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INTEREST IN the social teachings of the Fathers of the Church has been 
growing apace over recent years. It has been discovered that many of 

the Fathers had a remarkable awareness of social problems and a fine 
pastoral sense. This, combined with their often dramatic literary style, 
makes them highly appealing today. Both studies and translations of 
patristic texts have been appearing with a certain slow regularity. Of thé 
latter, two significant collections have come out in the last twenty years: 
Adalbert Hamman, Riches et pauvres dans l'église ancienne (Paris: 
Bernard Grasset, 1962) and Restituto Sierra Bravo, Doctrina social y 
económica de los Padres de la Iglesia (Madrid: C.O.M.P.I., 1967). One 
can hardly teach or write any longer in the realm of social justice from a 
Christian perspective without at least referring to the texts of Ambrose, 
Basil, Chrysostom, and others that are contained in these volumes. The 
essay of William J. Walsh and John P. Langan on "Patristic Social 
Consciousness—The Church and the Poor," in John C. Haughey, S.J., 
ed., The Faith That Does Justice (New York: Paulist, 1977) 114-51, is a 
good example of the successful incorporation of a patristic study into a 
book that deals with social justice under several aspects. 

Despite this, however, there is no study that touches exclusively upon 
the theme of almsgiving in the Western Church in the age of its greatest 
Fathers. (And in general, apart from Ambrose, the Western Church has 
attracted rather less attention in this area than has the Oriental.) This 
represents a lacuna because this period was probably more decisive in 
forming the particular character of the Latin Church than any other, and 
hence its view of almsgiving—the deed of mercy vis-à-vis the poor—has 
colored our own perhaps more than we are aware. In this essay I want to 
explore that view in depth and offer a critical evaluation. 

IDENTIFICATION OF CHRIST AND THE POOR 

By the end of the fourth century in the Western Church two significant 
motives had emerged for the giving of alms: (1) the identification of 
Christ and the poor and (2) atonement for sin. The first interests me at 
present. Its primary scriptural foundation was, as might be expected, Mt 
25:31-46, the long passage that describes the separation of sheep from 
goats at the Last Judgment on the basis of generosity to Christ in the 
persons of the poor. This pericope was quoted in full for the first time in 
this precise context in Latin Christian literature by Cyprian in his treatise 
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On Works and Almsgiving, written in the middle of the third century.1 

In the period with which this essay is concerned the theme of the 
mysterious union between Christ and the poor appears continually. 

"Minister to a poor person and you have served Christ," Ambrose says 
simply, recalling Mt 25:40.2 "Do you see that we are going about among 
many images of Christ?" he asks elsewhere, and he continues by warning 
against ignoring the poor or treating them meanly.3 In a Christmas 
sermon Gaudentius, early-fifth-century Bishop of Brescia, remarks that 
a person who says that he loves Christ but does not love him in the poor 
is a liar: Christ had affirmed that in them he is either taken care of or 
neglected.4 "Whatever is given to the poor is given to him [Christ]," 
writes Pelagius, Augustine's great antagonist, in his commentary on the 
Pauline epistles.5 The concept appears very frequently in Augustine, and 
a single example will suffice from among many. At the end of one of his 
sermons he speaks in particularly beautiful fashion of the relationship 
between Christ and the poor; it is his most detailed treatment of the 
matter. 

Perhaps you tell yourself: How blessed are those who merited to receive Christ! 
O if only I had been there then! O if only I had been one of the twelve he met on 
the road! Go out to the road. Christ the stranger is not absent. Do you think that 
you aren't permitted to welcome Christ? How can this be? you ask. Once having 
risen from the dead, he manifested himself to his disciples, ascended into heaven, 
where he is seated at the Father's right hand. He will not come again until the 
end of time to judge the living and the dead: then he will come in splendor, not 
in weakness; he will bestow a kingdom, not seek lodging. When he bestows his 
kingdom, will his words then pertain to you: When you did it to one of these least 
of mine you did it to me? He who is rich is in need until the end of time. He is 
truly in need—not in his head but in his members. Where is he in need? He 
suffered in his members when he said: Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? 
Let us therefore be gracious to Christ. He is with us in his own, he is with us in 
us, and he did not say in vain: Behold, I am with you until the end of time. By 
doing this [almsgiving] we acknowledge Christ in good works, not in a bodily 
manner but with the heart, not with the eyes of flesh but with the eyes of faith.6 

1 De opere et eleemosynis 23 (CCSL 3A, 69-70). An earlier full citation in Testim. 3, ι 
(ibid. 85-86) merely uses this text among others as a proof for the scriptural basis of 
almsgiving. 

2 De viduis 9, 54 (PL 16, 251). The translations throughout are my own. 
3 Exp. inps. 119[118], 10, 26 (CSEL 62, 219). 
4 Tract. 13 (CSEL 68, 122). 
5 In 2am ep. ad Cor. 8:9-10 (PL Suppl. 1, 1257). 
«Serrn. 239, 6, 7 (PL 38, 1129-30); cf. Sermones 9, 21 (CCSL 41, 149-50); 18, 4 (ibid. 

