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Praise for


Be Good Bankers


“To plumb the depths of the Holy Scriptures—and, in a preeminent manner, the Gospels—is to deepen our knowledge and love of God, who has most perfectly revealed himself to us by the redemptive Incarnation of God the Son. By pondering the Gospel according to Saint Matthew deeply, while translating it anew from the original text, Professor Michael Pakaluk helps us to receive the Word of God through the lens of the good banker—the good householder who dedicates himself to safeguarding and fostering our greatest treasure, our life in Christ in his holy Church. The fruit of his study is a most worthy instrument for our daily conversion to Christ and our growth in him along the way of our earthly pilgrimage to our lasting home—eternal life with him.”


—Raymond Leo Cardinal Burke


“Few things are more opposed in the popular mind than commerce and Christianity. Investment, gain, loss, debt, payment, receipts, ledgers—what have these to do with salvation? Quite a lot, it turns out. In Be Good Bankers, Michael Pakaluk shows how Matthew the tax collector reveals the economy of salvation by way of what is most immediately familiar to most of us—the material economy. Pakaluk thus deepens our understanding of and gratitude for redemption. And along the way, he brings a new appreciation for the goodness of the economy that points to it.”


—The Reverend Paul D. Scalia, Episcopal Vicar for Clergy at the Diocese of Arlington and Pastor at Saint James Catholic Church


“Be Good Bankers is one of those books that will challenge everything you thought you knew about the Gospel of Matthew. Thanks to Michael Pakaluk’s deep knowledge of Scripture, ancient languages, and the economic way of thinking, you will see Christ through the eyes of Saint Matthew himself. Tolle lege!”


—Samuel Gregg, Friedrich Hayek Chair in Economics and Economic History at the American Institute for Economic Research


“If a conservationist, an engineer, a physician, and an abstract artist were all asked to write the same story, while the substance may be the same, the narrative would differ markedly in approach, style, emphasis, and the use of metaphor. In what may be his most creative work yet, Michael Pakaluk convincingly demonstrates that the erstwhile tax collector’s commercial background profoundly influenced the manner in which he narrates his Gospel, thus opening for the earnest reader a new and profitable dimension of an ancient story, especially with this wonderful new translation of the Gospel.”


—Henry T. Edmondson III, Carl Vinson Professor of Political Science and Public Administration (Emeritus) at Georgia College and State University


“The Keynesian obsession with ‘econometricizing’ every aspect of the economy takes human action out of our understanding of economic life and opens the door to central planning as the dominant force in the exchange of goods and services. Likewise, the modern obsession with sentimentalizing the Christian life renders a cogent understanding of our spiritual walk and journey impossible and closes the door on vital theological and practical truths. Dr. Pakaluk’s work in Matthew doesn’t just rediscover missing economic messages in the Bible; it illuminates missing instructions for the properly ordered Christian life.”


—David L. Bahnsen, Founder and Managing Partner at the Bahnsen Group


“This is a bold and insightful analysis of the Gospel according to Matthew. Michael Pakaluk demonstrates that commercial and banking practices help understand why Matthew, a former tax collector, organized his account of Christ’s public ministry the way he did. The worldly and divine economies come to life in this important contribution to New Testament studies.”


—Alexander William Salter, Georgie G. Snyder


Associate Professor of Economics at Rawls College of Business at Texas Tech University and Comparative Economics Research Fellow at the Free Market Institute


“This book will surprise you. With his typically direct and inquisitive style, Michael Pakaluk once again takes us deep into the heart of Matthew’s Gospel by ‘an economic way of thinking’ which is as illuminative as it is unexpected. His economic interpretation is neither reductively materialist, nor trapped by historicism, but rather his interpretive path penetrates to the core of what it means to become wise—to discern what is right and just amidst all the exigencies of our everyday trade. Exemplary!”


—C.C. Pecknold, Associate Professor of Systematic Theology at The Catholic University
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Preface


“Be good bankers”—this book had its origin when I first encountered that phrase. I remember the occasion with crystal clarity. I was a graduate student in philosophy at Harvard University, sitting at the check-out desk of the philosophy department’s Robbins Library, where I worked as the head librarian. I was reading Introduction to the Devout Life by Saint Francis de Sales to review what the saint had written about friendship, the topic of the dissertation I was writing under the political philosopher John Rawls.


A recurring theme in classical writing on friendship is that we should deliberately select our close friends, not leaving something so important to chance. After all, friends tend to become like their friends. Therefore, if we take seriously that we should become virtuous, we should deliberately choose friends who are virtuous.


