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Despite claims that modern Catholic social teaching has supplanted the church 
fathers’ teaching on private property, this article argues for greater continuity with 
regard to Ambrose of Milan in particular. Ambrose’s moral teaching on property 
is in large measure consistent with that of modern Catholic social teaching. While 
Ambrose does not affirm the prelapsarian legitimacy of private property, he does 
(as does Catholic social teaching) affirm its practical, postlapsarian legitimacy, 
even while emphasizing the duties of property owners toward those in need.

Introduction
United States politics over the past few years has swept the term socialism 
back into the headlines of public discourse. It has also rekindled discussion of 
Christianity’s disposition toward socialism and the legitimacy of private prop-
erty. Some of the most celebrated documents of Catholic social teaching (CST) 
specifically condemn socialism and affirm the legitimacy of private property. In 
Centesimus Annus, John Paul II affirms the teaching of Leo XIII that the right to 
private property derives from human nature and asserts that the right “has always 
been defended by the Church up to our own day.”1 Although Francis has been 
taken as more favorable to left-wing ideology, neither he nor Benedict XVI has 
made pronouncements that would render John Paul II’s claim obsolete, though 
emphasis has certainly shifted under Francis.2

Yet, there have long been challenges that this teaching on private property 
has supplanted earlier Catholic thinking and has for some time led to contro-
versies regarding the Church’s social teaching.3 Arthur O. Lovejoy identifies a 
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“communistic strain” within early Christianity and describes Ambrose of Milan 
(340–97) as one of its most radical proponents.4 Lovejoy’s perspective is no out-
lier, but rather exemplifies a tendency in mid-nineteenth- through mid-twentieth-
century scholarship to view early Christianity as proto-communist.5 Significantly, 
this scholarly corpus developed around the same time as CST. Since the Roman 
Catholic Church considers Ambrose as both a father and doctor of the Church, 
his alleged communism represents a sizable, though not definitive, challenge to 
claims of continuity in the Church’s position on private property. The father of 
modern CST, Leo XIII, grants “supreme authority” to unanimity in the fathers’ 
interpretation of Scripture, but also presents their individual teachings on Scripture 
as strongly directive.6 Ambrose’s scriptural exegesis regarding private property 
carries weight, even on its own, for Catholics; it also provides an instantiation of 
a dominant current within patristic teaching—a current that appears to challenge 
continuity in the Catholic position on private property.7 

In this article, I investigate whether Ambrose’s theory of private property 
is compatible with that found in CST.8 Theorizing about the origins of private 
property marks both CST’s and Ambrose’s accounts. They both also consider 
how private property ought to be considered and treated in this present world. 
The compatibility of these theories will here be judged as regards private prop-
erty’s origins and its proper use. I begin by delineating CST’s account of private 
property, since it is more systematic and consequently sets a stronger frame-
work for judging compatibility. I then turn to Ambrose’s account and make the 
comparison. In discussing Ambrose’s account, I also note other examples from 
the patristic corpus that give context to his thought and that show variations in 
and departures from the current of which he is a part. These examples are by no 
means exhaustive.

Catholic Social Teaching on Private Property
Three principles underlie CST’s theory of the origins of private property: (1) that 
the right to private property derives from nature; (2) that created goods originally 
become private through human labor; and (3) that these goods were created to 
benefit all people, and not just their owners.

When CST declares that the right to private property derives from nature, it 
means human nature. Leo XIII indicates this denotation when he describes the 
right as “one of the chief points of distinction between man and animal creation, 
for the brute has no power of self direction [sic].”9 Intertwined with the power of 
self-direction are reason and the ability to anticipate the future. Catholic social 
teaching reasons from these characteristics that the human person has the right 
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“to possess things not merely for temporary and momentary use, as other living 
things do, but to have and to hold them in stable and permanent possession; he 
must have not only things that perish in the use, but those also which, though they 
have been reduced into use, continue for further use in after time.”10 The right 
to private property is thus not of human invention and as such has ontological 
precedence over the civil law, which confirms it.11 

The natural world, however, does not itself distribute property to members 
of the human race, but rather ownership arises principally from the application 
of labor to the natural world.12 John Paul II roots this theory in Genesis where 
God gives the world to humanity:

When we read in the first chapter of the Bible that man is to subdue the earth, we 
know that these words refer to all the resources contained in the visible world 
and placed at man’s disposal. However, these resources can serve man only 
through work. From the beginning there is also linked with work the question 
of ownership, for the only means that man has for causing the resources hidden 
in nature to serve himself and others is his work. And to be able through his 
work to make these resources bear fruit, man takes over ownership of small 
parts of the various riches of nature.13

Through their labor, humans exercise their right to private property and make 
the riches of creation serviceable for present and future use. Based as it is on 
God’s decree to take dominion (given on the sixth day of creation), this account 
would conceive private property as compatible with the prelapsarian condition, 
though such a conclusion remains implicit within CST.

