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Jesus, Virtuoso Religion, and the Community of Goods
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Jesus sometimes appears to have condemned wealth and possessions absolutely. He proclaimed that the service of God and Mammon are mutually exclusive (Matt 6:24). He told a rich man to sell all that he owned, distribute the proceeds to the poor and, bereft of wealth, to follow as a travelling disciple. When the man turned away, Jesus told his disciples, who had left all to follow him, that it is harder for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God (Mark 10:21, 23, 25). He instructed his travelling group of disciples to sell their possessions, making alms of the proceeds (Luke 12:33). One of his sayings explained: “Whoever does not give up all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). He uttered blessings upon the presently suffering poor while cursing the satisfied rich of this age (Luke 6:20-25). 


Such phenomena extend beyond the harsher sayings of Jesus about wealth and possessions found in the Synoptic Gospels. Jesus himself carried no purse, but lived communally with his twelve travelling disciples from a purse in which their wealth was pooled, administered by the disciple Judas (John 12:6; 13:29). Early in Acts we hear that the first community of post-Easter believers in Jesus apparently held their property in common, and frequently liquidated possessions for the common good (Acts 2:42-47; 4:32–5:11; cf. 6:1-6). This account is almost universally read with suspicion and regarded as both idealized and barely historical.
 It is often treated with frank skepticism despite the immediately prior precedent for community of property found in the common purse of Jesus’ travelling party, from which lived Jesus with his especially chosen Twelve disciples, who had left all to follow him (Mark 10:28).

Thus, while Jesus’ concern for the poor is enthusiastically received by his modern interpreters, his occasional theme of renunciation of property and his sometimes seemingly absolute condemnation of wealth often seem both mysterious and rather unpalatable. Many modern western interpreters experience these more inaccessible aspects of Jesus’ legacy concerning wealth and possessions as from another, strange world, incapable of sympathetic reading or imitation.


As will be outlined in the course of this paper, much progress has been made in recent decades in understanding Jesus’ general approach to wealth and poverty by examining his teaching from the perspective of a social-scientific understanding of the pre-industrial, agrarian society which was his context. The specific purpose of this paper is to develop this socio-historical approach through a supplementary socio-religious and macroeconomic explanation of Jesus’ more unpalatable theme of renunciation of property and his actual, practiced community of goods, to which the Gospels bear historical witness. This paper will also extend this method of explanation to the Acts account of the apparent community of goods of the first Jerusalem post-Easter believers in Jesus. The social-scientific model advanced will be that of virtuoso religion.

1. Virtuoso Religion

In order to understand the notion of virtuoso religion, it is best to put the concept of social elites front and centre. In sociological perspective, groupings of people are usually led by elites.
 The elite may be sociologically defined in two ways. From one perspective, the elite are those who de jure occupy the positions of highest authority within a social grouping or organization. Yet from a different perspective, the elite may be understood as those who have attained the highest levels in the group’s most respected and valued activities. What might be termed the “institutional elite” carry the greatest formal authority, while those who might be called the “skill-and-achievement-elite”, or the virtuoso elite, exemplify the group’s highest values and may represent important de facto authority for many in the group and sometimes inconvenient competition for its formal leadership.


The concept of a virtuoso religious elite easily applies to Jesus and his first followers. When Jesus called his accompanying group of disciples to be “fishers of people” (Mark 1:16-20), he called them to leave all and to accompany him so that they might be trained to exercise the specialist religious task, mission, in which he would have them become expert. Their special apostolic task carried with it a call to renounce worldly connections and to share amongst themselves, a call to a distinctive, apostolic mode of life. This mode of life allowed them constantly to be with Jesus and thereby to receive teaching both in content and intensity markedly beyond that which Jesus made available to the crowds who heard him and even to his other, locally-based disciples (Mark 3:9-19). Jesus’ specialist group (his virtuoso group of twelve) would find themselves, with him, in conflict with both Pharisees and especially with the Jerusalem-based Sadducees, the elite who held institutional power and preferred, as it were, to retain full control over the fish-stock and to control all angling rights, whatever mastery in the religious realm the ordinary mass of the population ascribed to Jesus and the Twelve.


It should be stressed that not all religious virtuosi are ascetics (e.g. monks, nuns, etc.), though ascetic and non-ascetic virtuosi may share loyalty to a religious tradition’s core values. The accusation that Jesus was a ‘glutton and a drunkard’ shows the surprise of Jesus’ opponents that someone taking the role he did as an independent, self-assertive religious virtuoso was not markedly temperate, if not definitely ascetic (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:34; cf. Deut 21:20). However, that Jesus parried the accusation by pointing to their mocking of John the Baptist’s distinctly rigorous asceticism does not prove that there were no ascetic aspects to Jesus’ practice. That Jesus did not inculcate fasting according to the calendar of fasts (Mark 2:18-22) likewise is not evidence of a complete absence of asceticism in his practice.


