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I created this graphic for a sermon some 13 months 
ago.  It is an attempt to describe the population 
distribution of the Roman Empire socio-economically.  
You can see in the picture that those with power and 
wealth were quite small in number and that there 
really isn’t much of what we would think of today as a 
middle class.  There was the very small upper class 
and the very large lower class. 

I suspect you don’t spend as much time 
pondering these sort of things, but I’ve wondered how it is that the very small upper class 
could possibly stay in power when there were so many people who had neither wealth nor 
power.  Why didn’t they just rise up and overthrow the elites?  The answer appears to be 
the Patronage System. 

According to John Dominic Crossan, what kept the society from completely breaking 
apart were “multiple ligatures of patronage and clientage.  Those without power could be 
clients to the patrons above them, and those patrons might even be themselves clients to 
others far more powerful still.”1 

The patronage system didn’t just grease the wheels of politics and the economy.  In a 
patronage system, “influence was a moral duty: the emperor's needed it, the moralists 
praised it, and countless inscriptions publicly proclaimed it.”2  Clients had a moral duty to 
give their patrons their obeisance and patrons had a moral duty to provide that which was 
necessary to live for their clients.  Of course, patrons wouldn’t give their clients much more 
than the bear minimum, or they might start to climb that narrow pipe and positions could 
be reversed.  And given the importance of shame and honor in the society, a patron just 
couldn’t be shamed by that. 

You can see how the patronage system really isn’t separable from the rest of the 
Imperial economy.  While the rich because rich through systems of injustice (especially the 
accumulation of land) that I’ve talked about in previous sermons in this series, the have-
nots tolerated, or at least didn’t see how to overturn, the injustice because patronage 
system demanded their participation. 

The patronage system as oil for the Imperial economy is, I think, the biggest 
difference between the Imperial economy and contemporary capitalism.  While the size of 
the middle class has expanded and contracted over time, it exists as part of contemporary 
capitalism.  Yes, the adage “it’s not what you know but who you know” carries plenty of 
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truth to it in contemporary capitalism, and the old boys’ network is alive and well with 
plenty of mutual back-scratching today, classical patronage does not hold the power it once 
did.  Even the ultra-wealthy – the Mark Zuckerbergs, Bill Gateses, David and Charles Kochs, 
Oprah Winfreys, and George Soroses of American capitalism – may have disproportionate 
influence in our society, they don’t control things at the level the ultra-wealthy did in the 
Roman Empire. 

In her upcoming book, Grateful, Diana Butler Bass writes about the patronage 
system:  “The emperor or king gave his subjects the ‘gifts’ of protection and provision.  In 
return, subjects offered loyalty, homage, service, tithes, and taxes.  If you failed to return 
the ruler’s favor – such as not paying a tribute or refusing to send your son to serve in the 
army – you were branded an ‘ingrate.’  Ingratitude was disloyalty and sometimes treason, 
crimes punishable by denial of favor, reduction in rank, seizure of property, enslavement, 
prison, exile, or death.  Most pre-capitalist societies practiced this quid pro quo sort of 
gratitude, with its complex of gifts given, debts incurred, and favors owed.  In it limited 
benefits flowed down from privileged benefactors to regular people; and most of the 
wealth flowed up from subject beneficiaries in the form of ‘gratitude’ to those at the top.  
Gratitude was not a feeling.  It was the law.”3 

When I was on Study Leave in November, I heard a wonderful lecture by Bass where 
she talked about how the patronage system has played itself out in Christian theology.  The 
pre-modern view of the cosmos mirrored the oil can diagram of the social structure.  The 
cosmic map was of “a three-tiered universe, with heaven above, where God lived; the world 
below, where we lived; and the underworld, here we feared we might go after death.  The 
church,” Bass explained, “mediated the space between heaven and earth, acting as a kind of 
holy elevator, wherein God sent down divine directions and, if we obeyed the directives, we 
would go up – eventually – to live in heaven forever and avoid the terrors below.”4 

This is the image of that God up in heaven, at least as painted by a European.  The 
great patron looks down on us clients down below.  The priests (patronage brokers of a 
sort) send our prayers up in the holy elevator to God and God sends down commandments 
for us to obey.  It is our duty to obey and to offer our thanksgivings to God.  And just like in 
the economic and political spheres of life, in the spiritual sphere we are obliged to offer our 
obeisance to our spiritual patrons – to the priests, to the bishops, and ultimately to God. 