Here it bears noting the common distinction between the prelapsarian and 
postlapsarian conditions. The fall—the lapse from original innocence—sets 
a boundary between prior and posterior states of human existence. Human 
life has changed since the fall; discord has ruptured the original harmony. In 
Genesis’s account of the fall, sweaty toil, painful childbirth, and death now enter 
the world. Even human behavior has changed. Adam and Eve now sense their 
nakedness and adopt clothing. Yet the prelapsarian condition still has bearing 
on proper human behavior in a postlapsarian world. Moses may have permitted 
divorce because of the Israelites’ hardness of heart (Matt. 19:8), but Christ recalls 
the prelapsarian intention of the spouses’ becoming “one flesh” and from this 
prelapsarian intention insists that “what therefore God has joined together, let not 
man put asunder” (Matt. 19:4–6 RSV). Similarly, CST—and Ambrose for that 
matter—while recognizing the distinction between humanity’s prelapsarian and 
postlapsarian conditions, discusses private property in this present, postlapsarian 
world in light of the prelapsarian condition.
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According to CST, from the creation—and thus in the prelapsarian condi-
tion—the right to private property finds its origin and its limit. Even though 
each person has a natural right to private property, God through nature did not 
bestow portions of the world on individual human beings. Rather, CST conceives 
the natural world as a divine gift to the whole of humanity. The divine purpose 
expressed in this gift it calls the universal destination of goods. In Centesimus 
Annus, John Paul II captures these two sides of CST’s theory:

God gave the earth to the whole human race for the sustenance of all its mem-
bers, without excluding or favouring anyone. This is the foundation of the 
universal destination of the earth’s goods. The earth, by reason of its fruitfulness 
and its capacity to satisfy human needs, is God’s first gift for the sustenance of 
human life. But the earth does not yield its fruits without a particular human 
response to God’s gift, that is to say, without work. It is through work that man, 
using his intelligence and exercising his freedom, succeeds in dominating the 
earth and making it a fitting home. In this way, he makes part of the earth his 
own, precisely the part which he has acquired through work; this is the origin 
of individual property. Obviously, he also has the responsibility not to hinder 
others from having their own part of God’s gift; indeed, he must cooperate 
with others so that together all can dominate the earth.14

Private property is thus a means for fulfilling God’s intention of providing for 
all of humanity;15 it is an extension of the principle of the universal destination 
of goods insofar as it is through the exercise of the right of private property that 
the wealth of creation in fact sustains the human race.16 Both the universal des-
tination of goods and the right to private property can promote the same goal—a 
goal that the seventh commandment (you shall not steal) continues to promote 
in a postlapsarian world: “For the sake of the common good, it [the Seventh 
Commandment] requires respect for the universal destination of goods and 
respect for the right to private property.”17 Despite being yoked to this common 
goal, the universal destination of goods and the right to private property may at 
times be in tension or in need of balance.

The tension or balance between the right to private property and the universal 
destination of goods forms the basis for how CST envisions private property’s 
being treated in this present, fallen world. While maintaining that the right to 
private property is derived from nature, CST also holds that the use of the earth’s 
resources was meant for all.18 This right to use the world’s resources has prece-
dence over the right to private property: “Private property, in fact, is under a ‘social 
mortgage,’ which means that it has an intrinsically social function, based upon 
and justified precisely by the principle of the universal destination of goods.”19 
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This “social mortgage” requires a proper attitude toward one’s possessions, one 
that reflects the instrumental role of private property in God’s plan for creation.20 
Catholic social teaching insists that holders of possessions should consider their 
property, though private, as if it were common.21 In Gaudium et Spes, the fathers 
of the Second Vatican Council explain this attitude: “In using them, therefore, 
man should regard the external things that he legitimately possesses not only as 
his own but also as common in the sense that they should be able to benefit not 
only him but also others.”22 In quoting this passage, the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church explains that “the ownership of any property makes its holder a steward 
of Providence, with the task of making it fruitful and communicating its benefits 
to others, first of all his family.”23 Francis goes even further, underscoring that 
ownership must be exercised as a form of administration for universal benefit: 
“If we make something our own, it is only to administer it for the good of all. 
If we do not, we burden our consciences with the weight of having denied the 
existence of others.”24 