Although not all religious virtuosi are rigorist ascetics, virtuoso religion always implies a disciplined application of method. The most expert and useful current typology of virtuoso religion is that offered by Ilana Silber, which may be summarized as follows:
1. Virtuoso religion is a matter of individual choice;

2. Virtuoso religion involves an intensification of personal commitment over normal compulsory religious routine norms and behavior;

3. Virtuoso religion involves the seeking of perfection, an extreme urge to go beyond everyday life and average religious achievement;

4. The seeking of perfection involved in virtuoso religion is sustained in a disciplined, systematic fashion, through a defined rule or method;

5. Virtuoso religion implies a normative double standard; its rigor is not only not necessary for all, but it is also impossible for all;

6. Virtuoso religion is based in achievement and non-ascriptive criteria, and is in principle an option for all, although in practice only achieved by a ‘heroic’ minority.

As may be seen from these features, the religious virtuoso is intensely preoccupied with ultimate concerns and values. Within the wider religious community, religious virtuosi are perhaps most distinguishable by their intense seeking to express ultimate values and concerns through the employment of discipline and method (point 4 above), by which their religious focus becomes comprehensive, embracing very visibly all life and activity.


Moreover, Silber regards virtuoso religion as operating as a part of the wider religious community, and tends to distinguish it from sectarianism. “Virtuosi represent something that is considered potentially disruptive, yet has a place in the collective set of values.”
 Points 5 and 6 above assume this connection to and acceptance within the wider religious community. Thus virtuoso religion is able to sustain liminal social structures; virtuoso groups, while retaining a connection with the wider religious community, have a distinctive inner life. The internal economic and social life of communities of religious virtuosi may even represent a reverse image of the values and normal behavior of the surrounding religious community. Monks and nuns, for example, usually limit contact with surrounding society, emphasize personal possessionlessness and operate an entirely communal economy. Their daily routine usually differs markedly from surrounding society, with a pronounced focus on worship and spiritual disciplines. Silber makes use of Victor Turner’s social concepts of “structure” and “antistructure” and argues that religious virtuosity has the capacity to create permanent antistructure, entailing elements such as egalitarianism and status leveling which are not found in society external of the group.
 

This observation appears highly relevant for the study of Jesus’ travelling disciple group, which seems to have captured in its social pattern ideals of mutual service, personal possessionlessness, and the reversal of the norms of hierarchy which pertained in the world outside the group. So, for instance, Jesus taught that his senior disciples must be servants and the most senior a slave of all (Matt 20:26-27; Mark 9:35; 10:43-44; Luke 22:26, cf. 14:11, 18:14b).


Virtuoso religion does not demand a complete separation from the surrounding world, but exists, as noted, in a liminal social position. Indeed, while sometimes appearing separate from wider society, religious virtuosi may exercise disproportionate and considerable influence upon their surrounding religious community and social world. Max Weber noted that because of its peculiar and highly concrete forms, the religiosity of virtuosi has often been 

of decisive importance for the development of the way of life of the masses. This virtuoso religiosity has therefore also often been important for the economic ethic of the respective religion. The religion of the virtuoso has been the genuinely ‘exemplary’ and practical religion. 

Weber pointed out that laypersons could be subject to a certain ethical regulation by virtuoso religion because the virtuoso was often the layperson’s “spiritual adviser” and spiritual director. “Hence, the virtuoso frequently exercises a powerful influence over the religiously ‘unmusical’.”
 Such influence may extend not merely to the ordinary mass of the population, but as far as the political elite and, within monarchic social organization, even to the ruler.


If space permitted, I would demonstrate that religious virtuosi in first century Palestine (1) developed precedents offered by ancient forms of virtuoso religion in Israelite and Jewish history, and (2) created virtuoso patterns out of other traditional social forms. In particular, Jesus developed the mode of virtuoso peripatetic prophecy; the Essenes, on the other hand, constructed a new pattern of virtuoso religion based primarily on a reinterpretation of priestly holiness. Both of these forms of virtuoso religion adapted their differing precedents to express (1) symbolic value statements in opposition to those of the reigning, exploitative form of agrarian economy, and (2) practical modes of economic sharing. The distinctive social forms and exhortation of these differing religious virtuosi both precipitated and facilitated actual economic redistribution in the wider Jewish religious community. 


The virtuoso piety of the Essenes and, I believe, of Jesus and his followers expressed the reaction of many of the pious towards the greed, land accumulation, and luxury of the political elite. In virtuoso piety, it becomes holy and honorable to express the opposite of acquisitive elite behavior by espousing poverty and even celibacy. This reversal of external values within the first-century Jewish virtuoso group allowed it to consider itself the true elite of the nation, and to compete before the populace for reputation and power over against the institutional hierarchy of the Jerusalem Temple. Along these lines, Jesus and his followers will be the primary focus of this investigation.

