
Wealth, Poverty, and Christianity 
An Awkward Combination? 

Combined Sunday school classes 
Christ United Methodist Church 

Plano, Texas 
April 10, 17, 2016 

Lesson 2 



From the Roman Catholics 



One of the areas of modern human life where the Church 
has developed and extended her principles the most today 
is in the area of the ‘theology of work.’                                                                  The fundamental 
principle about the significance and degree of human work is 
this: ‘Human work proceeds directly from persons created in 
the image of God and called to prolong the work of creation’. 

On the other hand, because of the Fall, work is also a 
hardship.  ‘In the sweat of your face you shall eat 
bread.’ (Gen 3:16).                               But ‘[i]t can also be redemptive.  By 
enduring the hardship of work [Gen 3: 14-16] in union with 
Jesus , the carpenter of Nazareth and the one crucified on 
Calvary, man collaborates in a certain fashion with the Son 
of God in his redemptive work…Work can be a means of 
satisfaction.’ All human work can be an opus Dei, a ‘work of 
God.’”  

Peter J. Kreeft, Catholic Christianity, p. 264. 
 



Catholic Perspectives 

I. Pope Leo VIII   1878 – 1903 (period as Pope), Rerum 
Novarum, 1891  
 

II. Centesimus Annus (Pope John Paul II, 1991). 
 
  
 
 



Rerum Novarum (1891) :  The setting: 
 
Economic growth in the United States had outstripped 
that of Europe—the Industrial Revolution. 
 
Poverty was much more prevalent in the Catholic 
countries in Europe, Central, and South America than 
in the United States and England (protestant).  What 
is God’s will? 
 
 
 
 

Catholic Perspective 



Catholic Perspective 

Rerum Novarum (1891):  
 
Condemned socialism as “…manifestly against justice.” 
 
Socialism is against natural justice, nature, liberty, and 
common sense.  
 
Socialism violated three principles:  private property, 
personal initiative, and natural inequality. 
 
 



Rerum Novarum (1891) :  “The Socialists … in 
endeavoring to transfer the possessions of individuals 
to the community, strike at the interests of every 
wage earner, for they deprive him of the liberty of 
disposing of his wages, and thus of all hope and 
possibility of increasing his stock and of bettering his 
condition in life.   

Catholic Perspective 

                          What is of still greater importance, 
however, is that the remedy they propose is 
manifestly against justice.  For every man has by 
nature the right to possess property as his own.  This 
is one of the chief points of distinction between man 
and the animal creation.” 



Centesimus Annus (Pope John Paul II, 1991): a papal 
letter celebrating the 100th anniversary of the 
publication of Rerum Novarum (1891):  Pope Leo XIII 
 
 
The 1991 papal letter fostered over 4,000 conferences 
to reflect upon the 1891 text. 
   

Catholic Perspective 



Centesimus Annus (Pope John Paul II, 1991): 
   
The Setting: 
 
 1986 – 1991:  the fall of Soviet Russia 
 
 Fall of the Berlin Wall (November 1989)  
 
 
 

Catholic Perspective 



Centesimus Annus (Pope John Paul II, 1991): 
   
“Not only is it wrong from the ethical point of view to 
disregard human nature, which is made for freedom, 
but in practice it is impossible to do so.   
 

Catholic Perspective 

                                                               Where society 
is so organized as to reduce arbitrarily or even 
suppress the sphere in which freedom is legitimately 
exercised, the result is that life of society becomes 
progressively disorganized and goes into decline.” 



Protestant:  United Methodist 



Protestant Perspectives 

John Wesley 
 
Anglican Clergy 
Founder of the Methodist Church in 
the United States (1784) 

The General Rules: 
1. Do no harm by avoiding evil of every kind 
2. Do good of every possible sort, as far as possible 
3. Attend to the ordinances of God 

 

2012 Book of Discipline, ¶ 104 



John Wesley: Methodists 

General Rule:  do no harm by avoiding evil of every kind 
 
Avoid: 
 
Putting on gold or costly apparel 
Softness and needless self indulgence 
Laying up treasures upon earth. 

2012 Book of Discipline, ¶ 104 
 



Earn (Gain) All You Can 



Cautions and Restrictions 
 
1. Do not gain at the expense of physical health (depriving 

of food, sleep, clean air, sitting too long in an uneasy 
posture). 