However, de Sales was a Christian who believed in Original Sin. Therefore, he took a stricter approach. All friends will have their flaws. These flaws can lead us astray. Indeed, the flaws of good friends are potentially more insidious than the influence of bad friends, because we tend to ignore or downplay them. Therefore, de Sales advises, in his characteristically amiable style, rich in classical allusions:


Friendship requires great communication between friends. Otherwise, it can neither be born nor exist. Because of this it often happens that with this communication of friendship many other communications insensibly pass and glide from one heart to another by a mutual infusion and reciprocal intercourse of affections, inclinations, and impressions. This happens especially when we have a high esteem for the one we love. Then we open our heart in such manner to his friendship that with it his inclinations and impressions, whether good or bad, enter rapidly and completely. Certainly, the bees that gather the honey of Heraclea seek nothing but honey, yet with the honey they insensibly suck the poisonous qualities of the aconite from which they gather it. Therefore, Philothea, on these occasions we must carefully practice what the Savior of our souls was accustomed to say, as the ancients have informed us, “Be ye good bankers,” or changers of money; that is to say, receive not bad money with the good, nor base gold with the fine. “Separate the precious from the vile.” Yes, for there is scarcely any person that has not some imperfections. Why should we receive promiscuously a friend’s tares and imperfections together with his friendship? We must love him indeed, notwithstanding his imperfections. But we must neither love nor receive his imperfections, for friendship requires a communication of good, not evil. Wherefore, just as they that draw gravel out of the river Tagus pick out the gold they find, in order to carry it away, and leave the sand on the banks; so they who have communication of some good friendship ought to separate the sand of its imperfections and not suffer them to enter into their souls.1


When I read the line “Be good bankers,” I was astonished. De Sales described it as something Jesus “was accustomed to say,” suggesting a repeated and characteristic teaching. But how so exactly? The maxim is not in the New Testament. I had studied the main works of the Church Fathers, yet I had never come across it. Where could it be found, exactly? What did it mean?


The book’s translator gave only this footnote:


These words are not found in Holy Scripture but are reported by Origen, Clement of Alexandria, St. Ambrose, St. Jerome, and other fathers. Cf. Alardus Gazeus’ commentaries on the Collationes Patrum (Bk. I, chap XX) of John Cassian.


Aha! Good enough. But I did not know this work by Cassian. And I had no idea who Alardus Gazeus was. His edition of Cassian’s book would certainly be somewhere in Harvard’s vast library system. But to hunt it down would require descents into the bowels of various library stacks. Busily writing my dissertation as I was, I could not afford the luxury of such a foray. However, I did make a mental note to return to this saying later. It seemed too important and too fascinating to ignore.


My questions remained on the back burner when, as a young scholar, I went on to publish books and papers mainly on classical philosophy. I got my chance to look into them much later, when I began writing a series of books on the four Gospels, of which this current book is the third.


My approach in this series has been to view each Gospel in relation to a key person who helped form it. Why? Because the Gospels were written by those reputed to be eyewitnesses, or by persons who interviewed reputed eyewitnesses within one generation of the events they report. The relevant persons were still alive, and they had big personalities. Consider the famous “fragment of Quadratus of Athens,” from about 126 AD:


Our Saviour’s works, moreover, were always present: for they were real, consisting of those who had been healed of their diseases, those who had been raised from the dead; who were not only seen while they were being healed and raised up, but were afterwards constantly present. Nor did they remain only during the sojourn of the Saviour on earth, but also a considerable time after His departure; and, indeed, some of them have survived even down to our own times.2


It would be like someone today taking oral histories about what it was like to live through the September 11, 2001 attacks. The distance in time is the same, about twenty-five years. (Or provide your own example relative to the time when you are reading this.) The disciples of Jesus were mainly manual laborers who lacked formal training. They were not like scholars in the age of print books who can sit in a library with multiple texts before them, citing them as they see fit to compose their own versions. Their main sources would be persons, not texts.


In my first book on the Gospel of Mark, The Memoirs of St. Peter: A New Translation of the Gospel According to Mark, I found ample evidence that Mark had written down what he heard Peter preach when he accompanied Peter in Rome. Even Mark’s language when most faithfully rendered had a spoken quality to it. Mark’s Gospel was indeed “the memoirs of Peter,” as Justin Martyr had said around 150 AD, and as the early Church believed.


Next, when I turned to the Gospel of John in Mary’s Voice in the Gospel According to John: A New Translation with Commentary, I asked whether there aren’t signs of the influence of Mary, since according to solid tradition they lived together for many years in Jerusalem and Ephesus. I found many such signs indeed. My investigation yielded what Newman called an “accumulation of probabilities,” amounting to a kind of proof. It was possible to discern “Mary’s voice in the Gospel of John,” as I put it.


Therefore, when I decided to write a successor book in this series, on Matthew—the book you are reading now—I wondered how I might adopt once more this method of looking for “the person behind the Gospel.”


Perhaps it was Jesus? I don’t mean simply that the Gospel was about Jesus, or that Matthew’s Gospel was influenced by Jesus—obviously so. I mean, rather, suppose that Matthew’s Gospel was written in accordance with express directions given by Jesus. How might one confirm or support such a hypothesis?