248-249); 25, 8 (ibid. 339); 38, 8 (ibid. 484); 39, 6 (ibid. 491-92); 41, 7 (ibid. 502); 42, 2 (ibid. 
505); 85, 4, 4 (PL 38, 522); 95, 7 (ibid. 584); 123, 4, 4—5, 5 (ibid. 685-86); 206, 2 (ibid. 1042); 
236, 3 (ibid. 1121); 259, 5 (ibid. 1200); Mai 13, 4 (PL Suppl. 2, 448); Morin 11, 6 (ibid. 681); 
Enarr. inps. 147,13 (CCSL 40, 2148); Ep. 157, 36 (CSEL 44, 483). 
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Augustine also refers, as does Ambrose,7 to almsgiving as wiping the 
Lord's feet with one's hair. 

Anoint the feet of Jesus. By living well, follow in the footsteps of the Lord. Dry 
them with your hair. If you have superfluity, give it to the poor and you have 
dried the feet of the Lord; for hair is understood to be the superfluity of the body. 
You have what you may do with your superfluities: they are more than you need, 
but they are necessary to the feet of the Lord. Perhaps on earth the Lord's feet 
are in need. For of whom will he speak at the end if not of his members: When 
you did it to one of these least of mine you did it to me? You bestowed your 
superfluities, but it was to my feet that you were gracious.8 

According to Chromatius, Bishop of Aquileia between 387/388 and 407, 
the one who gives alms anoints the Lord's feet.9 He anoints his head as 
well. For Chromatius, this is the deeper meaning of Mt 6:17: "But when 
you fast, anoint your head " "Hence to anoint the head of one's 
neighbor is to perform a work of mercy that, directed to the poor, is 
referred to the Lord who, in the words of the Apostle, is the head of the 
man. As the Lord himself says: When you did it to one of these least of 
mine you did it to me."10 Peter Chrysologus, fifth-century Bishop of 
Ravenna, says picturesquely, in a phrase that epitomizes the theme, that 
"a beggar's hand is Christ's poor box, for whatever a poor person accepts 
Christ accepts."11 And in direct reference to Mt 25:31-46, he emphasizes 
that Christ "did not say that the poor person was hungry and you gave 
him to eat, but that J was hungry and you gave me to eat. He says that 
what the poor received was given to him, and that he ate what the poor 
ate and drank what the poor drank."12 

But undoubtedly the most familiar text in early Christian literature 
that touches upon the identification of Christ with the poor is to be found 
in Sulpicius Severus' Life of Saint Martin, where we read of Martin's 
nocturnal vision of Christ, clothed in the half of the soldier's mantle that 
Martin had given the previous day to a beggar: "Martin, still only a 
catechumen, has clothed me in this garment."13 

7 Ep. 41,13 (PL 16,1117). In De Tobia 22,86 (CSEL 32/2, 569) Ambrose speaks of being 
merciful to the poor as anointing the Lord's feet, for the poor are his feet. Is some class 
consciousness implicit here in referring to the poor as feet? 

8 Tract, in Ioann. 50, 7 (CCSL 36,435). On hair as the image of superfluity, cf. also idem, 
Serm. 99,13,13 (PL 38,602); Enarr. inps. 52[51], 9 (CCSL 39,629); ibid. 141[140], 8 (CCSL 
40, 2031). Ambrose, Exp. inps. 119[118], 16, 24 (CSEL 62, 365), speaks of shearing sheep as 
disposing of superfluity; cf. Paulinus of Nola, Ep. 11, 9 (CSEL 29, 68). 

9 Serm. 11, 5 (CCSL 9A, 51) 
10 Tract, in Matt. 29, 3,1 (ibid. 339). 
11 Serm. 8, 4 (CCSL 24, 61). 
i2Serm. 14, 4 îbid. 89). 
13 Vita s. Martini 3, 3 (SC 133, 258). 
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Only Jerome seems to restrict the identification of Christ and the poor 
in Mt 25:31-46. When he comes to 25:40 in his Commentary on Matthew, 
he writes that it goes without saying that in every poor person Christ is 
fed, given to drink, received as a guest, and so forth. But the verse in 
question—"When you did it to one of these least of my brethren you did 
it to me"—"does not seem to refer to the poor in general but only to 
those who are poor in spirit, to those to whom he [Christ] stretched out 
his hand and said: My brothers and my mother are those who do the will 
of my Father."14 This interpretation of Mt 25:40 can perhaps be explained 
by Jerome's greater consciousness of imposture and laziness among the 
poor. 