2. Do not gain at the expense of one’s mind (dealing in 
sinful trade, defrauding tax collectors, cheating, lying, 
or anything that injures the soul) 

3. Do nothing that hurts your neighbor (do not do evil that 
good might come, destroy his business in order to 
advance your own, entice away his servants or workmen, 
sell him anything that would impair his health) 
 

Sermon 50: The Use of Money 
Preached 25 times (1748-1759) 



“These cautions and restrictions being observed, it is 
the bounden duty of all who are engaged in worldly 
business to observe that first and great rule of 
Christian wisdom with respect to money, ‘Gain all you can 
by honest industry: use all possible diligence in your 
calling.  Lose no time.”   

Gain All You Can 

Sermon 50: The Use of Money 



“Gain all you can, by common sense, by using in your 
business all the understanding which God has given you.   

It is amazing to observe how few do this; how men 
run on the same dull track with their forefathers.  
But whatever they do who know not God, this is no 
rule for you.                            It is a shame for a Christian not to 
improve upon them in whatever he takes in hand.  You 
should be continually learning from the experience 
you have to do better today than you did yesterday.  
And see that you practice whatever you learn, that 
you may make the best of all that is in your hands.” 

Gain All You Can 

Sermon 50: The Use of Money 



“Having gained all you can, by honest wisdom and 
unwearied diligence, the second rule of Christian 
prudence is, Save all you can.   

Save All You Can 

                                               Do not waste any part 
of so precious a talent merely in gratifying the 
desires of the flesh; in procuring the pleasures of 
sense of whatever kind; particularly in enlarging the 
pleasure of tasting…there is a regular, reputable kind 
of sensuality, an elegant epicurism, which does not 
immediately disorder the stomach, nor (sensibly, at 
least) impair the understanding. 

Sermon 50: The Use of Money 



“Lay out nothing to gratify the pride of life, to gain the 
admiration or praise of men…                                                Men are expensive in 
diet, or apparel, or furniture, not barely to please 
their appetite, or to gratify their eye, their 
imagination, but their vanity too.                                                       ‘So long as thou dost 
well unto thyself, men will speak good of thee.’  …no 
doubt many will applaud their elegance of taste, their 
generosity and hospitality.  But do not buy their 
applause so dear.  Rather be content with the honour 
that cometh from God.” 

Save all you can 

Sermon 50: The Use of Money 
 



“Having first gained all you can, and secondly saved all 
you can, then give all you can… 

Give All You Can 

                                                If you desire to be a 
faithful and wise steward, …first provide things needful 
for yourself—food to eat, raiment to put on, whatever 
nature moderately requires for preserving the body in 
health and strength.                                    Secondly, provide these for your 
wife, your children, your servants, or any others who 
pertain to your household.                                              If when this is done there be 
an overplus left, then ‘do good to them that are of the 
household of faith.’” 

Sermon 50: The Use of Money 
 



“It is allowed, (1), that we are to provide the necessaries 
and conveniences for those of our own household;                                                                                    (2) 
that men in business are to lay up as much as is 
necessary for the carrying on of that business;                                                                              (3) that 
we are to leave our children what will apply them with 
necessaries and conveniences after we have left the 
world; and                  (4), that we are to provide things honest in 
the sight of all men, so to ‘owe no man anything’.  But to 
lay up any more, when this is done, is what our Lord has 
flatly forbidden.” 

Sermon 87: The Danger of Riches, 1781 
 

Give All You Can 



What have we learned? 

• Christ and the Apostle Paul were well-educated Jews 
 

• They would have been well-versed in the Oral Laws 
 

• These Oral Laws were finally recorded in the Mishna 
(2nd Century) and the Talmud (5th Century) 
 

• These documents never became sacred tests for 
Christians in spite of the fact that they (by 
tradition) were handed down to Moses on Mt. Sinai 
by God and that they provide the interpretative 
material for the first five books of the Old 
Testament 



• Much of the New Testament were written 
within the context of Jewish Oral Law 
 

• Jewish Oral Law should be used when 
interpreting New Testament scripture—
especially the teachings of Christ and the 
letters of the Apostle Paul 

 
 

What Have We Learned? 



Basic Principles 

Judaism 
 
• Man is to continue the process of creation 

through diligent, dedicated work. 
• When the rich have earned their incomes honestly 

and have appropriately shared their wealth with 
those in need, the rich should not be disparaged 
but honored for dutifully following Jewish 
teachings. 

•



Catholicism 
 
 Man is to work as a reflection of his being made in 

the image of God.  
 