The hypothesis is not improbable. Why do we suppose that Jesus acted only spontaneously, without any planning for the future? What founder would do so? Why wouldn’t Jesus have understood that he needed someone to make a record? After all, his disciples saw the need—that is why they later wrote such records. You and I see the need now, after the fact. And yet Jesus couldn’t have seen the need? And why mightn’t he have chosen a tax collector as an apostle specifically for this purpose? After all, tax collectors did their daily work by making records. Might Jesus have suggested a basic outline, at least, to get Matthew started? Might he have helped Matthew select and arrange material?


Questions like these are fascinating. But I decided to adopt a different approach. Something else grabbed my imagination. I kept thinking about the famous painting by Caravaggio, The Calling of Matthew, where Caravaggio represents the common idea that, when Jesus called Matthew, he asked him to leave behind the world of money. And yet what if Matthew didn’t leave it behind? I know certain adult converts to Christianity who are experts in banking or finance and who became highly admirable Christians precisely because they applied to Christianity what they had learned in the world of business. Suppose then that “the person behind the Gospel of Matthew” was . . . Matthew, the tax collector. Suppose that, as an Apostle, he remained a man savvy about balances, income and expenses, Roman law and administration, and market transactions in general. Suppose he did not leave all of that behind, but Jesus selected him in part because of that background. Maybe his background enabled him to see more clearly some important dimensions of Jesus’s teaching. What if, somehow, “banking” themes were salient in his Gospel?


Obviously, I would need to return to “Be good bankers.” Many years later, here was my chance. Was there a match between Jesus’s teaching as expressed in that maxim and the Gospel of Matthew, as written by a tax collector? Wouldn’t the maxim be a pledge of the fruitfulness of the interpretation I was considering?


How times have changed! Earlier I would have needed hours or days to find John Cassian’s Collationes. Now it takes only a few minutes to find the volume and call it up online.


John Cassian, a monk, lived in Southern France in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. He wrote one important treatise on the exterior life of monks (“Institutes”) and another on a monk’s interior life (the Collationes or “Conferences”). In one chapter of the latter, he urges monks to be on guard against misguided teachings that come from the devil or from mere human beings, rather than from God. To do so, he says, “We should prove ourselves to be good bankers [Latin, probabiles trapezitae] in accordance with the command of the Lord.”3


Bankers, he explains, are skilled at detecting three types of counterfeits:


1. Coinage that is debased through the intermixture of base metals


2. Coinage that has a false veneer, appearing only superficially to be a precious metal


3. Coinage that is not the proper weight


Likewise, he says, monks must be skilled at discerning the following:


1. Teachings that contain traces of superstition or empty philosophy


2. Teachings that look like good interpretations of Scripture but are actually deceptions


3. Teachings that are innocent in themselves but have a tendency to lead someone into sin


In this last analogy, Cassian construes a thing’s tendency as a kind of weight: the teaching is wrongful because it “pulls” us in the wrong way.


I was not surprised that a monk would interpret “Be good bankers” solely in relation to money-changing. Monks lived apart from the world, not immersed in commerce. A monk would naturally think of a banker in relation to original task of banking, which was money-changing. But did other authorities and the Fathers of the Church deal with the maxim similarly?


My next step, then, would be to find Gazeus’s commentary on this passage and track down the sources for the maxim in early Christian authorities. “Gazeus,” I discovered, is a Latinization of Alard Gazet (1565–1626), a Benedictine from the Habsburg Netherlands famous as the editor of the complete works of Johannes Cassian printed in 1616. The book is quite rare. In my graduate school days, I would have had a hard time consulting it. But again, in about one minute, I was able call up online a scan of the first edition held by the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.


I saw that Gazet in his commentary first quotes a passage in Saint Jerome:


You know how I have gladly listened to that word of the Apostle: “Test everything; hold fast to what is better” [1 Thess 5:21]. Also the words of Our Savior, when he said: “Be reliable money changers” [Latin: Estote probabiles nummularii]: And so, if a coin is debased, or it does not bear the image of Caesar, or it lacks the impress of public money, then it should be rejected; but if it shows the face of Christ with a clear light, store it away in a purse close to your hearts.4


Then he quotes Origen:


Jesus said to those careful to keep his commandments, “Be upright bankers” [Latin: Estote probi trapezitae], which is the teaching of Paul, too, when he says “Test everything; hold fast to what is better.”5


Then he quotes Saint Clement of Alexandria:


Understandably Scripture, wanting us thus to become that sort of dialectician, exhorts: “Be skillful bankers” [Greek: ginesthe dokimoi trapezitai], rejecting everything while holding fast to that part which is good.6


This last passage was most interesting to me, for two reasons. First, Saint Clement regarded the maxim as undoubtedly from Jesus, even calling it “Scripture.” Second, he interpreted it philosophically. “Bankers” for Clement were savvy Christian philosophers who know how to draw the right distinctions in any domain—which is clearly a very different ability from that of Cassian’s spiritual moneychangers.