2. Jesus’ Critique of Wealth and Poverty

Against the backdrop of the typical social pattern of agrarian society, much in Jesus’ teaching about possessions becomes accessible. 
 Jesus’ view was framed within the simple contrast of “rich” versus “poor” (cf. Luke 6:20-26). This reflects the typical agrarian social bifurcation between unjust rich and struggling poor which had already characterized strands of Jewish apocalyptic, in which terrible judgment awaited the land-grabbing and luxuriously-living wealth-elite who had forfeited their place within God’s covenant by their wicked exploitation of the Jewish peasantry (cf. 1 Enoch 91–92; 95:7; 96:3-8; 97:1-2; 98:11-15; 100:6-7; 107). Similarly, Jesus spoke of “unrighteous mammon” (Luke 16:9, 11) and of the punishment in fiery She‘ol of an owner of great estates who has indulged himself in the fine garments and rich feasting of the elite while neglecting a poor sick man who had languished at his courtyard’s gate (Luke 16:9, 11, 19-31; cf. 1 Enoch 21–22; 63:10). So also Jesus framed a parable around a disloyal, dishonest estate steward losing his status as one of the narrow, trusted retainer class and contemplating his looming, rapid descent to poverty below the level of subsistence laborers, begging amongst the underclass (Luke 16:1-15).


Jesus expressed his concern for those desperately seeking subsistence, illustrated God’s graciousness, and encouraged landowners to similar graciousness, by speaking of a vineyard owner who generously assisted some impoverished day laborers. These had walked the rural roads in search of work for much of the day, finding only little, yet he gave them a full day’s pay so that both they and their families could eat that evening (Matt 20:1-15). Within the clearly stressed Galilean subsistence economy, Jesus taught his disciples a prayer which included a prominent petition for a “daily ration of bread” sufficient for survival (Matt 6:11; Luke 11:3). He was remembered for his striking willingness to dine with prostitutes – i.e., brutalized women of the Galilean underclass (Matt 9:9-13, cf. 21:31-32; Mark 2:13-17; Luke 5:27-32 cf. 7:36-50).
 Through his parable of the rich fool he urged the well-off to avoid hoarding and to share with the poor (Luke 12:16-21, cf. Gospel of Thomas 63). He counseled the rich to generous meal fellowship with those who could not reciprocate their generosity (Luke 14:1-12), and urged all to generous and unostentatious, honor-forsaking almsgiving (Matt 6:2-4). He seems to have urged generous release of the hopelessly indebted (Matt 6:12 and 18:21-35). In Jerusalem he overturned the tables of the Temple’s moneychangers and drove out sacrificial animals, apparently in protest against the avarice of the Temple hierarchy, which demanded payment of the Temple tax in pagan, Tyrian coinage of exceptionally high silver content and profiteered from the monopolistic Temple trade in sacrifices.
 To understand more fully, however, Jesus’ theme of renunciation of property and the community of property of his group of travelling disciples, we must assess his practice from the point of view of virtuoso religion.

3. Jesus’ Travelling Disciples as a Prophetic Virtuoso Group

If we ask what was the precedent in Old Testament and Jewish tradition for the formation of virtuoso religious groups, we find a model which clearly gave both John the Baptist and Jesus scriptural precedent for forming the virtuoso circles of assistant-disciples with whom they seem to have lived in permanent close fellowship of life. In Israelite tradition, the prophets were religious virtuosi who regularly stood in opposition to the hierocrats of ritualistic religion and the political elite’s tendency to accumulate all land and resources. The early Israelite prophets formed guilds which may fairly be termed virtuoso religious groups; their religious practice was different from that normal to the populace and, though they did not hold institutional religious office, they functioned as an accepted part of the wider religious community on account of their acknowledged, experimentally demonstrable spiritual giftings.


The early bands of prophets used musical instruments and probably dance techniques to enter the prophetic mode (1 Samuel 10:1-13; 19:18-24). In this we see a demonstration of the intensity of practice and perceived spiritual giftings which give religious virtuosi reputation in the eyes of their popular audience. Elisha too used music to induce prophecy (2 Kings 3:13-20). What is significant for our present purpose is that these incidents of virtuoso religious practice were presented as legitimate in received Scripture.
 Around the time of Jesus and John the Baptist there were attempts within Jewish pietist groups to imitate the model of the prophetic guilds offered by Scripture, especially the groups around the powerful peripatetic ‘sign prophets’ Elijah and Elisha, which seem to have offered models for both John the Baptist and the travelling disciple group of Jesus himself. Jesus’ group seems to have sought intensely to imitate the charismatic practice of Elijah and Elisha.