If God brings us to freedom from slavery, if God brings us to freedom from the 
Imperial economy of scarcity, greed, and never-ending work, to a Sabbath economy of 
abundance, self-restraint, and Sabbath rest, how did we get this Imperial theology?  If Jesus 
was a Jubilee practitioner who came to proclaim God’s Sabbath economy and to restore its 
freedom, how did the church lose sight of it?  Though I like to blame Paul for all kinds of 
problems, I don’t think we can blame Paul for this. 

As Ched Myers puts it, “Footprints of the Jubilee tradition can be found throughout 
Paul’s pastoral correspondence.  The Corinthian epistles provide a wonderful example of 
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how Paul’s practice reflected a fundamental concern for social justice, resistance to Roman 
norms … and desire to demonstrate faith commitment by wealth-sharing. 

“Corinth in Paul's time was characterized by a culture of ‘new wealth.’  It had been 
sacked by the Romans, then rebuilt a century later and repopulated with immigrants, 
entrepreneurs, military veterans and freed slaves.  Located along key trading routes, it was 
prosperous, ambitious, and competitive - and marked by huge disparities between its 
‘nouveau’ elite and its laboring and slave classes.”5 

We can interpret from what he says in his letters to the church in Corinth that he 
was criticised by some Corinthians for “his disinterest in matters of social status, rhetorical 
style, and public performance. … 

“Against … prestige-oriented Christianity Paul pits his own commitment to costly 
discipleship (2 Cor 4:8-11).  He contrasts himself with ‘hucksters of the Word of God’ (2 Cor 
2:17) and those who ‘pride themselves on position’ (2 Cor 5:12), defending his apostolic 
credentials in terms of marginalization rather than status, of suffering rather than self-
advancement, and … of grace rather than merit.”6 

Myers points out, “Under the patronage ethos it was expected that Paul would 
support his pastoral ministry in Corinth either by professional religious begging or by 
positioning himself as an ‘in-house philosopher’ sponsored by a wealthy patron.  Paul, 
however, steadfastly (and in the eyes of many Corinthians, unreasonably) refused to 
become a client of the rich.  Instead, he insisted on supporting himself through a trade (1 
Cor 9; see 1 Thes 2:9).  This stance offended members of the aristocracy and lowered Paul’s 
prestige in their eyes because he worked for his funds.”7 

It’s pretty clear that Paul was pushing against the social stratification of Corinth.  He 
expected their relationships to reflect the new, revolutionary social structure of equality.  
He is regularly outraged by their reproduction of the divisions of the wider culture.  We see 
this reflected quite clearly in the community’s celebration of communion and Paul’s 
reactions to it. 

Paul’s discussion of eating meat sacrificed to idols was not just about diet and 
conscience.  Only the affluent could afford meat, so those scandalized were probably the 
poor in the church.  “Meanwhile, some aristocratic Christians were interpreting Paul’s 
‘gospel of freedom’ as license to continue participating in the Roman Temple feasts.  These 
public gatherings were crucial to legitimizing patronage … and [the] consolidation of 
economic-political solidarity among upper classes.”8 

The dining habits at these public gatherings was very stratified, with those of higher 
social, political, and economic status (those are almost synonymous) eating with the host in 
the dining room, while the rabble ate elsewhere.  That practice was brought into the church 
when they celebrated communion, with the rich eating their fill before the poor members 
of the community even showed up.  We heard in our reading from 1 Corinthians how that 
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infuriated Paul.  “He calls [this practice] a ‘profanation’ of the body of Christ, and even 
speculates whether such abominations might lead to illness and death.”9  “If you must eat 
this way, go home,” he tells them. 