Gazet next lists various other places where the maxim is cited: Saint Jerome’s Commentary on Ephesians (no longer extant); the opening of Saint Ambrose’s Commentary on Luke; Saint Basil the Great’s Commentary on the Prophet Isaiah (1:47 ad loc); and the Apostolic Constitutions (Ii, 21,5), which Gazet ascribes to Saint Clement of Rome.7


After giving these quotations and references, Gazet asks why “Be good bankers” was regarded as “Scripture” by early Christians. He goes through a catalogue of purported scriptures, which have since been lost. Perhaps, he suggests, it was contained in the lost document that Saint Jerome refers to as the “gospel according to the Hebrews.” Or perhaps it was in the lost translation of the Gospel of John into Hebrew that Eusebius mentions. Or perhaps it was in the original Hebrew version of the Gospel of Matthew, if that is different from the “gospel according to the Hebrews.” Or maybe, he says at last, it was simply passed down in tradition as a commandment of the Lord, even if it is not found expressly in any putative Gospel.


So, at last I had found where the earliest Christian teachers had cited the maxim.8 I confirmed that the maxim was accepted as coming from Jesus. And I had found that, although generally they interpreted it to mean “distinguish good from bad; keep the good; reject the bad,” (often citing 1 Thessalonians 5:21 as a complementary text), they could be quite creative in how they interpreted it.


Once I could consult Gazet, I could also see how the maxim was expressed in Greek and Latin. I saw in particular that the Latin uses a future imperative, which is employed for a command that is to be fulfilled in the future. When such a command is general (as is “Be good bankers”), then the sense of the future is that the command will need to be fulfilled in diverse circumstances, through personal initiative, and in such a way as to exhibit growth and development. “Be good bankers” would need to be interpreted in that spirit.


Another thing I saw is that the word for “banker” in Greek really does mean a banker. In the New Testament, every time a mere money-changer is mentioned, the word is kollubistēs, which means literally “a small-change man” (from the word for small change, kollubos). However, in the maxim “Be good bankers,” the word is different: it is trapizetēs, which comes from the word for table (trapezos) and means “a man who does his work at a table.” The word kollubistēs takes its meaning from what the men dealt with; trapizetēs from where they worked. The former is the more specific term; the latter is the more general term. This more general word, trapizetēs, is used only once in the New Testament, in the parable of the talents: “Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own with interest” (Matthew 25:27). In the parable, it refers to bankers who pay interest on deposits.


The one time that Jesus uses it, it does not refer to mere moneychangers!


So I had the “divine warrant” I was looking for to underwrite my approach. The maxim “Be good bankers” really could be traced back to Jesus, and he apparently meant by it something much broader than “be a good money-changer.”9 My project was on its way.





1 Saint Francis de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life, trans. John K. Ryan (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1955), pt. 3, chap. 22, 177–78.


2 Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, eds., Ante Nicene Fathers, vol. 8, trans. B. P. Pratten (Buffalo, New York: Christian Literature Publishing, 1886), 749.


3 John Cassian and Michael Petschenig, Iohannis Cassiani Conlationes XXIIII (Vindobonae: apvd C. Geroldi filivm, 1886), 29.


4 This letter is referred to as number 119, to Nimerius (Minervus) and Alexandrus.


5 Book 19 of his Commentary on John, no longer extant.


6 Quoted from Stromata, 1.


7 Clement of Rome was the fourth bishop of Rome in 80 to 99 AD, following Peter, Linus, and Cletus. Scholars today regard the Apostolic Constitutions as considerably later, from the fourth century AD.


8 Many more sources can be found in Alfred Resch, Agrapha: Aussercanonishe Schriftfragmente (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrich’sche Buchhandlung, 1906).


9 As James Hardy Ropes points out, there are five independent streams of tradition that witness to “be good bankers.” James Hardy Ropes, “The So-Called Agrapha,” American Journal of Theology, 1:3 (July, 1897): 758–76.




Introduction


1. My Worldview


For my economic interpretation of Matthew’s Gospel, I presuppose a worldview that will be familiar at least to some economists, but it is unusual for a book on the Gospels. It consists of three main ideas:


First, we are “designed” to do business to earn a living.


Second, the Creator knows this fact about us and uses it to teach us about himself.


Third, that is why there are deep analogies between the spiritual realm and the world of business.


Let me explain each of these briefly.


First, we are “designed” to do business to earn a living. It is built into human nature that we engage in business activity. By “business activity” I mean working together with others to provide a good or service on the market that is of value to others, such that to obtain this good or service, others are willing to provide to us, in exchange, with some good or service of their own.


Defined in this way:


• Business activity must start from thinking about others—about what is good or of value to them.