I would suggest that a primary purpose of the intense fellowship of life Jesus created in his travelling party was intensive training in the virtue and understanding he thought necessary for the development of spiritual powers like those of the Old Testament sign prophets. Jesus intended his trained disciples to perform the works of power that characterized his own activity, and sent them out to do such works once trained. Their training was served by separation from secular work and renunciation of personal property, and an intense fellowship of life which extended from common prayer, worship and teaching to common meals arising from the sharing of property in a common purse. Jesus’ well-remembered focus on wealth and poverty strongly suggests that he intended the practices of renunciation and sharing to serve the ideological purpose of emphasizing the need for selfless sharing and economic redistribution.


Jesus’ calling of his disciples, an important locus of his call to renunciation, is closely modeled on Elijah’s call of Elisha. Just as Elijah called Elisha from his secular work and forbad him to return to it, so Jesus called disciples away from their previous work as fishermen or collectors of tolls. Occasionally there was hesitation on the part of some. The possibility of refusal shows that the choice of the virtuoso lifestyle is in all cases voluntary (Mark 1:16-20; 2:13-14; 10.17-31; cf. 1 Kings 19:19-21; Matt 8:19-22; Luke 9:59-62; John 1:35-51). As with Elijah’s call of Elisha, the bond between caller and called in the Gospels is lifelong and itinerant, unlike the association of discipleship in Rabbinism, which was temporary and located in the stable abode of the house of study.


Like Elijah and Elisha, the disciples whom Jesus sent out to preach, heal, and exorcise demons were to operate as peripatetics dependent on the hospitality of others (Mark 6:6b-13; Matt 10; Luke 9:1-6, 10; 10:1-20; cf. 1 Kings 17:9). The disciples Jesus sent out on mission were certainly conscious of the model in scripture of the early peripatetic sign prophets. This is most clearly apparent in the question James and John put to Jesus when some Samaritans rejected his message. They believed that Jesus had so completely equipped them in the exercise of miraculous spiritual power that they could, at Jesus’ command, imitate Elijah’s most spectacular and powerful sign, the calling down of destructive fire from heaven (Luke 9:51-56; cf. 1 Kings 18:20-40; 2 Kings 1:9-14). 


The activities of Elijah and Elisha provided extensive, wider legitimating background in Scripture for the formation of first-century virtuoso prophetic groups. Elijah, Elisha, John the Baptist and Jesus were all celibates. Both Jesus (Matt 16:24, 21:11, 46; Mark 6:15, 8:28; Luke 7:16) and John the Baptist (Matt 21:26; Mark 11:32) were identified by their popular audience as prophets because of their personal charisma.  Jesus’ miraculous powers confirmed him as a prophet in popular understanding. John the Baptist’s use of Elijah symbolism in his garb was accepted by his audience. John the Baptist imitated Elijah in his rough clothing (Mark 1:6; cf. 2 Kings 1:8; Zech 13:4); Jesus identified John as a prophet (Matt 11:7-10) and compared him with Elijah (Matt 11:14; cf. Mal 4:5). Neither possessed high official status; both found themselves in opposition to institutional religious and political power. While John and his group apparently did no miracles (John 10:41), Jesus compared himself, on account of his works of power, with the great Old Testament sign prophets Elijah and Elisha (Luke 4:24-27). The range of miracles performed by Elijah and Elisha forms a close analogy to the range of Jesus’ attested miraculous powers, which included supernatural knowledge at a distance (Mark 2:5; Luke 9:47; John 2:24-25; cf. 2 Kings 5:26; 6:8-12), prophecy of future events (cf. 2 Kings 7:1-20; 17:14-19), numerous miracles including healings (cf. 2 Kings 5), multiplication of food (Mark 8:1-10; cf. 2 Kings 5), power over nature (Mark 4:35-41; 5:45-52; John 6:16-25; cf. 1 Kings 18:36-39; 2 Kings 1:8-15), raisings from the dead (Mark 5:35-43; Luke 7:11-17; cf. 1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:8-21; also Matt 27:52 cf. 2 Kings 13:21) and apparently visionary experience, ecstasy and hearing God’s voice (Mark 3:10-11; 9:1-13; Luke 10:17-21; cf. 1 Kings 19:7-18; 21:17; 22:19-24; 2 Kings 1:3-4, 15; 2 Kings 6:13-17). Jesus identified himself as a prophet (Matt 13:57; Mark 6:4; Luke 4:24) and his disciples set out on mission as his prophetic servants (Matt 10:40-42), whose precursors were the persecuted ancient prophets (Matt 5:12). He once instructed those he sent out to greet no one on the road, as Elisha had bade his servant Gehazi when on an urgent mission (Luke 10:4; cf. 2 Kings 4:29). 