 Man must endure hardship in work because of the 
Fall. 
 

 Work is redemptive.  Man endures the hardship of 
work in communion with Christ who was crucified. 
 

 Every man has the God-given right to the freedom of 
acquiring and holding property.   
 

 There is a natural income inequality that governments 
should not disturb 



United Methodist (Wesley) 
 
• Man is to care for the sick, the poor, the imprisoned. 

 
• Man is to earn all he can, save all he can, and give all he 

can. 
 

• Man is to avoid accumulating and wearing expensive 
apparel, lavishing on expensive food and drink. 
 

• Accumulation of wealth limits what one can do for the 
sick, poor, and imprisoned. 
 

• Yet, accumulation of wealth should care for those in 
your household, ensure sufficient inheritance for your 
children,  investments and working capital to ensure the 
operations of your business (if applicable), and to retire 
all debts before your departure from this world. 



Troubling Scripture 

The camel and the eye of the needle 
 
    Matthew 19   Luke 18  Mark 10 
 

Homework  
 
 



History of American Compassion 

Marvin Olasky 



Early America 
 
 
Biblical Underpinnings: 
 
Apostle Paul,  a well-educated Jew 
 
Thessalonians II 3:10 
 
“If a man shall not work, he shall not eat.” 

Governing Principle:  Protection of a Fragile 
Work Ethic 



A Continuing Recognition That Personal 
Involvement Was Necessary 

“The importance of personal involvement of rich and poor 
was still stressed year after year. …  Cities were growing 
throughout the antebellum period but were still generally 
compact, with rich and poor living near each other.  Those 
who were better-off regularly saw different 
neighborhoods as they walked to work, and they 
worshiped among neighbors from various social and 
economic backgrounds.” 
 
“ … it was important to impregnate American Society with 
the idea of small-scale, personal involvement, rather than 
large-scale administered relief. “  
 
The Tragedy of American Compassion, Marvin Olasky, p. 17, 19. 



Recognition of Damages Accrued From Indiscriminate 
Distributions 

“… to give to one who begs … or in any way to supersede 
the necessity of industry, or forethought, and of proper 
self-restraint and self-denial, is at once to do wrong, 
and to encourage the receivers of our alms to wrong 
doing.  … 
 

The Tragedy of American Compassion, Marvin Olasky, p. 19, 21. 

               a clear perception, and a faithful avoidance 
of the evils, of an injudicious bestowment of alms, is 
essential to Christian alms-giving ..                                                          We are not 
unnecessarily to do evil by the means by which we may, 
and should do good.” 



“Those who gave material aid without requiring even 
the smallest return were considered as much a 
threat to true compassion as those who turned 
their backs on neighbors and brothers.” 

Association of Delegates from the Benevolent Societies of Boston, 
First Annual Report (Boston: I.R. Butts, 1835), pp. 7-44. 



General preference for in-kind gifts 
rather than money 

“ … the societies agreed that relief should be given 
only after a ‘personal examination of each case,’ and 
‘not in money, but in the necessities required in the 
case.’” 
 
The Tragedy of American Compassion, Marvin Olasky, p. 19 



Work Houses and Poor Houses 

Coordinated efforts to exclude all charity 
outside the workhouses for the undeserving. 
 
“If any poor person shall refuse to be lodged, 
kept, maintained, and employed in such house or 
houses, he or she shall not be entitled to receive 
relief from the overseers during such refusal.” 

The Statutes of Ohio and the Northwest 
Territory, 1833, Vol. 1, p. 176. 



No Necessity of Equal Amounts of Alms 
Across Individuals 

“Social thought of this period did not insist on 
equal treatment for all who were in trouble.  The 
goal, rather, was to serve individuals who had 
unavoidable problems.” 
 
The Tragedy of American Compassion, Marvin Olasky, p. 16.  



Limitations of Charity to Only Those in 
Need — A Difficult Task 

 

“… charity societies could agree that alms ‘should not be 
given to the drunkard.  But the wife and children of the 
drunkard … may be without food … and wholly innocent in 
respect to the causes of their destitution. … 
  
   

                                                                      Let him who 
thinks it easy always to act wisely in [this situation] give 
us the light of his counsel and example.” 

Association of Delegates from the Benevolent Societies of Boston, First 
Annual Report (Boston: I.R. Butts, 1835), pp. 7-44. 