• Business activity is not selfish but collaborative. Even if someone is a sole proprietor, he still must work on good terms with suppliers and assistants.


• Business activity is not “greedy,” as people say, but rather it depends on a strong sense of what the other person would count as a fair exchange for the good or service that you are providing.


• Business activity results in a sort of friendship, since it implies long-term relationships that the participants regard as fair. Businesses survive over time only through cultivating loyal customers—which is not possible if they come to believe that you are not dealing with them fairly.


• Profit is a natural reward for cooperating with others in a win-win relationship. Profit is like the fruitfulness we see elsewhere in nature where natural systems are working as they should.


I say it is “built into human nature” that we engage in business activity because all of us need to keep body and soul together. We all want to live in relative comfort if possible. We all want to enjoy some free time from hard labor. Yet no one attains any of these things by living and working on his own. As Milton Friedman once famously pointed out, none of us can make on his own even something as simple as a pencil.1


Saint Thomas Aquinas taught that this “inclination” to keep ourselves in existence is one of three fundamental motivations in human nature.2 Adam Smith is famous for saying that by nature we have a propensity to “truck, barter, and exchange.”3 Aristotle in his Politics says that this propensity has a natural term of growth, which he called “the city” (polis). People, he said, continue to provide additional goods and services to one another and exchange them until just about everything they need is attainable on a common market. When a community has grown to such an extent, it can be called a “complete community” or a “political community.”


This fact, that we are designed to do business together so that each of us may earn a living, is often obscure to scholars, because they work in a community of ideas rather than a market. The universities in which they work have largely been sheltered (rightly so) from so-called market forces.


Second, the Creator knows that he designed us for business activity and uses this fact about us to teach us about himself. We understate the case if we say merely that we have a “propensity” toward business activity. The truth is, most of us are compelled to work long days. Nothing else has the same persistent urgency as needing to work in order to meet one’s commitments. We live “from hand to mouth.” Anxiety over paying our bills can keep us up at night. We wonder how we will afford a child or the next child. We look everywhere for ways of making more money. We are keenly aware of what we owe, say, in a mortgage or on our credit card balances.


I assume in this book that God exists and that God made us. It follows that our propensity and need to engage in business activity is by his design. If he designed us in this way, then there is a reason. One reason, surely, is that we become better human beings by engaging well in business activity. The commitment, sacrifice, service, and risk-taking required by business are good for us.


But another reason is that the world of business creates a concrete “language” for God to speak to us about himself. God is a spirit and invisible: divine realities are also invisible. The invisible can be revealed to us only through the visible. Ponder the images Jesus uses in his teaching: kneading dough, pastoring sheep, tending a vineyard, cultivating a tree, sweeping the floor. They refer to the world of work. Likewise, much of the imagery of Saint Paul’s letters is “economic.”


Third, there are deep analogies between the spiritual realm and the world of business. But it is not simply that in business activity God created a “language” for communicating truths about himself. There are also deep analogies between the logic of business activity and the logic of the spiritual realm, which should not be surprising, if they both come from the same source.


For example, spiritual wealth is analogous to material wealth. If not, Jesus could never have taught, “Lay up for yourselves treasure in heaven” (Matthew 6). Likewise, spiritual debt is analogous to monetary debt. And spiritual payment is analogous to monetary payment. The one sort is far more important than the other and more lasting, but they are analogous.


If, just now, you wondered about my use of the phrase “spiritual payment”—think carefully about the main doctrines of Christianity. Christianity’s most fundamental claim is that Jesus is the Redeemer. To redeem is literally to make a payment; it is to buy someone back—from debt and consequent enslavement. Jesus’s favored image for the plight of a sinner in need of salvation is a debtor under a load of crushing debt.4


On this worldview that I have sketched, it becomes plausible that God would choose as one of his Apostles, and maybe even as one of his Evangelists, someone who was positioned to attain a good grasp of these key ideas. Who would such a person be, then, except Matthew? Matthew was a tax collector. In his work, he had to examine and assess businesses.


So then, let’s begin to think of what I call the “economic interpretation of the gospel” and connect it to “Be good bankers” by turning to what it meant to be a banker at the time of Jesus.


2. We Are All Bankers Now


Banking originated with men sitting at tables changing coins. The word “banker”’just meant a man who sat at a table (banc in Old French). Our word “bench” is the closest equivalent. Even today we speak of judges as on a bench. A banker is a bench-er.


By working at tables, bankers were unusual. Most men worked in the field, as farmers or in husbandry. Others worked on boats as fishermen. Or they made things in shops. Perhaps they worked on the road, like merchants or soldiers. But bankers sat there all day, working at a table. Bankers had the original desk job; they were the first sedentary profession.


Although banking originated in money-changing, these “table men” soon took on the other tasks we associate with banking today, through a series of natural developments.


