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Treasure: Ethics, Wealth & Some 
Thoughts from Ignatius 
 
 
Introduction 
Often discussion of ethics and the creation of wealth 
sets up a dichotomy between entrepreneurs or 
business people who, it is claimed, create wealth – 
and others who work for wages or salaries and are 
cast as beneficiaries of wealth creation activity.  The 
flip side of this false dichotomy is that responsibility 
for ethical behaviour in the economic sphere is 
placed on business people with scant attention to the 
responsibilities of other participants. 
 
Rather than covering the same territory, I want to 
explore with you a different track.  By approaching 
from another angle we can focus on shared ethical 
challenges rather than simply pointing the finger at 
one another.  Along the way we will draw on some of 
the thinking of Ignatius of Loyola. 
 
 
Wealth Isn’t Bad 
 
Billy Connolly tells us “I’ve been rich, and I’ve been 
poor – and rich is better!”  A Jesuit colleague puts it a 
bit differently, reminding us, “Poverty isn’t a good you 
know, we’re trying to get rid of it”.  The option for the 
poor is not an option for poverty but rather a 
commitment to pay special attention to the needs and 
perspectives of the poor, giving these priority over 
the wants of the rich.  It’s not that Christians don’t 
care about rich people, but rather as Leo XIII noted in 
Rerum Novarum, the rich are better equipped to take 
care of themselves in these matters1. 
 
Whether we are rich or poor, or somewhere in 
between, ethical questions arise in relation to how we 
acquire wealth, the place that it holds in our lives, 
and how we use wealth. 
 
 
Acquiring Wealth 
 
I’ve framed the question in terms of how we acquire 
wealth, rather than how we create wealth, quite 
deliberately. 
 
If we feel that we have, through our own efforts, 
created wealth, we are likely to feel that we are 
entitled to hold onto it and to use it as we please.  If 
we see everything that is as a gift of the Creator, 

intended for all, we know that at best we participate 
with God in the on-going work of creation.  To think 
that we, by ourselves, create wealth is a dangerous 
delusion. 
 
How have we acquired whatever wealth we have? 
 
Most Australians’ wealth consists in some equity in a 
property and some superannuation.  The most 
common way in which such wealth is acquired is 
through saving from wages or salaries and 
investment through a mortgage. 
 
We are accustomed to asking owners of businesses 
if they make their profits from activities that exploit, 
oppress or damage people or creation, but we should 
also ask the same question of those who earn 
income from their labour.  For whom and what am I 
prepared to work?  Where do I place my time and 
talent?  Is the money I am investing in my home 
earned by collusion in unethical activity?  Do my 
income generating activities - whether I am an 
employer or employee - respect, protect and promote 
human dignity? 
 
Through our superannuation, almost all of us are 
shareholders now, whether we like to think of it that 
way or not.  Should I simply pursue the highest 
possible return, or pay attention to the ethical 
dimensions of each option before me? 
 
As a community we face a profound ethical challenge 
because much of the common wealth of this country 
is based on the dispossession of the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples.  Until there is a just 
and proper settlement redressing the current effects 
of past and present injustices, we cannot tick the box 
on having acquired our communal wealth justly.  We 
find ourselves effectively in receipt of stolen goods. 
 
This raises the question of who we become in the 
process of acquiring wealth. 
 
The culture or ethos of any organization that we own, 
lead, or work for says something about the values, 
attitudes and patterns of behaviour which we 
consider acceptable, and even admirable or virtuous.  
When we invest our time, talent or money in an 
organization, we implicitly endorse the culture that it 
promotes. 
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The Jesuits talk about their ‘way of proceeding’ and 
have a habit of setting out characteristics for different 
works.  These characteristics provide touchstones for 
evaluating different works. 
 
The characteristics of the Jesuit way of proceeding 
can help us to reflect on the ethical merit of our 
wealth acquiring activities.  The last General 
Congregation’s Decree on the Characteristics of Our 
Way of Proceeding2 sets out eight characteristics: 

1. Being people with a deep personal love 
of Christ (we can ask ourselves: how is 
this activity a sharing in Jesus’ 
mission?) 

2. Being a contemplative in action (we can 
ask ourselves: is this activity leading 
me to or away from life, love, truth and 
God?) 

3. Being an apostolic body in the Church 
(lay people can ask themselves: is this 
activity in harmony with Catholic Social 
Teaching?) 

4. Being in solidarity with those most in 
need (we can ask: does this activity 
assist in meeting the needs of the poor 
and the powerless or does it compound 
their situation?) 

5. Being in partnership with others (we 
can ask: does this enterprise value 
diversity, seek to act inclusively and 
reward collaboration rather than 
competition?) 

6. Being called to learned ministry (we can 
ask: does this enterprise nurture the 
ongoing learning or personal and 
professional development of its 
people?) 

7. Being people sent, always available for 
new missions (we can ask: does this 
enterprise respond to unmet needs?) 

8. Being ever ready to seek the magis (we 
can ask: does this enterprise 
continually seek to be of greater 
service?) 

 
This leads us to the place of wealth in our lives. 
 
 
The Place of Wealth in Our Lives 
 
Why is it easier for a camel to pass through the eye 
of the needle than for a rich person to enter into the 
Reign of God?  Wealth and material possessions can 
become idols.  We don’t have to be rich to become 
inappropriately attached to possessions and to place 
our trust in them rather than in God. 
 
In Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, John Paul II called the all 
consuming desire for profit a structure of sin3.  The 

unfettered operation of the profit motive has become 
such a taken for granted part of the way the economy 
is understood to operate that it seems to have a life 
of its own.  This makes it more difficult for individuals 
to act in solidarity for the common good than to act in 
a self interested profit maximizing way.   
 
Actually people are a bit more complex than the 
homo economicus model of rational maximisers of 
self interest.  Altruism is just as real and enduring a 
phenomenon as greed.  I doubt that there is anyone 
in the room who has never ever given any money to 
a charity or volunteered their time.  It is an empirically 
observable fact that money and self interest aren’t 
the only things that matter to people. 
 
The triple bottom line (financial, social and 
environmental) is an attempt to place limits on the 
operation of the profit motive and to honour other 
human objectives.  Profit ought not to be the sole end 
of business.  Ethical businesses contribute to the 
common good rather than taking a narrow view of 
shareholders interests. 
 
It is easier to observe if a business cares only about 
profit than it is to discern the attitude that a person 
has towards wealth.  Are my contributions to a 
superannuation fund and attempts to build equity in a 
home a matter of due prudence, or are they a 
manifestation of my refusal to allow God to be God 
for me?  While we might be able to fool others, we 
can’t fool ourselves.  Remember the story of the rich 
young man?  He kept all the rules, but was not ready 
to give away his possessions.  Jesus didn’t ask 
everyone he encountered to give away their 
possessions.  It seems that Jesus knew that this 
good young man’s attachment to his possessions 
was problematic. 
 
Ignatius understood riches to be one of the ‘vanities 
of this world’ that can trap and enslave us.  Ignatius 
believed that God wants us to be free, and so he 
encourages ‘indifference’ between alternatives such 
as wealth and poverty.  Rather than desiring an 
alternative for itself, we should be open to accepting 
that which draws us to, rather than leading us away 
from life, love, truth and God.  His rules for 
discernment help us to make such choices and they 
are at the heart of Ignatian spirituality. 
 
 
How We Use our Wealth 
 
This leads us to the question of how we use our 
wealth.  Productive investment in enterprises that 
generate employment and produce goods and 
services which meet real human needs is very 
different to conspicuous consumption.  Do we use 
our wealth for the common good or to pursue self 
interest? 
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In Catholic Social Teaching the right to private 
property is qualified and subordinate to the principle 
of the universal destination of goods.  The right of all 
to access to the things they need for a dignified life 
takes precedence over the right to own things 
privately. This is why Church leaders insist that 
distribution – making sure that everyone has what 
they need – is more fundamental than the freedom to 
accumulate wealth4. 
 
Not all of us have capital to invest but we all have our 
time and talents – human capital if you like - to 
invest.  Every person, and every organization, has a 
limited amount of time, talent and resources at their 
disposal.  We all need to focus our efforts and set 
priorities, deciding what, among all of the possibilities 
before us, we will actually do.  How we use the riches 
that we have says something about who we are and 
what we value. 
 
Ignatius faced the same challenge nearly five 
hundred years ago.  
 
In the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus5, Ignatius 
sets out a series of norms for the choice of ministries.  
These are criteria to help Jesuit leaders to decide 
which works they will assign their people to take on.  
A more contemporary rendering by Dean Brackley 
SJ6 explains the norms in this way: 
 
Other factors being equal, we should choose to work 

• where there is greater or more urgent 
need, 

• where more fruit is to be expected (for 
example where more people will benefit), 

• where we have a debt of gratitude, 
• where the beneficiaries of our service will 

in turn help others (the multiplier effect), 
• where the enemy has ‘sown weeds’ that 

could undermine our efforts in future, 
• where both spiritual and material benefits 

can be expected, 
• where we are more equipped to meet the 

need and others are less apt to do so, 
• where there is greater safety rather than 

danger, 
• where good can be achieved more easily 

and quickly, and 
• where works will endure and continue to 

bear fruit. 
 
What have these norms got to do with ethics and 
wealth creation?  They help us to choose the good to 
which our activities are directed.  Ethical use of 
wealth will directed to a good, and in a Catholic 
approach to social ethics, it would serve the common 
good in some way. 
 

The question of directing resources to some good is 
not only a matter for business people.  We can use 
these same norms to discern how we might use our 
time and talent whether in paid employment or 
voluntarily.  For example, the criterion of greater 
need might prompt a teacher to take a job in a low 
socio-economic status area where student retention 
rates are low rather than in a wealthier area where 
students’ life chances are better; the criterion of 
sustainability might encourage us to volunteer with 
an established development agency rather than set 
up our own ad hoc project in response to a natural 
disaster. 
 
The basic question is whether or not the way we use 
whatever riches we have places us in right 
relationship with ourselves, others, the community, 
the whole of creation, and with God. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
If we wish to make a living in an ethical manner – 
whether through profits or a wage – our activities will 
be directed to a real good.  They will contribute in 
some way to the common good, rather than pursuing 
narrow self interest.  Our ways of operating will 
respect the dignity and rights of everyone affected as 
well as the integrity of creation.  Our ways of doing 
and being will contribute to the increase of life, love 
and relationships. 
 
As John Paul II concluded in Centesimus Annus: 

“It is not wrong to want to live better; what is 
wrong is a style of life which is presumed to be 
better when it is directed towards ‘having’ rather 
than ‘being’, and which wants to have more, not 
in order to be more but in order to spend life in 
enjoyment as an end in itself.  It is therefore 
necessary to create lifestyles in which the quest 
for truth, beauty, goodness and communion with 
others for the sake of common growth are the 
factors which determine consumer choices, 
savings and investments.”7
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