Evidence from Writings Among 
Foreign Visitors 

“The Traveller’s feelings are not harrowed at every turn 
by the sight of some squalid, ragged, wretched object in 
human shape.  Indeed, during the whole two years of my 
residence in American, I saw but one beggar… One 
disabled Scotchman received free board amongst the 
farmers, sometimes at one house, and sometimes 
another.” 

D. Griffiths, Jr. Two Years’ Residence in the New Settlements of Ohio, 
North America: with Direction to Emigrants (London: Westley and Davis, 
1835, p. 37. 



Measureable Successes Among Charities in the 
1800s 

“…one charity group over eight years raised ‘4,500 
families out of the rut of pauperism into proud, modest, 
independence, without alms…another handful of noble 
women…accomplished what no machinery of government 
availed to do.  Sixty thousand children have been 
rescued by them from the streets.” 
 
 



A Continuing Quest for Relief to be Temporary 

Jacob Riis (1892) 
 
Although he did not oppose all government welfare, he 
did not want payment to be a right, since he wanted the 
subsidized to feel guilty.  ‘The stigma which 
unfortunately attaches to public relief prevents creation 
of an incentive to parents to place their children upon 
the public for support.” 
 
 



Seven Seals of Good Philanthropic Practice 
 
 
Affiliation:  restoring family ties, reinvolvement with 
religious groups  
 
Bonding:  attachments with volunteers 
 
Categorization: unequal treatment and care 
 
Discernment: a new attitude toward the poor 
 
Employment: among able bodied, long term 
 
Freedom:  employment without bribes 
 
God:  close relationship with one’s creator 



The Decline of Private Charity 

Continual flow of immigrants arriving in the eastern 
cities 
 
Many remained in these cities in spite of a slower 
pace of employment growth and some resistance to 
relocate to the rural areas 
 
Result:  growing numbers of impoverished families and 
individuals accumulating in the cities 
 
1890:  per capita consumption of alcohol reached 17 
gallons per year 
 
Below 14th street in New York there were 4,065 
saloons 
 



Growing Public Discourse Seeking Government 
Assumption of Responsibility for the Disadvantaged 

  
Major Pressures Upon Private Charities 
 
 1.  Charitable organizations must categorize 
 
 2.  Newspapers competing for discovery of the 

most compassionate—emphasis on inputs rather 
than outputs 



Early Government Involvement 

“Government guarantees were seen as not just the 
willingness to work but other moral standards also… 
Government guarantees were thus seen as increasing 
the supply of poverty by ruining attitudes.” 
 
The Tragedy of American Compassion, Marvin Olasky, p. 46, 47. 



Federal Government Growth in Relief 
 
 

1909   Children’s Bureau 
 

 1921 Sheppard-Tower Act, child welfare 
 
 1932   Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
   WPA (We Piddle Around)  
 1935 Social Security Act 
  
     1960s   War on Poverty, Great Society, Medicare, 

Medicaid 
 

1997 CHIP 
 

2010 Affordable Care Act 



Two-Lesson Summary 

At times, Christians disparage the wealthy and strongly 
endorse policies designed to take from the rich and 
give to the poor. 
 
Selected New Testament scripture has been used to 
justify these conclusions, particularly the parable of 
the rich man (Matthew, Mark, Luke) 
 
Economists argues that redistribution is counter-
productive.  Economic growth, spurred by economic 
freedom has lifted more people out of poverty than any 
other process or program in history. 
  



Two-Lesson Summary 

Judaism:  man is to continue God’s creation, man is to 
work hard, accumulate wealth but must do so honestly 
and must share with the poor. 
 
Catholicism:  redistribution of income from the rich to 
the poor is counter-productive 
 
Wesley:  earn all you can, save all you can, give all you can 
 
Wesley:  one should accumulate wealth but for limited 
purposes 
 
Wesley:  one gains salvation through faith—not works 
 



Two-Lesson Summary 

Parable of the rich:  perhaps misinterpreted (homework) 
 
Early American compassion:  stressed the protection of 
the work ethic, personal relationships, and character 
 
 



Is there scripture that contends that a growing gap 
between the rich and the poor is a reflection of sinful 
conduct? 
 
Is there scripture that contends that the accumulation 
of wealth, if honestly earned, is a reflection of sinful 
conduct? 
 
Is there a collective morality?  If so, might we seek to 
protect economic systems that promote economic 
growth—the most effective process that rids society of 
extreme poverty? 
 
Our roots:  Judaism, Catholicism, John Wesley 
 
 



The End 