A money-changer in the ancient Mediterranean world needed to accept coins from many cities and provinces in exchange for the local currency and for the currency of the empire. Therefore, he needed a large stock or “capital” of these “currencies of account.” Therefore, he needed a secure storage box or “safe” for holding these coins.


Right from the start it was recognized that a banker, if he was to keep money safe, needed not simply this physical instrument but also a spotless reputation for honesty. Otherwise, who would trust him with the handling of their wealth? In addition, he needed good habits of keeping records. Every banker had to be a bookkeeper and accountant. That is to say, besides handling material capital, a banker needed recognizably to possess this “human capital,” these virtues, as well.


Once a banker had a safe and he was trusted, people generally might leave their large sums of money with him for safekeeping. Thus, he would acquire “depositors.”


A depositor might instruct the bank to pay from his own deposits certain sums to others, upon their presenting the right documentation. This would be a rudimentary form of what we call “checking” today. Or a depositor at one bank, after bringing his goods to market in another city, might deposit the proceeds from his sales in a bank in that other city, which would then guarantee the funds for withdrawal from the bank in the merchant’s home city. This would be a rudimentary “interbank transfer.”


Because bankers dealt with the relatively rapid flow of relatively large sums of money, even if their margins on transactions were small, they could acquire significant wealth of their own. They could then put this money to work with loans and investments. Thus, bankers were the first venture capitalists. For instance, they might underwrite a trading voyage, fronting the capital for the purchase of the cargo and the hiring of the crew. They might invite depositors to share in a loan or investment for a proportionate share in the profits. These would be the first securities.


The banker’s original task of money-changing was not without its challenges. Currencies have always been at risk of debasement by governments, counterfeit by fraudsters, and devaluation through the accidental nicking or deliberate removing of small bits of coins. Bankers had to be able to spot these alterations and assess the precise loss of value. If they got it wrong by excess, their rates would not remain competitive. If they got it wrong by deficiency, they would operate at a loss. This accurate assessment of value required considerable experience and skill.


Because bankers were trusted in handling large sums of money, they became trusted agents and intermediaries in general. They could be called upon for assistance in any serious transaction. They often played a role like that of the closing attorney in a real estate transaction today. Their attestation of an event was regarded as reliable for purposes of law.


Roman bankers had acquired all of the roles I have mentioned by the time of the Roman occupation of Palestine beginning in 63 BC. Roman banking set the standard in the ancient Mediterranean, and anyone who wanted to refer to best practices in banking would refer to Roman banking. If Jesus referred to a banker, this is the kind of person he would mean.5


In sum, a banker’s profession required the following:


• Acquiring value


• Conserving value


• Growing value


• Assessing value


• Trading for value


• Assessing risk


• Taking risks for value


It also required these attributes:


• Trustworthy good judgment and integrity


• Good record-keeping and accounting


Note that value in the ancient world was conceived of not abstractly but rather as concretized in the specie money of gold and silver. Money has traditionally been regarded not simply as a medium of exchange and a unit of account but also as a store of value. We live today in a regime of fiat currency, in which our money is not backed by any commodity. We think of money abstractly, as a claim on the goods and services of others (or even more abstractly as a government’s ability to back a sovereign note with taxation). But in the ancient world, money was a commodity. To hold gold or silver in one’s hands was to hold value. Gold especially was valued for its fascination and beauty, apart from its value in exchange. Since it was also rare, it was used to signal prestige, exclusivity, attainment, and status.


Once we describe a banker in these general terms, we can see that all of us are bankers, first, in the mundane sense that, in running our households and managing material wealth, all of us must carry out tasks similar to a banker’s. A banker simply carries out publicly, visibly, at arm’s length, with greater sums of wealth, and with a public trust what all of us must do privately and on a smaller scale.


However, there is a deeper kind of wealth rooted in persons, which we also need to conserve, apprise, trade for, and so on. Call this not material wealth but “wealth of persons.” We have already mentioned “human capital,” such as a skill. A skill is a kind of wealth of persons, which we need to deal with in the manner of bankers—we need to acquire such wealth by education, conserve it by continuing education, assess its value rightly by making education a priority over activities, and trade for it by giving up other things to get it.


But relationships and persons themselves also seem to belong to this deeper kind of wealth. If someone says, “I suffered a loss when my friend betrayed me, but I gained him back when he begged forgiveness, and I forgave him,” he is talking about a loss incurred of such deeper wealth, and a gain realized. He is saying in effect that, by trading away his right to hold a grudge and exact punishment in retaliation for the harm that had been done against himself, he gained back a friend. He is looking back on that exchange and assessing that, rather than enduring a loss to himself as it may have seemed when he wrote off his claim, he actually came out better off. Again, if someone cites the proverb “Make new friends, but keep the old, one is silver and the other gold,” he is saying that we should be good bankers regarding this deeper wealth of persons—in particular, we should not acquire new friends at the cost of old friends.