Catholic social teaching expects more than the proper frame of mind or even 
that others benefit to some degree from one’s possessions. It goes so far as to 
set limits to the amount of property that one should use for personal benefit. 
Personal benefit is only justified up to the point of satisfying one’s own needs 
and those of one’s household.25 These needs seem to include more than just the 
necessities required for mere survival. On the one hand, CST encourages mod-
eration in consumption as well as “reserving the better part [of goods for use 
and consumption] for guests, for the sick and the poor.”26 On the other hand, it 
permits reasonable requirements for keeping up one’s condition in life.27 Since 
conditions in life differ from person to person and from household to household, 
so do the needs associated with those conditions. In discussing such needs, Leo 
XIII offers in explanation a quotation from Aquinas’s Summa theologiae: “for 
no one ought to live other than becomingly.”28 In the passage from which this 
quotation is drawn, Aquinas nonetheless highlights some cases in which “it 
would seem praiseworthy to forego the requirements of one’s station, in order to 
provide for a greater need”29—praiseworthy, though not necessarily obligatory. 
Nevertheless, CST insists that, once necessities are met, “it becomes a duty to 
give to the indigent out of what remains over.”30 The source of this duty arises 
either from justice or charity, depending on the extremity of the circumstances.31 
Sometimes the betterment of others will call on Christians to give even of what 
they need for their own support.32

Catholic social teaching’s approach to private property in practice thus closely 
follows its theory regarding the origins of private property. Since the right to 
private property is limited by the demands of the universal destination of goods, 
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personal possessions should then benefit not only their owners but others as well. 
Once one’s own needs are met, a duty exists to fulfill the needs of others, and in 
instances when those needs are sufficiently great, it may become a duty to give 
even from one’s own necessities.

Ambrose on Private Property
At the core of Ambrose’s account of private property are creation and the fall. 
The fall for him hinders but does not thwart entirely the purposes set for created 
goods. In Ambrose’s assessment, private property is a postlapsarian artifact. A 
right to it does not derive from nature, nor does its creation, at least principally, 
arise from human labor. Ambrose presents greed as the origin of private prop-
erty. Despite this perceived origin, Ambrose does not call for the abandonment 
of the institution of private property. Instead, private property must conform to 
purposes set from the creation of the world.

As does CST, Ambrose repeatedly affirms that God intended creation to benefit 
the whole of humanity. Embedded in these affirmations, however, is Ambrose’s 
purported rejection of private property. In De officiis, for example, Ambrose 
states: “God ordained everything to be produced to provide food for everyone 
in common; his plan was that the earth would be, as it were, the common pos-
session of us all. Nature produced common rights, then; it is greed [usurpatio] 
that has established private rights.”33 The passage is clearly compatible with the 
all-embracing, divine largesse expressed in CST. Yet, it also contains elements 
that suggest that Ambrose considers the origin of private property in a negative 
light. Natura, as the source of common rights to the earth’s goods, is juxtaposed to 
the origin of private property rights, usurpatio, a term that at first glance appears 
to be a pejorative. To determine whether this account is in fact incompatible with 
CST, we must attempt to determine what these terms here signify. 

Even though natura in Ambrose’s account produces a common right to the 
earth’s goods, the term here signifies something other than the rational nature of 
humans.34 From the statement’s immediate context, the term seems to indicate the 
order of the natural world, whose fruits God has intended for the benefit of all.35 
This interpretation is certainly in harmony with CST, which also declares that 
nature’s gifts were, at creation, available to all and for the benefit of all. One must 
look elsewhere for conflict, which the word usurpatio would seem to provide.

Besides the pejorative meaning of usurpatio (usurpation), it can also have 
the neutral meaning of use or usage. Some scholars have argued that the neutral 
sense is intended here.36 Luciano Orabona, for example, reads this passage as a 
Christian reformulation of a corresponding passage in Cicero’s De officiis.37 After 
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declaring that no property is private by natura, Cicero describes the variety of 
ways by which it became so: occupancy, conquest, law, purchase, or other means.38 
Cicero here appears to use natura as a catchall, allowing different meanings to 
be attached to the term without committing to a specific denotation.39 Cicero 
does, though, appear to have a historical sense in mind, as can be seen later in 
the passage; he consequently does not appear to pass moral judgment on the 
shift from common property to private property.40 In Orabona’s view, Ambrose 
agrees with Cicero that private property does not have its source in nature, while 
asserting “nothing about the legitimacy of private property.”41