Another popular theme in this connection is that of almsgiving as a 
kind of "pious usury," based on Prov 19:17: "The one who is kind to the 
poor lends to the Lord, and He will repay him for his deed." The notion 
appears to good effect in Ambrose's treatise On Tobit, which is directed 
against usury. "Here is a good loan made of something wicked, here is a 
blameless lender, a praiseworthy usury," he writes. "Do not imagine that 
I begrudge you your profits then. Do you think that I would snatch away 
a debtor, a human being, from you? I give you God, I substitute Christ, 
I provide you with one who will not be able to defraud you. Lend your 
money to the Lord, therefore, in the hand of the poor."15 Chromatius,16 

Paulinus of Nola,17 Jerome,18 Pelagius,19 Augustine,20 and Peter Chryso-
logus21 all use the same imagery. 

There is, finally, the idea of sharing one's wealth with Christ in the 
poor by counting him among one's inheritors—a concept that Jerome 
and Augustine employ.22 "If a widow has children, especially if she is from 
a noble family," writes Jerome to the wealthy Hedybia, "she should not 
leave her sons in need but treat them equally, and she should think first 
of her own soul as one of her sons, dividing her inheritance among her 
children rather than leaving everything to her [natural] sons; indeed, she 
should make Christ a coinheritor with her own children."23 Augustine 
expresses the same thought occasionally in answer to the excuse that a 

14 Comm. in Matt. 25:40 (CCSL 77, 244); cf. In Esaiam 58:6-7 (CCSL 73A, 666-67). 
15 De Tobia 16, 55 (CSEL 32/2, 551). 
16 Tract, in Matt. 30, 2, 2 (CCSL 9A, 342). 
17 Epp. 32,19 (CSEL 29, 294); 34,4-6 (ibid. 306-8); Carm. 16, 287-88 (CSEL 30, 81). 
18 In ep. ad Eph. 5:1 (PL 26, 517-18); Ep. 120,1 (CSEL 55, 477). 
19 Ep. ad Demetriadem 22 (PL 30, 36). 
20 Sermones 38, 8 (CCSL 41, 484); 42, 2 (ibid. 505); 123, 5, 5 (PL 38, 686); 357, 5 (PL 39, 

1586); Lambot 2 (PL Suppl. 2, 752-53); Enarr. inps. 37[36], serm. 3, 6 (CCSL 38, 372). 
21 Serm. 25, 3 (CCSL 24,147). 
22 For discussion of this and references, cf. Eberhard F. Brück, Kirchenväter and soziales 

Erbrecht (Berlin: Springer, 1956) 78-88. 
23 Ep. 120, 1 (CSEL 55, 477). 
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father cannot give to the poor because he is saving his property for his 
sons. If this is the case, Augustine says, then make Christ a member of 
your family. "Count up your sons and add one to them, your Lord. If you 
have one, let him be the second; if you have two, let him be the third; if 
you have three, let him be the fourth."24 

All these efforts to link Christ with the poor in ways intended to seize 
the imagination of the hearer or the reader represent, of course, more 
than simply the necessary accouterments to eleemosynary exhortations. 
They are also, although perhaps mostly unconsciously, attempts to un
derstand how Christ is present in the world and how he is to be grasped 
by the faithful. This latter aspect emerges quite clearly, for example, in 
some lines from a letter of Paulinus of Nola to Sulpicius Severas. He 
writes that if someone would ask him how he would be able to find Christ 
and see him, since he is invisible, he would reply that he is to be seen in 
every poor person, touched in every needy person, entertained in every 
traveler who is welcomed. "So now it is evident to us how you are to see 
the one who is invisible and lay hold of the one who is ungraspable."25 

THE RECIPIENTS OF ALMS 

To whom alms should be given was a question that exercised several 
of the Fathers. The Manicheans maintained—as we learn from a sermon 
which Lambot gives good reasons for believing is a work of Augustine— 
that sinners should not be the recipients of charity; they held that parts 
of the divinity were mixed in food and that consequently the divine 
essence itself was in danger of being polluted by the wicked who might 
eat it.26 Augustine considers this opinion unworthy of refutation: it offends 
common sense, he says, if it is so much as mentioned. Others who were 
not Manicheans, however, felt that they would be acting against the 
intent of the Scriptures, as expressed in Sir 12:4-7 ("Be merciful, but do 
not help the sinner . . . "), if they gave alms in certain circumstances. 
"Not understanding how these words are to be taken, they are girt about 
with a horrid cruelty," Augustine remarks, and he proceeds to propose 
texts from both the Old and New Testaments that advocate nonexclusiv-
ity in the performance of good works: Gal 6:10, Mt 5:44, and Prov 25:21, 
the last of which Paul quotes in Rom 12:20. Yet he cannot simply ignore 
the passage from Sirach ("for that too is a divine precept") and so he 
distinguishes: alms are not to be given to a person as a sinner but as a 