Our very selves constitute such wealth. What if, by trading oneself away, sometimes one gets oneself back, but at a greater value?6 Then too, if God exists and he is a person and he is all-powerful, God himself and our relationship to him would also count as wealth. Someone with a philosophical sensibility might even find it easy to believe that God was his sole wealth. Thus, Newman wrote, “My God I believe and know and adore Thee as infinite in the multiplicity and depth of Thy attributes. I adore Thee as containing in Thee an abundance of all that can delight and satisfy the soul. I know, on the contrary, and from sad experience I am too sure, that whatever is created, whatever is earthly, pleases but for the time, and then palls and is a weariness.” Newman continues, “My God, I take Thee for my portion. From mere prudence I turn from the world to Thee; I give up the world for Thee.”7 The key phrase here is “mere prudence.” Newman is saying that the mere prudence of a good banker would suffice for assessing properly the value that is to be found in the world, and, for seeing that, to trade all for God—if he exists—would be a sensible trade to one’s own benefit.


So then, we are all bankers now, in our personal finances and in the goods that belong to us specifically as persons. Therefore, the maxim “Be good bankers” speaks directly to all of us.


3. A Glimpse of the Divine Economy


There can be no bankers where there is not an economy. The good bankers that Jesus spoke of must be located, then, in some kind of economy. Let us give it the name “the divine economy.” But what is this? We can get a glimpse of it, I suggest, through drawing a contrast with an idealized merely “human economy.”


By an “economy” I shall understand any system by which persons, through each pursuing what he understands to be his genuine good, cooperate with one another through mainly spontaneous reciprocal exchanges, with the result that they increase and share among themselves some kind of wealth. By this definition, there are various “economies” besides what we usually mean in speaking of “the economy.” The economy in that usual sense turns out to be an abstraction of activities embedded within other economies that are inherently more important.


We said there are different kinds of wealth. Let us look at this idea with more attention. Wealth consists of goods. But a good is always a good of someone and therefore good relative to some aspect of a person. If, therefore, there are different, ranked aspects of a human person, then the goods of a human person will also be different and ranked in the same way. There will be different and ranked kinds of wealth.


But there are different and ranked aspects of a human being. The classical philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle recognized that this was so, and on this basis, they offered lists like the following:















	Aspect of a Human Being

	Type of Good

	Examples





	external to him but belonging to him

	external goods

	clothing, shelter, money, tools





	his body

	bodily goods

	strength, vitality, health, comfort





	his soul

	character goods

	the virtues, knowledge, skills, culture, friendship, family relations, admirable achievements, rational liberty, tranquility, self-possession







These goods have contrary evils. For external goods, the evils would be various kinds of material poverty. For bodily goods, they would be sickness, disability, weakness, and physical discomfort or pain. For character goods, these would be vice, ignorance, lack of culture, friendlessness, lack of a family and home, befuddlement of the will, domination by emotion, addictions, and purposelessness.


These goods also have fraudulent, deceptive goods that mimic them but have no real value (as Plato pointed out in the Gorgias 464a–e). For example, debased currency mimics genuine currency. Cosmetics and plastic surgery produce an artificial beauty, which mimics the vitality that naturally flows from youthfulness and health. Hypocrisy and moral posturing mimic virtue. Flattery mimics friendship. Fame mimics achievement.


In an economy, or system by which persons cooperate so as to increase and share among themselves any kind of wealth, generally one person or group possesses one specialized good within that kind, and others possess others, and then each shares from what they have, with reciprocity, so that all benefit from and have their “poverty” alleviated by the wealth of others.


The clearest case of such an economy is a rudimentary barter economy involving the most basic material goods. We are born into this world unprotected from the elements—we need clothing. We lack instincts for finding nourishment, and we have no natural or dedicated sources of food—we need to “make” our own food. We lack hooves or tough pads on our feet for walking on rocky ground—we need shoes. We are not provided with any natural lair—we need to build a shelter. Each family could make all of these things for itself; in that case, such a family would constitute a small economy. However, such a self-subsistent family would need to work very hard, almost constantly, to meet its material needs, and it could hardly make anything particularly well. On the other hand, if families cooperate, then, by each family’s specializing in just one good, and subsequently trading with other families for all the rest, corporately they will make all of these things more easily, more plentifully, and to a higher standard. Hence we arrive at the ideal of a simple material economy, roughly that of a village. Such an economy has the possibility of developing over time into the even more efficient and more complete material economy of a city. A city also opens up the possibility of reliable protection against aggressors, significant leisure, and through the use of this leisure a common devotion to higher goods. The city represents a kind of endpoint that transcends the mere meeting of natural needs, which is why Aristotle said famously in his work Politics that “man is by nature an animal fit for a city” (1253a1). (The Greek word politikon, often translated as “political,” means more exactly “city-dwelling” or “living best in a city.”)


