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"WHERE THERE ARE GREAT RICHES,
THERE ARE ALSO MANY TO DEVOUR THEM”
(ECCLESIASTES 5,10)

1. Introduction:

The sensitive appetite leads us to desire pleasant things we do not have. These
desires are good in themselves.

Nevertheless, our desires may often exceed the limits of reason and drive us
to covet unjustly what is not ours and belongs to another or is owned to him. This
common experience is stated by the sages of Israel in Ecclesiastes: “Where there are
great riches, there are also many to devour them.” In other words, he who loves money
never has money enough. Hence it is appropriate that we treat the theme of avarice
from a biblico-theological perspective.

2. Avarice according to CCC:

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), the symphony of the Catholic
Faith, states the following as regards avarice:

I. Avarice is a capital sin.

Sin creates a proclivity to sin. The repetition of sins engenders vices, among
which are the capital sins. Avarice is classified as one of them (CCC 1866).

ii. The Tenth Commandment forbids avarice.

The Tenth Commandment forbids coveting the goods of another, avarice, greed
and desire to amass earthly goods without limit (CCC 2534).

iii. Avarice originates in idolatry (CCC 2534); it arises from a passion for riches and
their attendant power (CCC 2536).

3. Avarice-Betrayal Nexus:

After winding our way through the compendium of the Catholic Faith,
we reach the oasis of the sacred Page. One of the excruciating questions the early
Christians were grappling with was Jesus’ betrayal by Judas. Jesus was betrayed not
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by an outsider but by one of His disciples, “one of the Twelve”, whom He summoned
and commissioned. How was it possible? That was the sad and shy memory, which
haunted and tantalized the early followers of Jesus.

As we go through the Gospels, we find how the Evangelists address this issue in
variant ways. The early Gospels of Mark and Matthew present the reason for betrayal
as ‘avarice’: “Then Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, went off to the chief priests to
hand him over to them. When they heard him they were pleased and promised to pay
him silver. Then he looked for an opportunity to hand him over” (Mark 14,10-11);
“Then one of the Twelve, who was called Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests and
said, "What are you willing to give me if | hand him over to you?" They paid him
thirty pieces of silver, and from that time on he looked for an opportunity to hand
him over” (Matthew 26,14-16). Avarice as the motive behind the great betrayal is
‘implicit’ in Mark, whilst “‘explicit’ in Matthew.

What would happen to the ill-gotten money of Judas? Would avarice reward
his life? What happened on the first Easter Sunday is now part of our sacred history
— i.e. God raised Jesus from the dead, having vanquished the power of evil. In the
words of St. Peter, “Therefore let the whole house of Israel know for certain that
God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts
2,36). Hence “Christus vincit! Christus regnat! Christus imperat!” — ‘Christ conquers,
Christ reigns, Christ commands.’

What became then the fate of Judas, the slave of avarice? Concerning the death
of Judas, there are clearly two traditions. In Matthew, Judas commits suicide: “and
going away, he hanged himself” (27,5). In Acts, Judas purchases a piece of property
with the betrayal money and is killed on it in a fall: “He bought a parcel of land with
the wages of his iniquity, and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle, and all
his insides spilled out” (1,18). No matter how he died, avarice did not better off his
life but drove it to a bitter end.

4. “For where your treasure is, there also will your heart be”

From Judas we now move on to the Saint of the poor. In the days of St. Anthony,
Padua was a different city — an abode of luxury as well as a haunt of vice. Two social
problems loomed large therein. The first was the oppression of the serfs by their
feudal lords and the second was the practice of usury. Thus God seemed forgotten in
people’s patterns of behaviour.

Ly B
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Let us focus on usury. In the days of St. Anthony, usury was widespread. The rates
of interest collected by the money-lenders were unbelievably exorbitant. The interest
generally levied ranged from 20 % to 30 %, while some usurers were so fiendishly
heartless as to demand 60% to 70% when they saw that their victims were helpless. In
1228, the Commune of Padua established for the benefit of the students of the University,
a bank which lent money at the rate of 20%.

The money-lenders treated their debtors with the utmost brutality. Insolvent
debtors were stripped of all their property and even of their liberty. They were condemned
to banishment for life, or cast into foul prisons where they languished till they died.
Thus the days of the Saint were marred by the vice of avarice.

St. Anthony carried on, in this obnoxious context, a relentless fight against these
rapacious vultures. In later years, the Franciscan Friars opened popular banks called the
Monti di Pieta to save the people from the clutches of the usurers. By St. Anthony’s soul
stirring and heart throbbing exhortations, many usurers were converted and many of
them sold their lands and houses to procure money for restitution.

A classic miracle, worked out by the Saint, is on record. One day a notorious
usurer in the city died. Anthony was invited to preach. He preached a topical sermon
on usury. He based on the words of the Lord in Matthew 6,21: ubi enim est thesaurus
tuus ibi est et cor tuum (‘For where your treasure is, there also will your heart be’). He
declared, “Since this deed was infatuated with love of gold and silver instead of the love
of God, his heart should be found not in his breast, but in his cash-box.” People opened
up the dead man’s safe and found his heart on top of the gold he had hoarded.

Directly through St. Anthony’s efforts, on March 15, 1231, there was enacted the
first Bankruptcy Law in Padua, which explicitly forbade the imprisonment of debtors. It
is expressly stated in the text of the Law, an authentic copy of which is preserved in the
Municipal Library of Padua, that this measure was enacted “at the request of Brother
Anthony of the Friars Minor.”

This was how St. Anthony of Padua redeemed the society of his day, blemished
with avarice. Thus none can say, ‘No way out’, for there is always a way out and a
way forward. Avarice languishes at the dawn of generosity. The Crucified Christ is the
example par excellence!

Rev. Fr. Don Anton Saman Hettiarach-
chi
St. Anthony’s Church
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