We know little about the inner operation of the ‘sons of the prophets’ of the time of Elijah and Elisha, but there are at least two hints of communal economy. According to 2 Kings 6:1-2, a group of ‘sons of the prophets’ lived in a common house under the charge of Elisha. At Gilgal, Elisha commanded the guild who sat under his charge to “Put the large pot on, and make some stew for the sons of the prophets” (2 Kings 4:38-41). Elijah and Elisha appear not to have depended on personal property, but to have lived by the generous patronage of their supporters (1 Kings 17:8-24; 2 Kings 4:8-37). Jesus may have developed this scriptural model, resulting in his gathering of a peripatetic prophetic group around him that embodied an alternative society. Jesus’ disciples James and John reveal the challenge of virtuoso religion to hierocracy in their request to Jesus that they might occupy the best thrones next to his when Jesus established his kingdom in Jerusalem (Mark 10:35-37). This question shows that the Twelve understood themselves as an elite who paralleled the phylarchs.
 Jesus deliberately chose twelve disciples in order to press an eschatological claim to address the twelve tribes,
 and to set a picture of perfect relations in matters of property at the heart of his vision for the renewed nation. In this the pattern of his group goes beyond the scriptural model of prophecy, and complements the absolute claim he makes for himself in other ways over against the sequence of mere prophets (cf. Mark 12:1-12).
 Renunciation of property and practical community of goods figure more prominently in the depiction of his travelling party than in the scriptural presentation of the similar practice of the early Israelite prophetic group. These differences show the adaptation of the scriptural model to Jesus’ own purposes and to the needs of the age, and the prominence of the issues of poverty and wealth amongst those needs. Jesus pressed his points about wealth, possessions and poverty upon his audience with a lived, ideal alternative in the distinctive social pattern of his travelling group, an antistructural utopia which served as an observable critique of greed.

4. The Bipartite Mode of Practice with respect to 
The Property of the Jesus Movement

Jesus proclaimed in a memorable saying: ‘You cannot serve God and mammon’ (Luke 16:13; Matt 6:24). Martin Hengel has suggested that ‘Jesus attacks mammon with the utmost severity where it has captured men’s hearts, because this gives it demonic character by which it blinds men’s eyes to God’s will ​– in concrete terms, to their neighbour’s needs.’ Hengel emphasises the preservation of the Aramaic mammon in the Greek sayings tradition: ‘Perhaps the early church left this Semitic loan-word untranslated because they regarded it as the name of an idol: the service of Mammon is idolatry.’
 We may compare how Paul calls greed ‘idolatry’ (Col 3:5).
 Possessions may seduce human beings away from the exclusive worship of which only God is worthy. Jesus emphasised that the ‘deceitfulness of wealth’ (Mark 4:19) might choke his word of repentance. However, while renunciation of property was definitely a part of the movement Jesus began, he did not require renunciation of property of all who believed in him. Only those he chose for the spiritual calling of teaching, healing and wielding authority over the demonic world were to renounce property. Such disciples were to give up all that they had, selling their possessions and giving away the proceeds to the poor  (Luke 12:32-34, 14:33). They left all to follow him (Mark 1:16-20, 2:13-17; Luke 5:1-11). Like Jesus on his preaching tours, their connections with the ordinary world were in effect to be severed (Matt 8:19-22; Luke 9:57-62).


The Essene movement also incorporated a bipartite social structure, comprising both marrying groups and the ‘upper echelon’ of male celibates who renounced property. These, as the Rule of the Community shows, were more intensely involved with study and prayer.
 Josephus tells us that the celibate male Essenes when travelling from one place to another would be welcomed and offered complete hospitality by the community of celibates they found at their destination. He explains that in consequence of the certain provision which awaited them they carried ‘nothing whatever with them on their journeys, except arms as a protection against brigands’ and goes on to emphasize the frugality of these celibate males in changing neither garments nor shoes until they are worn with age.


Josephus’ description of the male celibate Essenes’ mode of travel and frugal dress is a very close analogue to the ‘mission charge’ passages of the Gospels. Jesus forbad those who preached his message to carry food, money, wallet and changes of garments and shoes.
 Nothing in Jesus’ instructions definitely suggests that he desired onlookers to note any distinction between the mode of travel of those who proclaimed his message and travelling celibate male Essenes.
 We may fairly conclude that Jesus’ instructions concerning possessionless travel for the purpose of preaching expressed largely the same values with respect to property as the possessionless travel of Essene renouncers, perhaps practiced by other Jewish virtuosi too, and may have imitated such Jewish models rather than the Cynic mode of travel, as is currently often claimed.

Among Jesus’ first followers, those who were not called to wield spiritual authority were allowed to retain private property. Such supporters were to be generous and unostentatious in their almsgiving, and to lend willingly to those who asked (Matt 5:42; 6:2-4). Implicit in the Gospel narratives are local supporters who offered hospitality to Jesus and his travelling party, and whose houses often became the venue for teaching. Such local figures of good standing (Matt 10:11, cf. Mark 6:10) also hosted those disciples sent out by Jesus in pairs (Mark 6:7; Luke 10:1) to preach, heal and exorcise demons.