Evidence, however, suggests that usurpatio should be viewed as a pejorative. 
Elsewhere within the Ambrosian corpus, the term has predominantly, if not exclu-
sively, a negative import.42 Although De officiis 1.132 could be an exception to 
this trend, context and other indications suggest otherwise.43 The replacement 
of occupatio with the rhyming usurpatio suggests that Ambrose intended a jux-
taposition of his position with that of Cicero.44 This reading is in accord with 
the general tenor of the passage, which is one of rejection of particular views 
of justice advanced by the “philosophers.” Ambrose first rejects the view that 
“a person should do no harm to anyone unless provoked by some injury.”45 He 
considers such a view as inharmonious with the gospel. Ambrose then considers 
the notion that justice demands that people should consider public property as 
being common while considering private property as being their own.46 Ambrose 
declares this attitude to be not in accord with nature, since “nature generously 
supplies everything for everyone in common.”47 Since it is a nature that produces 
common right to the earth’s goods, it would appear that Ambrose considers this 
attitude as related to the establishment of private rights through usurpatio. This 
interpretation is confirmed by a similar passage in Ambrose’s exposition of Psalm 
118.48 In this passage, Ambrose clearly views the origin of private possessions as 
stemming from avarice.49 The weight of the evidence thus appears to be on the 
side of a pejorative sense as regards the origin of the right to private property.

Other church fathers likewise perceive avarice as the origin of private prop-
erty, especially of superfluous property. Basil of Caesarea, for example, presents 
greed as a driving force for the rich who justify their ownership of superfluous 
goods based on mere possession.50 Similarly, Gregory of Nazianzus highlights 
the disparity between divine bounteousness and human greed.51 For him, wealth 
and poverty were terms without existence at creation, but which later sprung 
from evil.52 Although John Chrysostom admits that legitimate wealth is obtain-
able through labor, he presents the covetousness of human forebearers as often 
the origin of private property, an origin that for Chrysostom delegitimizes the 
property so derived.53
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For Ambrose and these other fathers, then, private property (often) does not 
have the wholesome origin conceived in CST: private property arises not from 
labor, nor are rights to it derived from human nature; rather, the sin of avarice is 
their origin.54 Private property is thus incompatible with the prelapsarian condi-
tion. On these accounts, it seems clear that Ambrose and CST present divergent 
theories concerning the origin of private property.

It would, however, be a mistake to conclude from Ambrose’s views on the 
origin of private property that he is some sort of proto-Marxist.55 Even Lovejoy 
admits that “to assert that ‘by nature,’ or in the state in which man was origi-
nally created and was meant to remain, all things were to have been possessed 
in common, did not for a Christian theologian, necessarily imply that private 
ownership is not an inevitable accompaniment of man’s present depraved condi-
tion.”56 Ambrose does admit that the force of justice was weakened by the fall 
and humans “lost the principle of showing kindness to all in common.”57 Private 
property was incompatible with the absolute altruism present before the fall. 
Yet, Ambrose’s writings and life also suggest that he accepts that this altruism 
becomes relative in humanity’s weakened condition, even after the incarnation, 
and allows some possession of property.58

Although Ambrose lauds those who embrace complete poverty, he also consid-
ers private property as compatible with Christian living, not requiring his clergy 
to renounce all possessions.59 He even declares that the cleric who retains enough 
of his possessions so as not to burden the Church “can hardly be described as 
less than perfect,” so long as he gives “whatever is necessary for him to dis-
charge his duty appropriately.”60 Ambrose himself seems to have retained some 
of his property after his episcopal ordination, as can be seen from his eulogy for 
Satyrus, his brother.61 We learn that Satyrus had managed the property that he, 
Ambrose, and their sister shared, and Ambrose praises his wise management of 
that property.62 Thus, it becomes clear from Ambrose’s teaching and practice that 
he accepted private property as part of the present condition and considered it 
compatible with the Christian life.63 