In the wider society, what one eats and with whom identifies one’s social status, and 
Paul will have none of that at the communion table.  “For Paul, the church was to model an 
alternative society where there was no patronage, no hierarchy, no rich and poor.”10  In 
other words, Paul embraced Sabbath economics and insisted that it be lived out around the 
Table. 

He also lobbied for a Sabbath economics to be lived out around the offering plate.  In 
many of his letters, he writes about his efforts to collect money for the economically 
disadvantaged Christians in Jerusalem.  Our writing from 2 Corinthians is part of his plea to 
the Corinthians about his project.  And here, he appeals directly to the scriptural tradition 
of Sabbath economics. 

Paul does not demand that the Corinthian church participate in the collection.  To do 
so would undermine the freedom of the Sabbath economy.  “So he employs instead a 
variety of rhetorical strategies to persuade, some of which are almost amusing.  First Paul 
points to the generosity of other communities, hoping either to shame the Corinthians or to 
inspire them to friendly competition (8:1-7).  Then he points to Christ’s example of ‘class 
defection’ (8:9). … 

“Paul is concerned that the Corinthians will interpret his appeal to share wealth 
according to the expectations and conventions of patronage.  But the obligatory and 
dependent nature of the patronage relationship was precisely what Paul wished to avoid.  
He was asking for Christian justice and solidarity, not charity or patronage (see 2 Cor 9:5-
7).  For this reason, he refers to the project ten times in 2 Corinthians 8-9 as the work of 
‘grace’ (Gk charis).  Paul, the great apostle of ‘grace alone,’ here makes it clear that this is 
not just a theological concept.  [Grace] must include practices of economic sharing.”11 

“By understanding Christ’s life and death as a ‘Jubilee-event’ Paul invites us onto a 
path of grace which seeks constantly to redistribute power, prestige and resources ‘as a 
matter of equality.’  Not only does Paul set a personal example by refusing Corinthian 
patronage and insisting that the church there do the same, he also invites these Gentile 
Christians to practice international economic solidarity with a minority that was widely 
despised in the Hellenistic world:  Palestinian Jews.”12 

Myers concludes his reflections on Paul and Sabbath economics with these thoughts:  
“Today, the crushing burden of indebtedness and profound inequality imprisons more and 
more people in First and Third Worlds alike.  If our North American churches are to 
advocate for redistributive justice for the poor, we, like the first century Corinthians, will 
have to cease mirroring the dominant culture of the global capitalism, with its empty 
promises of upward mobility and trickle-down justice.  We must turn toward the biblical 
vision of Sabbath economics, which is central not only to the Hebrew Bible and the Jesus-
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tradition, but to Paul’s pastoral strategy as well.  The apostle insisted that only disciplines 
of redistribution can overturn our calcified traditions and structures of charity, class 
entitlement, and meritocracy.”13 

To that I would add this more personal and spiritual note.  If we do what Myers 
suggests, if we 21st century Christians adopt a Sabbath economic practice, we will have a 
spiritual awakening about God.  We will realize how limiting this image of God-in-the-sky 
is.  When Jesus talked about the kingdom of heaven, he was not talking about what happens 
after we’ve ridden the cosmic elevator into the heavens after we die.  When Jesus talked 
about the kingdom of heaven, he was talking about God’s political and social vision for 
humanity, a vision that includes a Sabbath economy and that continues to stand in stark 
contrast to political and social visions that dominate and oppress.  “Jesus’ own prayer, ‘Thy 
kingdom come. They will be done, on earth as it is in heaven’ (Matt. 6:10), seeks to align 
earthly ethics with the divine order of God’s dwelling.”14  And because for Jesus the 
kingdom of God is here, at hand, come near, God must be here, at hand, come near.  Heaven 
and God are “here-and-now, not there-and-then.”15  Amen. 

                                                
13 Ibid, 59. 
14 Bass, Grounded, op. cit., 119. 
15 Ibid, 120. 