24 De disc, christ. 8, 8 (CCSL 46, 215-16). 
25 Ep. 32, 20 (CSEL 29, 295). 
26 Augustine alludes to this custom and says that although they would not give food to 

beggars, not distinguishing between good and bad, they were willing to give money {De 
moribus Manich. 16, 53 [PL 32, 1367-68]); cf. C. Adimantum 17 (CSEL 25/1, 169); C. 
Faustum 12, 47 (ibid. 375-76); Enarr. inps. 141[140], 12 (CCSL 40, 2034-35). 
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human being. The wicked must be punished, but human beings must 
receive mercy. "Let us not do good to sinners, then, because they are 
sinners, but let us treat them with human decency because they are 
human beings. Let us punish the evil that is in them and take pity on the 
condition that is common to all."27 

Augustine deals with the same lines from Sirach in another of his 
sermons, where he distinguishes again between sinner and human being 
and says that alms should be given to a person on account of his humanity 
but not by reason of his sin. One should not hesitate to give to a sinner 
if he asks for alms, but to give to a person as sinner is to give to one who 
pleases you because of his sin. Such a one might be, he says, an actor or 
a character or a prostitute or a venator, a fighter of wild beasts in the 
arena. "When therefore someone gives to a venator, he does not give to 
the man but to the wicked occupation; for if he were only a man and not 
a venator, you would not have given: thus you honor not his nature but 
his vice."28 

Chromatius, commenting on Mt 7:6 ("Do not give what is holy to dogs 
. . . " ) , says that this text applies to blasphemers, heretics, and hardened 
sinners. It is of them that Solomon is speaking in Sir 12:4-7, but he does 
not mean to say that even these should not be given alms, since they 
have been commanded to be distributed to everyone.29 Ambrose replies 
to some rich who say that the poor have been cursed by God by denying 
that this is so. In any event, "mercy is accustomed not to judge on merits 
but to assist in situations of need, not to be on the lookout for righteous
ness but to help the one who is poor."30 Jerome, inveighing against 
Vigilantius, who had said that alms should not be sent to Jerusalem for 
the support of the monks there, writes in passing that support should be 
given to all the poor, "even to Jews and Samaritans if there is sufficient 
means."31 Finally, Augustine alludes in a sermon to the Church's custom 
of providing help to everyone; this even seemed to be something that 
non-Christians took for granted of the Church. "How many people there 
are nowadays who are not yet Christians who run to church and ask for 

27 Serm. de generalízate etemosinarum, in C. Lambot, "Sermon sur l'aumône à restituer 
à saint Augustin," in Rev. ben. 66 (1956) 149-58; text 156-58. Lambot gives a number of 
parallels in Augustine. 

^Enarr. inps. 103[102], 13 (CCSL 40, 1463-64). Sirach 12:4 is given as an example in 
De doctrina christ. 3, 16, 24 (CCSL 32, 92), where Augustine is in the course of explaining 
when Scripture is to be understood literally and when figuratively: "You should understand 
that 'sinner* stands figuratively for sin, so that you should not come to the aid of his [the 
sinner's] sin." 

29 Tract, in Matt. 33, 3 (CCSL 9A, 359-60). 
30 De Nabuthae 8, 40 (CSEL 32/2, 490). 
31 C. Vigilantium 14 (PL 23, 350). 
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the Church's assistance! They want temporal help for themselves, al
though as yet they don't want to reign with us in eternity."32 

However, despite the general principle, stated by Jerome, that "to 
everyone who asks something should be given, and good should be done 
indiscriminately,"33 there were some qualifications to the universality of 
almsgiving. Jerome himself tells us in a letter that widows and widowers 
who had remarried were excluded as "unworthy" from receiving alms 
from the Church.34 And, writing on the righteous person who is described 
in Ezek 18:7 as giving his bread to the hungry, he remarks that food 
should not be handed out to those who have eaten enough and are 
already belching from satiety—presumably professional beggars—but to 
those suffering from real want.35 A synod at Nimes in 396 went so far as 
to say that since some people were living very well indeed from church 
offerings received under false pretenses, "let the means of living not be 
given to all, but let everyone freely decide what he should give, without 
feeling forced."36 A certain discernment is necessary in distributing alms, 
Jerome explains in commenting on his translation of Psalm 41:1: "Blessed 
is the one who understands concerning the needy and the poor." A person 

32 Enarr. in ps. 47[46], 5 (CCSL 38, 532). Within the Church the bishop was generally 
responsible for almsgiving, and he would in turn appoint someone else to function as an 
overseer of the poor. Cf. Ambrose, De off. min. 2, 15, 69 (PL 16, 121); Jerome, Ep. 52, 9 
(CSEL 54, 431). 

