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Christian Doctrine of Property 

Acts 4:32-37 

 It is hard to imagine a text less likely to engage our attention in our post-cold-war world than a 

text that describes the communal social organization of early Christianity.  According to Luke, the first 

Christian community in Jerusalem pooled its financial resources and lived from a common chest.  "No 

one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common."  

The immediate result of this arrangement was that "there was not a needy person among them," since 

money "was distributed to each as any had need."  A Cypriot by the name of Joseph, who had been 

renamed Barnabas (or "son of encouragement") by the apostles, was singled out for praise because "he 

sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money and laid it at the apostles' feet."  The socialist 

ideal--"from each according to his or her ability, to each according to his or her need"--proves to have 

deep roots in early Christianity. 

 The reason you and I tend not to be swept away by this vision of early Christian socialism is 

twofold.  On the one hand, we live in a world in which undemocratic socialism has failed both as a 

social organization and as an economic system.  The breadth and magnitude of that failure has been 

public, stunning, undeniable, and irreversible.  The formerly socialist East has declared its intention to 

embrace a mixed economy in which the ideals of socialism are united with the practical considerations 

of a free market economy.  Whether the East will be successful in its attempt to merge a free market with 

the ideals of socialism remains to be seen.  What is clear is that pure socialism like pure capitalism is 

dead.  A text that commends what now appears to us as a stunningly unsuccessful social organization 

seems irrelevant to our situation.  The description of the Church at Jerusalem seems to us mere 

preacher's patter, an articulation of ideals that have no prospect of realization in our fallen world. 

 The second problem with the text lies in the text itself.  Immediately following the story of the 

exemplary action of Barnabas is the story of the attempted deception of Peter and the other apostles by 

Ananias and Sapphira.  Like Barnabas, Ananias sold a piece of property; unlike Barnabas, he kept part of 
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the purchase price for himself.  In itself, retention of part of the proceeds of the sale was no crime.  The 

crime lay in lying about what he was doing.  He represented his gift, which was a substantial and 

welcome offering that would have merited well-deserved praise, as a gift of the entire proceeds of the 

sale, which it was not.  Ananias was condemned, not for giving only a part of what he had, but for 

portraying that part as the whole.  Financial prudence, even faithless financial prudence, is not the issue.  

What is at stake is truth; what is punished is a lie. 

 In a few short verses Acts 4 states a theme that will be elaborated and repeated throughout 

Christian history.  The Church is a human community transformed by the resurrection of Jesus Christ 

from the dead.  That transformation involves at its heart a changed relationship to private property.  Yet 

no transformation under the conditions of human finitude can insulate the Church from the effects of 

human sinfulness.  The deception that corrupts all human social arrangements corrupts even the 

community established by faith in the resurrected Christ.  The statement by Luke, that the early Christian 

community in Jerusalem was "of one heart and soul and no one claimed private ownership of any 

possessions," is qualified almost immediately by Luke himself.  "Ananias, why has Satan filled your 

heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back part of the proceeds of the land?...You did not lie to us 

but to God!" 

 The conclusion that one could draw is that any hint of corruption in the Church nullifies its claim 

to be touched and transformed by God.  But that is not the conclusion the book of Acts draws when it 

reveals the betrayal of its own ideals.  Christ died to change our relationship to what we possess.  The 

pathetic deception practiced by Ananias and Sapphira does not dim that shining reality.  The early 

Church regards what we own and how we own it as a spiritual issue of primary importance. 

 The author of Luke-Acts certainly underscores the danger of possessions.  Money is brought up 

as a theme by Luke in the parables of the debtors (7:41-43), the good Samaritan (10:29-37), the rich fool 

(12:16-21), the unjust steward (16:1-8), the rich man and Lazarus (16:19-31), and the talents (19:11-27).  

Only one of these parables is found in the other gospels.  Unlike certain TV evangelists, Luke does not 

regard money as a sign of God's favor, but a dangerous seduction that can keep us from God.  The 
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words, "you fool! this very night your life is being demanded of you," could have been spoken to anyone 

who neglected God.  In Luke's gospel they are spoken to a rich man. 

 The message that the Church is a community whose relationship to private property has been 

changed by the resurrection of Christ is a message that has been embodied in different ways in the 

Church's history.  The Benedictine Order, for example, forbade the possession of private property.  

Whatever the community possessed, it possessed in the name of the whole community.  Benedictine 

monks supported themselves by farming and growing livestock, by leasing lands to tenant farmers, by 

producing within the boundaries of the community whatever the community needed.  The difficulty, of 

course, was that, in spite of the poverty of the individual members of the community, the communities 

themselves became rich.  Communities of poor but just men often became members of rich and unjust 

communities.  The records of the Peasants' Revolt of 1525 indicate that many of the severest actions by 

the peasants were taken against ecclesiastical landlords who were regarded as the collective embodiment 

of impersonal injustice. 

