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'Sell all that thou hast and follow me'. Christ's 
admonition to his disciples to take neither silver nor 
gold, his emphasis upon the blessedness of the poor, 
and his reminders of the near-impossibility of a rich 
man's entering the kingdom of heaven all com­
bined to produce a biblical tradition urging the 
rejection of earthly riches as an essential qualifi­
cation for salvation. Yet it is undeniable that from 
the time of the Constantinian conversion the 
Church has in many different guises become an 
immensely wealthy institution, and the acquisition 
of wealth has remained for most Christians an in­
escapable natural human desire. 

Many of the essays in this collection explore the 
attitude of both individuals and institutions to this 
paradox, especially as it applied to members of the 
clergy and the religious orders. The attitudes range 
from those of thinkers of the patristic age to rep­
resentatives of the medieval papacy and the 
Fransiscan Order, on to John Wyclif, and through 
to defenders of the clerical establishment of the 
eighteenth century and the liberation theologians 
of contemporary Latin America. 

But there are other facets to the problem of the 
Church and Wealth. Given that the Church always 
needed money, how should this be acquired - by 
tithe collection? by alms? by systematic giving? 
And, once acquired, how might it be spent - on 
its own organization? on the welfare of its clergy? 
or 'conspicuously' on fine architecture, magnifi­
cent works of art, statues, paintings? Or should, it 
be devoted to charity, to missionary work, and, 
above all, to the poor? What has been the relation­
ship between the Church and commerce, from the 
tradesmen and merchants of medieval Italy to the 
Catholics of nineteenth-century Glasgow? Could 
Christians be eased through the eye of the needle by 
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Johannes Vermeer's Woman Holding a Balance (c. 1662-4) used motifs familiar in 

depictions of weighing gold (the mirror and the costly pearls), but here the scales are carefully 

given an exactly central position—and they are empty. If the woman's anchored figure seems 

imbued with qualities of Saint Michael (the fate of her unborn child's soul at the Last 

Judgement is yet to be determined), perhaps there were also reminders of the Virgin, whose 

legendary helping hand was once believed to have tipped the balance. National Gallery of 

Art, Washington, D.C. (Seep. 204.) 
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