33 In Eccl. 11,1 (CCSL 72, 344). 
34 Ep. 123, 5 (CSEL 56, 79). Presumably also at the basis of this—besides 

"unworthiness"—was the understanding that someone who had remarried no longer re
quired public support. The remarried would certainly not be denied private alms if they 
were in need, nor perhaps even the public alms of the Church if such was really the case. 
Widows were traditionally among the first charges of the Church, although hardly anything 
is said about them in detail in this regard during this period. In his treatise On Widows 
Ambrose makes no reference to them as the recipients of charity but rather as almsgivers 
themselves {De viduis 5, 27-32 [PL 16, 243-44]). The same is true of Augustine's treatise 
De bono viduitatis 21, 26 (CSEL 41, 337-38). In his work On the Duties of the Clergy, 
however, Ambrose does devote some space to how property entrusted to the Church by 
widows and orphans is to be specially safeguarded, "for good faith must be shown to 
everyone, but the cause of widows and orphans comes first" (De off. min. 2, 29,144-51 [PI 
16,142-44]). Ambrosiaster has a passage that is interesting from a historical point of view. 
Commenting on 1 Tim 5:16—"If any believing man or woman has [relatives who are] 
widows, let that person assist them; let the Church not be burdened by providing for them, 
so that it may come to the aid of real widows"—he says that such widows are often deprived 
of their ordinary means of support (namely spinning) by their relatives and hence are 
obliged to throw themselves upon the resources of the Church. The result is that the 
Church is overburdened and cannot adequately aid those who have no means of support at 
all {In lam ep. ad Tim. 5:16 [CSEL 81/3, 283-84]). 

35 In Hiez. 18:5-9 (CCSL 75, 238). On some of the methods used by beggars to extract 
contributions, cf. Paulinus of Nola, Carmen 24, 323-32 (CSEL 30, 217). 

36 Canon 5 (SC 241, 128). 
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who is needy and poor in this context is not one who is reduced to beggary 
and covered with filth and yet remains immersed in vice. The models for 
the needy and poor are rather those for whom Paul and Barnabas made 
their collections: those who had embraced poverty for the sake of Christ, 
who had suffered persecutions, who had abandoned father, mother, wife, 
and children for the sake of the kingdom. Such people were to enjoy 
preferential treatment, although Jews, pagans, and less-deserving Chris
tians were not to be neglected either. These were "the household of faith" 
of whom Paul spoke in Gal 6:10. How much more freely ought one to 
give to them when one is admonished even to give to one's enemies, 
according to Rom 12:20!37 

There were those, too, for whom one should reserve one's alms, whom 
one should seek out so as to do good to them, and there were those to 
whom a person had no obligation to give unless they themselves requested 
assistance. The former situation corresponded to the saying, cited as 
scriptural by Augustine, to "let your alms sweat in your hand until you 
find a just person to whom to give,"38 the latter to the words of Lk 6:30: 
"Give to everyone who begs from you." For not everyone was in the same 
straits, and responsibility varied. "One poor person searches you out, 
another you must yourself search out."39 

MODERATION IN ALMSGIVING 

A person was by no means expected to be extravagant about almsgiving. 
Needless to say, no one should squander his resourses—which is the 
burden of much of Augustine's reproachful letter to a certain Ecdicia, 
who had foolishly given away almost everything she owned to monks of 
questionable repute, thereby provoking her husband's justifiable anger.40 

Indeed, in dispersing one's possessions a person's first obligation was, 
within reason, to his own family.41 Ambrose says, with respect to how 
much should be given to travelers, that it ought not to be an abundance 
but rather a sufficiency.42 "Break your bread for the hungry," Isa 58:7 

37 Ep. 120, 1 (CSEL 55, 475-76); cf. In Esaiam 58:6-7 (CCSL 73A, 666-67); In ep. ad 
Gal. 2:10 (PL 26,337). Ambrose seems to give some preference to those who once were rich 
and noble but had suffered calamity {Exp. inps. 119[118], 17, 4 [CSEL 62, 379]). 

38Cf. also Enarr. inps. 103[102], 12 (CCSL 40, 1462); ibid. 104[103], serm. 3, 10 (ibid. 
1509). The saying appears for the first time in Christian literature in Didache 1, 6 (LCL 
Apostolic Fathers 1, 310), where it is cited as scriptural. For an extensive commentary, cf. 
J.-P. Audet, La Didachè: Instructions des apôtres (Paris: Gabalda, 1958) 275-80. 

39 Augustine, Enarr. inps. 147[146], 17 (CCSL 40, 2135). 
40 Ep. 262, passim (CSEL 57, 621-31). 
41 Ambrose, De off. min. 1, 30, 150 (PL 16, 67); Exp. evang. sec. Luc. 8, 79 (CCSL 14, 

328-29); Jerome, Ep. 120,1 (CSEL 55, 477); Augustine, Ep. 243,12 (CSEL 57, 578-79). But 
cf. Jerome, Ep. 120,1 (CSEL 55, 474). 