 To avoid the wealth accumulated by Benedictine monasteries, the mendicant orders--the 

Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites, and Augustinians--refused to hold land or to live by the communal 

production of wealth.  Their ideal was to own nothing and to live by begging; i.e., to live from the 

voluntary offerings of the laity.  Everyone has heard the story of Francis of Assisi, the rich young man, 

who stripped himself naked in the town square and gave away his possessions to beggars, or of Clare, 

the rich young woman, who renounced what she owned to follow Francis into a life of voluntary 

poverty.  The Franciscan Order and the Poor Clares embraced the ideal of apostolic poverty, nudus 

nudum Christum sequens, and pledged themselves to follow the Christ who owned nothing and who had 

no place to lay his head.  Francis described his life as a marriage to Lady Poverty, a widow whom he met 

on the highways of life. 

 The difficulty with the Franciscan ideal of poverty was that it became absolutized by the so-

called Spiritual Franciscans, who mistook the sign for the thing signified.  The Spiritual Franciscans 

became as possessed by their non-possession of things as the rich fool by his ownership of barns and 
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granaries.  What was intended to be a sign of the apostolic life (charity, after all, being the chief sign) 

became the epitome and sole mark of true spirituality.  Like some Pentecostals who turn the charism of 

glossolalia into a universal and unvarying mark of the Church, the Spiritual Franciscans thought of 

poverty as the universal and unvarying mark of true Christianity.  But that position did not win the day.  

Poverty by itself was not enough, the Church concluded, to establish the apostolic life, else every beggar 

would be an apostle. 

 Some Anabaptist groups, most notably the Huttarites, attempted to deal with the question of 

private property by instituting a kind of familial monasticism, a Benedictine society without celibacy.  

Each family unit contributed its labor and money to the common effort of producing goods and services, 

and drew from the common treasury what it needed to sustain its life.  The Huttarites, like the monks and 

friars before them, were convinced that they could not selflessly follow Christ, the man who was 

selflessly for others, as long as the words, I, my, mine, and me, were on their lips.  Private property was 

not for them a side issue that had little relationship to the main concerns of the Gospel.  To die to the old 

self, to be crucified and buried with Christ, meant for them, at the very least, to die to what we own.  To 

be raised with Christ to a new life meant to stand in a new relationship to possessions.   

 Which brings the text back to us.  I think it very unlikely that any members of the Divinity 

School community will be moved, like St. Francis, to divest themselves of all they own in a public 

ceremony at Five Points and to give their books, notebooks, pencils, computers, and clothing to street 

people.  The university, of course, would discourage you from such a divestment before your account at 

the bursar's office had been settled in full.  On the other hand, something you own may be killing you 

and your only hope of recovery may lie in radical divestment.  Something you possess may have 

possessed you and, unless you sever the bonds of affection that bind you to it, may eventually smother 

you.  If that is the case, then the path Barnabas followed is the path you must follow, too: sell it and lay 

the entire purchase price at the apostles' feet. 

 For most of us the problems with property are less radical.  We are not especially greedy, or 

possessive, or ungenerous, or niggardly with our money or possessions or time.  But we also have been 

slow to realize that death, burial, and resurrection with Christ means death, burial, and resurrection in 
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relationship to what we own.  The Easter proclamation is the proclamation of a changed relationship to 

money, possessions, and time.  If the crucified and risen life is a life for others, then our possessions are 

no longer ours but ours for others.  The sign of the cross is stamped on all we own.   

 One of Dietrich Bonhoeffer's students at the Confessing Church Seminary at Finkenwalde told 

the story of a book that Dietrich Bonhoeffer offered to loan to him from his own library.  The student 

was very reluctant to borrow a book from Bonhoeffer, even though he desperately needed to read it and 

had no other access to it apart from such a loan.  Bonhoeffer pressed the book on the student, but the 

student stubbornly resisted the offer.  Finally, in puzzlement Bonhoeffer asked the student why he was 

so reluctant to take the book.  The student shyly confessed that he did not wish to disturb the library of 

the Herr Doktor.  "Good heavens, man," exclaimed Bonhoeffer, "what is your doctrine of property?" 

 Easter means that what we have is no longer ours.  It is ours for others.  "With great power the 

apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus and great grace was upon them all.  

There was not a needy person among them....They laid [the proceeds] at the apostles' feet and it was 

distributed to each as any had need."  That is the Easter proclamation; that is the Christian doctrine of 

property. 