According to Luke, Jesus was supported on his own preaching tours by the patronage of women of means, who comprised part of his travelling party. These included Joanna the wife of Chuza, senior steward of the estates of Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee (Luke 8:1–3). Jesus demanded that those with wealth generously assist the destitute and undernourished. Since Jesus and the twelve were religious virtuosi who practised renunciation of property and community of goods, when they exhorted ‘the haves’ to share with those who had not, their exhortations would have carried a certain moral and strategic legitimacy. We see this in the story of Zacchaeus, who, gladdened by Jesus’ presence in his house, both repented of his misdealings as a senior tax-collector and made restitution, giving half his wealth to the poor (Luke 19:1-10). As one who practised renunciation and community of goods, Jesus was able to employ the sharpest devices in his exhortation of the wealthy without fear of rebuke. Though engaged in full-time religious activity, supported by wealthy patrons and no longer practising his craft as a tekton, Jesus was never accused of hypocrisy, except perhaps on the occasion of the ‘glutton and drunkard’ accusation, perhaps meant to accuse him of the despised luxury of the wealthy with whom he sometimes associated. This accusation was easily parried and never stuck (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:34). Jesus successfully maintained his honourable reputation as a religious virtuoso of impeccable character. Hence he was able powerfully to rebuke with his parable of the rich fool the greed of farmers who selfishly hoarded surplus grain and other goods, looking forward to a life of easy luxury (Luke 12:16-21; cf. GosThom 63). From justified moral high ground, he threatened owners of great estates who indulged themselves the fine garments and rich feasting with his parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). Despite the strictures of the Law and the Prophets, the parable tells of a rich man who ignored the needs and appeals of a poor sick man who has languished at his gate. He is condemned to unmitigated torment, while awaiting resurrection and final judgement, in a fiery corner of the place of the dead (cf. 1 Enoch 21–22).


Such firm teaching means that, as we see the transition from Jesus’ travelling party in the Gospels to the settled church of Acts, we should expect to find a continuation of virtuoso practice including renunciation of property, community of goods, and generosity from the wealthy patrons around Jesus’ growing group, which is precisely what we appear to find in Acts 2:44-45 and 4:32-36.


We have noted that the disciple Judas administered the common purse of Jesus’ travelling group of disciples (John 12:6; 13:29). We may assume that the monetary support of wealthy and high status women patrons (Luke 8:1-3) was received into this purse. Disbursements for the poor appear to have been made from this common purse during Jesus’ ministry. According to Mark, some present at Jesus’ anointing at Bethany imagined that the costly perfumed oil poured over Jesus might have been sold and the proceeds donated to the poor, probably through the auspices of Judas as the group’s treasurer (14:4–5). Matthew tells us these detractors were disciples (26:8–9), while John identifies Judas as the lone, or perhaps principal, scolding voice. John tells us that at Jesus’ last supper some of his disciples, after Judas’ departure following Jesus’ cryptic words to him, thought Jesus had instructed him to make purchases for the group’s needs at the feast, or to give alms to the poor (12:4–6). This suggests a pattern of both common expenditure on the virtuoso group’s own behalf and disbursements for the poor from the common purse. When Jesus asked Philip where bread might be purchased to feed a large crowd near Passover, Philip exclaimed that two hundred denarii would not suffice. Jesus’ question was intended to test Philip (6:5–7), perhaps because it was not usually beyond the financial resources of the common purse to aid the needy in Jesus’ audience.


We may assume that Jesus frequently sanctioned expenditures for the needy outside his immediate group from his group’s common purse. Very substantial benefactions would have been within the means of Jesus’ wealthy elite women patrons. Jesus often appears dining and teaching at meals; the existence of the common purse suggests that his travelling party did not always dine at the expense of local hosts. I would take the view, rather, that the needy probably received assistance at open meals financed from the travelling group’s purse, though certain meals were private to Jesus and his travelling group. We may assume that Jesus was able to offer more assistance to the needy than food alone, through the resources of the common purse, and that he was often influential enough to precipitate generosity from local (and perhaps distant) benefactors when resources proved too little to meet all legitimate needs. The complete consecration to service in God’s Kingdom of Jesus’ mobile party of disciples was expressed, in part, by their possessionless travel and generous common life.

The Essene movement also embraced both religious virtuosi and many who both married and retained property. Josephus called these a ‘second order’ of Essenes.
 Their way of life was regulated by the Code of Damascus (CD) or Damascus Rule. The two orders of Essenes together comprised the Essene covenant, which was termed in the Damascus Rule the ‘new covenant’.
 According to the Rule of the Community, the ‘instructor’ was to ‘welcome into the covenant of kindness all those who freely volunteer to carry out God’s decrees.’
 The marrying members of the wider Essene covenant accepted mutual economic responsibility for each other, to which aim they contributed substantial sums to a central fund regularly:

And this is the rule of the Many, to provide for all their needs: the wages of at least two days each month they shall place into the hands of the Overseer and of the judges. From it they shall give to the injured and with it they shall strengthen the hand of the needy and the poor, and the elder who is bowed down, and to the sick and to the prisoner of a foreign people, and to the girl who has no redeemer, and to the youth who has no teacher, and for all the works of the community,  and the house of the community shall not be deprived of its means. (CD XIV.12-17)