42 De off. min. 2, 21, 111 (PL 16, 133). 
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has it, not your "breads," as Jerome points out—in fact, not even the 
whole loaf but only the part that you would have eaten had you not been 
fasting. In the same way, Christ does not say in Lk 3:11 that a person 
should divide his tunic if he only has one, but that he should not hold on 
to two in the face of another's need. Many do the former, he adds 
mysteriously, for the sake of popular acclaim.43 We may well wonder 
whether this was not intended, for a reason unknown to us, as an oblique 
criticism of Martin of Tours, whose Vita by Jerome's Gallic contemporary 
Sulpicius Severus, which Jerome must almost certainly have read, con
tained the incident in which Martin divided his military cloak with his 
sword for a beggar.44 When Jerome's beloved Paula is in the process of 
impoverishing herself by an openhandedness that never turns anyone 
away, he cites the same passage from Luke, urging her in vain to 
moderation. He used to argue with her, he writes, offering her Paul's 
words in 2 Cor 8:13-14: "Not that others should be eased and you 
burdened, but that as a matter of equality your abundance at the present 
time should supply their want, so that their abundance might supply 
your want."45 

Augustine reminds his audience in a sermon that Paul had told those 
who had money that they should share with those who were in need; he 
did not tell them to give away everything they owned. The bishop 
probably realized that the rich in his congregation would make such a 
radical interpretation of the obligation to give alms an excuse for giving 
none at all. He suggests tithing, although the scribes and the Pharisees 
used to tithe, and "unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes 
and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven." One should 
be ashamed to give only as much as or even less than they did; for some, 
indeed, hardly give the poor the thousandth part of their substance. Yet 
in the end a person must decide for himself what he is capable of. 
"Consider what you do and with how much you do it, what you give and 
how much you retain for yourself, what you bestow on mercy and how 
much you reserve for luxury."46 A wealthy person might make the excuse 
that he is in the habit of eating the finest foods, whereas someone who is 
poor can get along on what is far inferior. No one expects, however, that 

43 In Esaiam 58:6-7 (CCSL 73A, 666). 
44 Vita s. Martini 3, 1-2 (SC 133, 256-58). 
45 Ep. 108, 15 (CSEL 55, 326-27). Jerome is frequently quite severe in his demands 

regarding poverty, although he always condemns ostentatious poverty. Can it be ¿hat in 
Paula he meets someone who is even more severe than he and who evokes his astonishment, 
or is what he says in his letter on her death merely for the sake of effect? 

46 Serm. 85,4, 5 (PL 38, 522). On tithing cf. also Serm. 106, 2,2-3 (ibid. 626); Enarr. inps. 
147[146], 17 (CCSL 40, 2135); Ep. 36, 7 (CSEL 34, 36); Jerome, In Malachiam 3:8-12 
(CCSL 76A, 935). 
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the rich should share their expensive suppers with the poor. "Make use 
of your choice and precious foods, since you are accustomed to them and 
cannot do otherwise," Augustine addresses the wealthy in his congrega
tion, "because if you should change your habits you would get sick. This 
has been conceded to you: use what is superfluous and give the poor the 
things that are necessary; use what is precious and give the poor the 
things that are inferior."47 Never, at least among the orthodox, was an 
appeal made to do more than this. 

UNIVERSAL OBLIGATION TO GIVE ALMS 

The corollary of this teaching on moderation in almsgiving was that it 
was a virtue that could be practiced by everyone, rich and poor alike. 
Although some commandments pertain only to particular groups, Am
brose writes, 

mercy is universal, and so it is a universal commandment, necessary to be 
observed by all in every position and at every age. Neither the tax collector nor 
the soldier is exempt, neither the farmer nor the city dweller, rich and poor, all 
are admonished in common that they should give to those in need and should not 
spare either their clothing or their food. For mercy is the fulness of the virtues 
and is therefore proposed to everyone as the form of perfect virtue.48 

Rich and poor, each should give to the extent that he is able, Pelagius 
writes.49 The example of the poor widow who put two copper coins into 
the temple treasury, recorded in Mk 12:41-44 and its parallels, is adduced 
as an incentive to the poor to give alms.50 Both Jerome and Augustine 
make use of Mt 10:42—"And whoever gives to one of these little ones 
even a cup of cold water . . . "—to show that almsgiving is not confined 
to those who can afford to expend large sums of money; indeed, it is not 

47 Serm. 61, 11, 12 (PL 38, 414). 
48 Exp. evang. sec. Luc. 2, 77 (CCSL 14, 64). Mercy is the fulness of the virtues for 

Ambrose. Cf. De excessu fratris 1, 60 (CSEL 73, 240): "For this is the height of righteous
ness—to sell what you have and give it to the poor." Jerome calls justice the mother of all 
the virtues. "How is justice greater than the other virtues? The other virtues delight the 
one who possesses them; justice does not delight the one who possesses it but others 
What does my wisdom profit a poor person, or my fortitude, or my chastity? {Tract, deps. 
15[14], lines 58-83 [CCSL 78, 32-33]). For Augustine the greatest virtue is love, and its 
summit is laying down one's life for another person. But its beginning is mercy. "See where 
charity begins. If you are not yet able to die for your brother, be able then to give to your 
brother from your resources For if you cannot give your superfluities to your brother, 
how can you lay down your life for him?" {In ep. Ioann. 5,12 [PL 35, 2018]). 