Ambrose does not merely admit private property’s compatibility with the 
Christian life; he also defends the rights of owners against dispossession. The 
inspiration for this defense comes from the story of Naboth, whose vineyard was 
seized by King Ahab and his wife Jezebel (1 Kings 21).64 In De Nabuthae 2.5, 
Ambrose condemns Ahab not for his wealth, but for his covetousness and lack 
of contentment.65 Nor does Ambrose blame Naboth for laying claim to prop-
erty, namely a vineyard.66 Ambrose even indicates that Ahab confesses that the 
vineyard belongs to another and therefore is not his own.67 If Ambrose rejected 
the legitimacy of private ownership in a postlapsarian world, Ahab and Naboth 
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would each be worthy of blame, since each lays claim to the vineyard, which 
would be rightful property of all. Instead, Ambrose takes Naboth as a model in 
defending his claim to Church property against Arian encroachments.68 Vincent 
Vasey notes how “Ambrose invoked the example of Naboth as a case parallel his 
own struggle against the Emperor over the Portian Basilica.”69 Just as Naboth 
considers his vineyard as an inheritance from his fathers, so too Ambrose consid-
ers the Church—and in particular the Portian Basilica—as his inheritance from 
Christ.70 Although Ambrose clearly equates surrender of the church building with 
surrender of the faith to the Arians, he justifies his actions by recalling Naboth’s 
example. Praise and imitation of Naboth indicate that Ambrose considers private 
claims to property as per se legitimate in this present state.

Nevertheless, for Ambrose, even in the postlapsarian condition, the right to 
private property must be exercised in light of the original plan for creation. For 
him, there is a connection between the prelapsarian ideal and how we ought to 
treat our possessions in this fallen world.71 Peter Garnsey argues that Ambrose’s 
account of the primal state was for the very purpose of making a “theological 
point with practical, that is, pastoral significance.”72 While not advocating a 
return to communism, Ambrose “was urging a change in the behaviour of men 
of property.”73 As noted above, the account of property’s origins in De officiis 
1.132 is preceded by Ambrose’s rejection of the notion that private property 
should be treated as private. Instead, Ambrose directs owners to consider their 
property as common and to give to the poor.74 Ambrose’s position is compat-
ible, if not identical, with that found in CST.75 Other fathers embrace positions 
comparable to Ambrose’s.76

Just as in CST, the proper attitude toward property is accompanied by limits to 
the use of property. It is use, or usus, that “perpetuates, to some degree, at least, 
the altruistic element in man’s original relationship to private possessions.”77 In 
speaking of the utility of money, Ambrose reveals his concept of what it means 
to possess: “After all, we possess something if we use it; but if it is beyond our 
ability to use a thing, there is clearly nothing to be gained from possessing it: 
all we have is the risk of looking after it.”78 Superfluous possessions are not 
beneficial to their owners, but rather detrimental. By giving alms, one escapes 
servitude to riches: “For a possession ought to belong to the possessor, not the 
possessor to the possession. Whosoever therefore does not use his patrimony as 
a possession, who does not know how to give and distribute to the poor, he is a 
servant of his wealth, not its master; because like a servant he watches over the 
wealth of another, and not like a master does he use it as his own.”79 Since one 
cannot truly possess goods in excess of what is useful, one becomes a servant to 
ostensible possessions, unless those possessions are given away. By dispensing 
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of superfluities in this manner, the original intention of the Creator is served, 
even in this fallen world.80 In practice, then, the duty to give away any excess is 
comparable to the doctrine of CST, wherein the universal destination of goods 
demands that superfluities be given to the poor. For both, the original intent that 
earth’s riches benefit everyone is preserved through largesse.81

Conclusion
Even if Ambrose’s theory regarding the origin of private property remains incom-
patible with CST’s, his treatment of private property in this fallen world certainly 
is compatible with it. Catholic social teaching takes a positive view of the ori-
gin of private property, considering it as arising from rational nature and work. 
Private property is part of God’s original plan benefiting all humanity and is thus 
compatible with the prelapsarian condition. Ambrose, however, takes a negative 
view of the origin of private property and sees it as incompatible with God’s origi-
nal intention for benefiting all humanity. Arising from the sin of avarice, private 
property is therefore incompatible with the prelapsarian condition. Communism 
is left behind with Eden, and Ambrose advances no program for return to either. 
Instead, he recognizes humanity’s weakened condition, accepts private property 
as part of the new state of affairs (even for Christians), and defends the right to 
hold property. Nevertheless, the recollection of that original communism plays 
the role taken by the universal destination of goods in CST. Both demand that 
the rich give to the poor whatever is superfluous. Ambrose does defend private 
property, but, like CST, only to the point of sufficiency. Although Ambrose’s 
and CST’s theories of the origin of private property are divergent, the practical 
implications derived from these theories are deeply consonant.
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