This section of the Essene Damascus Rule bears remarkable similarity with a passage from the second-century Christian apologist Aristides, who emphasizes the mutual economic support amongst Christians:

Kindliness is their nature. There is no falsehood among them. They love one another. They do not neglect widows. Orphans they rescue from those who are cruel to them. Every one of them who has anything gives ungrudgingly to the one who has nothing. If they see a travelling stranger they bring him under their roof. They rejoice over him as a real brother, for they do not call one another brothers after the flesh, but they know they are brothers in the Spirit and in God. If one of them sees that one of their poor must leave this world, he provides for his burial as well as he can. And if they hear that one of them is imprisoned or oppressed by their opponents for the sake of their Christ's name, all of them take care of all his needs. If possible they set him free. If anyone among them is poor or comes into want while they themselves have nothing to spare, they fast two or three days for him. In this way they can supply the poor man with the food he needs. (Aristides, Apology, 15)
We may note that those whose high degree of mutual economic commitment Aristides describes in such remarkable terms understood themselves to be co-members of a new covenant. Paul emphasized, when horrified that some drank while others went hungry at the Christian meal in Corinth, that all were members of a covenant, sealed with Jesus’ own blood.
 We would be incorrect to divorce entirely the high degree of mutual economic commitment which emerged amongst the early Christians from the covenanted, communitarian form of Judaism we know of as Essenism, with its bipartite socio-economic pattern. Local Christian congregations too formed only a part of the total social structure of early Christianity through its first century or more. They were served by peripatetic missionaries who appear to have renounced all for the sake of preaching the message of Jesus, and were the founders and spiritual authority over the local congregations, capable of successfully exhorting local wealthy figures, such as these misdemeanants in Corinth, to generosity towards the poor.

5. Community of Property in Acts

The Gospels, then, bear witness to receipts from wealthy patrons into the common purse of Jesus’ disciple-group, and probably to disbursements for the needs of both Jesus’ travelling party and the needy outside this group. We probably find, early in Acts, a continuation of this pattern. All who believed and joined the expanding group of Jesus’ disciples ‘had all things in common’. Believers sold their possessions; distributions were made to meet the needs of all (2:44-45). We learn that ‘as many as owned lands or houses sold them’, laying the proceeds at the apostles’ feet (4:34-35). The Levite Barnabas sells land (4:36-37). These events occurred only weeks after Jesus’ death and resurrection. Since these accounts appear in Acts, it is easy to conceive them primarily as part of ‘Church History’, and to look forward to the later chapters of Acts and the letters of Paul for analogies to help us understand their pattern, rather than to look back to the ministry of Jesus in order to find their direct root in the practice of his travelling party. During the period between Jesus’ last Passover and the subsequent Pentecost feast, his disciple-group, according to Luke-Acts, settled in Jerusalem and followed a life of intense, continuous prayer and worship. The group of Jesus’ followers, gathered from Galilee and planted in Jerusalem, were somehow billeted together in the guest premises of ‘the room upstairs where they were staying’. There, they lived a communal life together, ‘constantly devoting themselves to prayer’, and so continued the communal sharing initiated by Jesus, their now heavenly master  (Acts 1:13–14; cf. Luke 24:49–52; Acts 1:1–5). Their economic pattern of life – based around a common purse into which large donations were received from wealthy patrons, a common purse from which the group lived, a common purse from which the needy might receive support – was not a novum. This economic way of life bore the stamp of Jesus’ authority and practice, and expressed the continued consecration to him of those who proclaimed him as heavenly Lord. It was also analogous to the economic sharing of many respected Judaean religious virtuosi.


The skeptical view of the ‘community of goods’ of Acts 2–6 has found various difficulties with the Acts account, which I have dealt with at length in other publications and can only overview here:
 

1. ‘Utopian’ stylizing of these passages in phrases such as holding ‘all things common’ and calling ‘nothing one’s own’ is clearly present, but does not undermine the historical value of the accounts. Philo and Josephus stylize their accounts of Essene virtuosi with a wide variety of motifs drawn from philosophical reflection on the ideal society, but since the discovery of the Rule of the Community from Qumran, such stylizing is no longer taken as a sound argument against the existence of Essene communities which fully shared their property. In Acts too, stylizing after the model of high Greek ideals of sharing cannot disprove the essential historicity of the original formal community of goods of the earliest post-Easter followers of Jesus in Jerusalem.