49 In 2am ep. ad Cor. 8:12 (PL Suppl. 1,1257-58). 
50 Ambrose, De viduis 5, 27 (PL 16, 243) (Ambrose passes over the Lukan parallel in his 

commentary on Luke); Jerome, Ep. 14, 8 (CSEL 54, 55); Augustine, Sermones 259, 5 (PL 
38, 1201); Mai 128, 4 (PL Suppl. 2, 516); Enarr. in ps. 50[49], 13 (CCSL 38, 586); ibid. 
126[125], 11 (ibid. 40, 1853-54). 
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necessarily a question of money at all. Some people are.accustomed, 
notes Jerome, to plead their own poverty when it comes to offering 
hospitality, saying that their narrow circumstances prevent them from so 
doing. Yet the Lord made it particularly easy to observe this word of his, 
for he said not "hot water" but "cold water," lest a poor person should 
complain that he had no wood with which to heat the water.51 Ambrose 
confronts much the same spirit of resistance: "You insist that you are 
poor. [However,] your guest does not expect extravagance from you but 
courtesy, not a splendidly decked-out table but food ready to hand."52 "If 
perhaps you say that you have nothing, then be of a giving spirit," Peter 
Chrysologus tells his congregation in a sermon, "and the means for giving 
will not be wanting. Put a stool out for your visitor, set your table, light 
the lamp. Provide graciously from what you have received."53 

Even those who had embraced voluntary poverty were not exempt 
from almsgiving. Jerome says, speaking to his monks, that the perfect do 
not give alms because they have nothing to give, but then he goes on to 
explain that almsdeeds are not restricted to the dispensing of money.54 

51 Comm. in Matt. 10:42 (CCSL 77, 76); cf. Augustine, Sermones Lambot 4 (PL Suppl. 2, 
767); Lambot 5 (ibid. 776). In De doctrina christ. 4, 18, 37 (CCSL 32, 143-44) Augustine 
uses Mt 10:42 as an example of a scriptural passage that might possibly be treated as trivial 
or unimportant by a preacher but which, if suitably approached, could move even cold 
hearts to deeds of mercy. 

52 De Abraham 1, 5, 35 (CSEL 32/1, 529). 
53 Serm. 26, 7 (CCSL 24,152). 
54 Tract, de ps. 112[111], lines 67-81 (CCSL 78, 233). Indeed, according to some, it is 

better for a monk not to have money to distribute. Thus, at least, a section from the 
biography of the monk Hilarión, written by Jerome, which the author intends perhaps as 
paradigmatic, wherein Hilarión refuses an offering from a wealthy benefactor that is 
destined for the poor: "You are better able to distribute what belongs to you, you who go 
through the city and know the poor. I who have abandoned my possessions, why should I 
desire what belongs to others?" {Vita s. Hilarionis 18 [PL 23, 36]). There is something 
similar in one of Paulinus of Nola's poems in honor of his patron Felix of Nola. Felix had 
lost extensive property during the persecutions and refused to take it back when peace was 
restored. In so doing he rejected the advice of a wealthy admirer who urged him to claim 
what was rightfully his and distribute the high interest from it to the poor. It was better to 
be poor oneself, however, than to have money to give to the poor. Yet in fact Felix evidently 
did not feel himself dispensed from the obligation to give to the poor: he would give alms 
of his vegetables and his clothing {Carmen 16, 255-96 [CSEL 30, 79-81]). Cassian notes 
that among some monks avarice is practiced under the pretext of having money to give to 
those in need, because it is considered more blessed to give than to receive {De coen. inst. 
7, 16 [CSEL 17, 139-40]). In his biography of Melania the Younger, however, Gerontius 
relates that an Egyptian monk to whom Melania offered some gold for him to pass on to 
the poor refused it not because he ought not to have had it to distribute but because no one 
in the desert was needy {Vita Melaniae 38 [SC 90, 198]). In his long letter to Nepotian on 
the proper mode of life for monks and clerics, Jerome, although not speaking against their 
being distributors of alms, does mention some of the dangers to which those who give alms 
are liable, and the implication is that they would be better off if they were removed from 
such things. One may be, he writes, too cautious or too timid; one may be tempted to 
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Augustine knows of almsgiving by monastic communities, for he writes 
(probably quite idealistically) that the monks expend more effort in 
distributing to the poor than they do in procuring what is necessary for 
themselves. "They act in such a manner that whatever is superfluous 
might not remain among themselves—to the degree that they send ships 
heavy laden to those places where the needy Uve."55 Cassian offers the 
Egyptian monks as models to his readers, telling how they come to the 
aid not only of their own brethren in the monastic life but also of ordinary 
laypeople suffering from famine, as well as prisoners.56 

For almsgiving was not something that could be lightly neglected: it 
was due in justice. This idea, not always made explicit, is nonetheless 
certainly at the foundation of virtually every patristic exhortation to good 
works. Referring to almsgiving as "mercy," as is frequently the case, 
Ambrose calls it "a part of justice, so that if you should wish to give to 
the poor this mercy is justice, according to what is written: He has 
distributed, he has given to the poor, his justice endures forever. Hence 
it is unjust if the one who shares your nature is not aided by his fellow." 
This is in turn connected with a notion of community of goods. 

