
opment of views of social cohesion since early patristic thinking, has been 
transformed here into economic exchange conducted in the context 
of the marketplace. The favourable economic conditions in the major 
urban centres of the Eastern Mediterranean permitted Theodoret to pro-
mote his contemporary economic reality as a solution to the economic 
problem.

An economic exchange, not a trade of donations with prayers, prom-
ises for salvation or honour, was his proposal for the achievement of 
social cohesion. Theodoret’s solution seems also to imply that the 
answer to poverty is labour: if one works then someone will purchase 
the products of one’s toil. Full engagement of the rich in consumption 
meant that even luxurious and conspicuous consumption was permitted, 
another point with which Theodoret distances himself from the tradi-
tional patristic teachings. This attitude is vital to construe his view on the 
management of financial resources, which encourages savings to be chan-
nelled into the market. Thus, we assume that for Theodoret the purpose 
of transactions is less important than the transactions themselves and 
the sustenance of his model of social cooperation. Yet we do not intend 
to exaggerate Theodoret’s rationality; he offers the crafts–money cir-
cuit to his audience, but he is not willing to justify aspirations for social 
improvement. The positions in which he places the givers of money and 
the givers of services are fixed.

A basic aim of this book is to show the need for contextualization in 
studying patristic views on the management of financial resources. In 
the sixth chapter, although we did not provide the particular context for 
every Father we examined, we attempted to sketch out an overview of 
economic, monetary and social developments in which the differences 
in patristic teachings acquired a more pragmatic meaning. For instance, 
views on hoarding can be evaluated diversely if they are expressed in a 
time of debasement and rampant inflation. In the same manner, a cen-
sure of conspicuous consumption tells a different story if it is set before 
or after the introduction of the solidus. Our effort was to demonstrate 
that indifference to the socio-economic setting in which patristic views 
on various issues were embedded inevitably leads to their treatment just 
as a kind of religio-ethical discourse.

The book closes with a saint, Melania the Younger, a choice that is 
not without symbolic meaning as it implies the emerging significance of 
hagiography to the views on hoarding and saving. Our aim was to show, 
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after having outlined the socio-economic conditions, how a super-rich 
person would have tried to respond to the call for ethical perfection and 
redistribution. Although Melania’s case is atypical in terms of origin and 
wealth, her divestment had a “universal” impact in the late Roman world 
(Eastern and Western), whereas her Life allows glimpses into ecclesiasti-
cal views and practices all over the Mediterranean. What is striking is the 
adaptation of Christian and patristic precepts to the notions of the elite: 
as a result, divestment could not be absolute and benefaction remained 
a kind of aristocratic euergetism. The Life of Melania—like that of her 
Eastern counterpart, Olympias—shows that no matter how an aristocrat 
embraced ideals of asceticism, the preservation of a part of his/her assets 
was not considered a contradiction. Would not it be plausible to assume 
that this wealth was sometimes “invested” and “deposited” in their pri-
vate foundations, usually but not exclusively in the form of endowments? 
It seems that the rich, even when they conformed to Christian tenets, 
wanted to have the last word on how to share their surplus; them, not 
the bishop.

The Greek Fathers’ positions on hoarding, saving and the proper 
management of financial resources gradually lost their radical character, 
especially as Christianity was progressively identified with the Empire. Yet 
essential patristic views—such as the consideration of wealth as an instru-
ment that is good when it is not abused, but becomes bad when it is idle, 
stored up and not spread to the needy—never ceased to be referred to in 
Byzantium, forming a fundamental part of its economic ideology.
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