2. Peter’s challenge to Ananias and Sapphira emphasizes that their property donation was voluntary (Acts 5:3-4). This is often taken as an argument that there was no universally practiced community of property within the group. Despite the extraordinarily frequent repetition of this argument, it is fallacious. Community of goods when practiced by virtuoso religious groups is always undertaken on a voluntary basis. However, those who voluntarily choose to join a ‘common life’ are obliged fully to follow whatever rule and range of obligations are the norm. Moreover, in Peter’s emphasis on Ananias’ property belonging to him equally in two successive stages (‘before it was sold it was yours, and after it was sold it was in your power’), there is an echo of the multi-stage procedures which are typical of groups which practice community of property. The Essene novice surrendered his property to the community in the penultimate stage of his entry in the community, but it still belonged to him until his final examination and permission to enter the community fully (cf. 1QS VI: 13-23). That we find reflected in Acts such a procedure from the immediate local, cultural environment is a very strong argument that there was a formal property-sharing structure in the earliest community of Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem. In my view, community of goods was the universal or intended universal practice of the first believers in Jerusalem for perhaps the first year of the group’s life, perhaps becoming the practice of only an ‘inner group’ within the community at the time of, and as a result of, the dreadful punishment of Ananias and Sapphira.

3. In Acts 6:1-6, a problem of care for a group of widows emerged “when the disciples were increasing in number.” This has been taken as an argument that there was no community of goods extending across the whole community, but only charity to underprivileged groups. I would argue, however, that at this point we witness the spread of the Gospel of Jesus to new types of groups in Jerusalem, those called at ‘Hellenists’ (Acts 6:1). These were groups growing within the Greek-speaking synagogues of Jerusalem (6:9). The Hellenist widows were not incorporated into the central property-sharing group; the leaders of the Hellenist Christians appear, rather, to have been encouraged to administer almsgiving arrangements within their own communities. Although believers amongst the Hellenists are called ‘disciples,’ they did not practice renunciation of property. At the beginnings of the Jesus movement, it appears that only the travelling group of twelve disciples, and Jesus himself, practiced renunciation, while local adherents to Jesus did not. There emerged a pattern of two types of discipleship – i.e., those who practiced renunciation and those who did not (such as Mnason, perhaps, who is said in 21:16 to be among the earliest of the Jerusalem disciples of Jesus and yet still retained his house).

In light of these three reinterpretations of its evidence, the Acts account of the community of property of Jesus’ earliest followers in Jerusalem may be taken as a good historical report. 

The cultural and economic context of the community of goods practiced by Jesus’ travelling party and the earliest group of his followers in Jerusalem was part of the wider response of Jewish pietist groups to the economic problems of the age. The difficulties of providing a subsistence diet for all may lead to the ideal of a ‘virtuoso’ or ‘holy’ life, where many of the poor may find a place in community with those who serve the poor.
 Virtuosity may find expression in personal possessionlessness and communal devotion to study, prayer, preaching and charitable works, community of property, and even an ideal of frugal consumption. Those most vulnerable in the outer economic world, especially the children of poor families, are often drawn into this life of devotion. While those who become religious virtuosi may forgo the pleasures and status of heads of families, they gain great honor as the preservers, interpreters and ideal practitioners of holy tradition. According to the religious world-view generated, the poor who become religious virtuosi are no longer the ‘offscourings of the earth’ but those of greatest status. The material has been ‘traded’ for the spiritual in their lived, respected, reversed image of the social and economic relations of the wider world. Moreover, in view of the high honor paid to the religious renouncer by the whole of society, such figures and communities are not only able to encourage the rich to be generous towards the poor, but are also trusted to administer such redistribution wisely and without self-interest. It would appear that the Jerusalem Church began as such a ‘holy community of property and life.’ Over time we may assume that the property-sharing practice of the first group became reduced to that of an inner group, which continued to operate as a base for ‘apostolic operations,’ a place to which the peripatetics might retire when not on active mission. Perhaps this central group of the Jerusalem church drew in and provided both nourishment and training in the Jesus tradition for many children of the poor of Judaea. Some of these may have become the next generation of missionary apostles, while others probably married and became ardent supporters of the missionaries and their central base, and of its continued work amongst the poor.


The ‘community of goods’ of Acts 2-6 does not offer scriptural legitimation for those who would extend community of property across the whole of the Christian congregation, or across the state. The Reformation rejection of the ‘apostolic life’ of religious orders has, however, denied to readers of biblical scholarship a pointer to its true application, in the life of voluntary virtuoso religious communities. The renunciation of property of Jesus, his travelling disciples, and of early believers in him in Jerusalem offers precedent for voluntary groups within the Christian church who renounce property and practice community of goods, a model especially suited for mission amongst the poor. This may not sound an exciting conclusion to those eager to press a political case concerning world poverty or to encourage Christians to generosity. However, the significance of the actual model of the common purse of Jesus and his travelling party, and their first social project in Jerusalem, teaches much. In the most difficult situations of poverty, groups achieve a great deal who together share property and channel resources to the most needy in the context of their whole witness and community life. Such groups act for the wider Church and can be richly supported by it; their mode of life demonstrates a real identification with the plight of the poor. 
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