For the Lord our God especially wished this earth to be the common possession 
of all, and its fruits to be at the disposal of all, but avarice divided the rights of 
possession. Consequently it is just that if you claim anything as your personal 
property, which has been given to the human race and to all souls in common, 
you should at least give part of it to the poor. Since you owe them a share in your 
own rights, do not deny them their subsistence.57 

The same sentiment is repeated in varying forms by others. Zeno, Bishop 
of Verona from ca. 362 to ca. 375, quotes Acts 4:32, with its description 

subvert funds intended for the poor, one may be, finally, unable to make a right judgment 
about the worthiness of the recipient {Ep. 52,16 [CSEL 54, 439-40]). But Cassian remarks 
in one of his Conferences that monks, as those who live under grace rather than under the 
law, are not subject to the temptations inherent in the giving of alms. It is hard for one who 
has money not to fall into sin, even when he distributes it willingly and faithfully. A monk, 
on the other hand, gives money away cheerfully because he has already offered everything 
he has once and for all to God, and whatever he may have is no longer his. As one who is 
completely cared for by God (and his community), he does not hesitate to see to the needs 
of the poor, since he knows that his own needs will always be met {Conlat. 21,33 [CSEL 13, 
609-10]). There is, then, a certain ambivalence with respect to almsgiving by monks, but it 
stems from a recognition of the dangers attached to a monk's possession of the money 
requisite for alms. What is clear from all the relevant texts is that monks, of course, are still 
obliged to do good and that, whatever type of good they do, it may be considered an 
almsgiving. The latter is true of the ordinary Christian also. So almsgiving is simply the 
generic name for any kind of good action. 

55 De mor. cath. eccl. 31, 67 (PL 32,1339). 
56 De coen. inst. 10, 22 (CSEL 17,192). 
57 Exp. inps. 119[118], 8, 22 (CSEL 62,163-64). 
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of the primitive Christian community, and then remarks that the sharing 
of possessions is divinely ordained because God bestows certain things 
equally on everyone inasmuch as all share human nature: everyone 
experiences day and night, sun and rain, birth and death. "Inasmuch as 
this is so, a person who keeps to himself what can be of use to many is 
not at all unlike a tyrant."58 In the otherwise anonymous late-fourth-
century writer known as Ambrosiaster we read that all things are God's 
and that they exist for the use of all; because they are His, He insists that 
they be shared with those in need. This is justice, then, that a person 
give to the poor from what God has given him.59 According to Paulinus, 
the littérateur Bishop of Nola in our period, God gave the portion of the 
poor to the rich so that they in turn might distribute it as need be.60 We 
give not what is our own but what is Christ's, in Jerome's words, and we 
ought not to give as if to a beggar but as to a brother.61 "If you were 
giving of something that was your own," Augustine says, "it would be 
pure largesse, but since you give of what is His [God's], you are repaying 
a debt."62 To give alms, writes Pelagius, is to pay a debt.63 

It was also, so to speak, to pay the debt incurred by one's own 
humanity. For the necessity of giving alms, of caring for the poor, was 
one of the signs of the human condition here below, according to Augus
tine; in the life to come there would be no such thing. Indeed, as life on 
earth could be defined to some extent by the miseries that held sway in 
human existence and by the need to alleviate them, so life in heaven 
could be defined by the fact that there there would be no misery to 
alleviate. 

Here the hungry Christ is fed, the one who is thirsty is given to drink, the naked 
clothed, the stranger welcomed, the sick visited. The necessity of a journey 
predominates. It is thus that one is to live on this pilgrimage, where Christ is in 
want. He is in want in his own, but in himself he is full. Yet he who is in want in 
his own and full in himself draws those in want to himself. There there shall be 
no hunger, no thirst, no nakedness, no sickness, no wandering, no labor, no sorrow. 
I know that these things will not be there, and I do not know what will be 
there. .. ,64 

And again: "After the resurrection of the dead in the kingdom of God, no 
one will tell you to break your bread for the hungry, because there you 
will find no one who is hungry. No one will tell you to clothe the naked 

58 Tract. 2, 1, 6,18-19 (CCSL 22, 149). 
59 In 2am ep. ad Cor. 9:9 (CSEL 81/2, 269). 
60 Ep. 34, 6 (CSEL 29, 308). 
61 Tract, deps. 134[133], lines 159-61 (CCSL 78, 288). 
62 Enarr. inps. 96[95], 15 (CCSL 39, 1353); cf. Serm. 103, 4, 5 (PL 38, 615). 
63 In ep. ad Rom. 13:7 (PL Suppl. 1, 1168). 
64 Serm. 236, 3 (PL 38, 1121). 