But let us go up the hierarchy of goods. There can be an economy too of bodily goods. We would call it a “culture” or “community” centered around wellness, healthiness, fitness, and beauty of physical form. But the basic principle is the same. In such a community, people tend to specialize; they focus on some approach to eating well or some kind of training or a particular sport. Each specialization is its own contribution to a general culture of fitness. They share with one another the goods of health and fitness that they enjoy. They do not do so by buying and selling—at least not mainly so—but through other types of reciprocity: by mutual encouragement, by teaching and the sharing of expertise, and through common athletic activities, especially competitions. Such a culture is indeed “a system by which persons cooperate with one another so as to increase and share among themselves any kind of wealth.” It meets our definition of an economy. Such a culture of fitness typically develops spontaneously. It consists of many interwoven networks and initiatives, quite illustrative of what Friedrich Hayek called “spontaneous order.”8


An economy of health and fitness is higher than the economy of material goods, as shown by such things as that we work in order to play sports, and we can hardly use material goods if we are seriously ill. Yet we use analogies drawn from the material economy to talk about this economy of goods of the body. We say, “No pain, no gain,” which suggests one must “spend” pain in order to “gain” fitness; or, “The best investment you make is in your own health;” or, “Repetitions in weight training are valuable only at the margin;” and so on. The reason we do so, as has been said, is that the material economy is the clearest even if it is the lowest economy.


There are economies of goods of the soul also. There might for instance be (as one would say) “a strong music community” in a certain area, by which we would mean that there are many people who specialize in different areas of music and in different instruments or types of performance—for instance, Nova Scotia historically has had a strong community of Celtic music. These people freely exchange what they know and love. They share their favorite music with one another. They often get together in groups of various sizes to play music together. The same can hold true of a strong “intellectual” or “literary” or “academic” or “art loving” or “chess” community.


What is especially interesting about this third-level economy is that traditionally we have founded institutions that, as it were, aim to concretize such an economy as some kind of unified whole. Right from the start, in the economy of knowledge, Plato founded his Academy and Aristotle his Lyceum. The modern university aims to bring together into one place every specialization in knowledge, ostensibly for common benefit and effect. A conservatory likewise with its own virtuosi and ensembles aims to locate an economy of music within a single building, to attain the highest standards and to convey all of the wealth acquired and shared within that economy to a new generation.


For these economies involving goods of the soul, too, we use analogies drawn from the market economy: “That tedious exercise on your musical instrument will pay dividends in the long run;” “It is always a savvy investment for a medievalist to learn Arabic;” “The research output of that scientist is outstanding;” and so on. Again, we make such comparisons because the market economy is for us the clearest example of an economy: its goods are clear, the specializations are clear, the reciprocal exchanges are clear, and the effects of wealth are clear. And yet the economy of goods of the soul is higher, as shown by how we regard it as sensible to earn money in order to free up time for music and study.


In each of these three economies, the wealth that we create, share, and develop is the result of our ingenuity and industriousness and our canniness in collaborating with others. Each type of wealth depends upon many natural gifts and on an assumption of that continued, generally beneficent order in the world, which traditionally is called “providence.” Assuming we have a modicum of virtue, stay at peace, and cooperate on friendly terms with one another freely, then the nature of these economies rightly ordered is that, if we work at it consistently, over time we tend corporately to become wealthier with all three kinds of wealth: external goods, goods of the body, and goods of the soul.


The ideal of this hierarchy of three economies, as rightly ordered in the lives of individuals and in a polity, can be entrancing, like a pretty toy. At least, many thinkers have found it entrancing—I can report that in my own studies of Plato and Aristotle, I have found it so. Presumably, it was even more entrancing when the Aristotelian conception of the cosmos, as concentric spheres of quintessence rotating around the air and the sea and earth, was still accepted. Within such a classical worldview, if we do not think too hard, it might be easy to accept a naturalistic view of nature as self-sufficient and complete. What need, then, of God, religion, or salvation? It is a very pretty toy, indeed—we simply need to discern its intended order and put that into effect. Such has been the dream of many philosophers.9


However, the reality that we actually see is not like this, and it cannot possibly become the way it is “supposed” to be. The reason is that there is something that, as it were, radiates down through this hierarchy of economies and threatens to make it a wreck—or has made it a wreck for almost everyone at certain times and for some almost all the time. It threatens to do so through war—which is mainly murder, theft, and rape—but also through nearly the constantly occurring thefts, lies, adulteries, betrayals, deceptions, outrages, oppressions, and enslavements of human life—not to mention jealousies, abandonments, rejections, insults, greed, vanity, rage, contentiousness, hubris, envy, self-deception, addictions, debasements, and various types of despicable weakness and simple foolishness. It threatens too through disease and various calamities and disasters, which we sense are not unconnected with disorders within us. Consider carefully your own life and the lives of those around you, and you can see that this wreck is well verified.
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