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“If you lend money to any of my people, to any poor man among you, you must not play the usurer with him: you must not demand interest from him.” (Exodus 22:25)


The First Reading this weekend urges kindness to the poor, the widow, the orphan and the stranger in the land. In particular it touches upon the theme of usury – the lending of money at interest, or – and this is part of the debate - at illegal and excessive rates of interest.


This area of Church teaching is seldom mentioned today. Penitents seldom come into Confession and say “Bless me Father, for I have sinned. I am a pawnbroker and I demand 25% interest on all the loans I make. I have used my VISA card irresponsibly and have taken out a second mortgage on my house.”


The question of usury is sometimes raised by people who argue that the Church has altered her teaching throughout history, and could therefore change her doctrine about contraception, gays etc.


While it is true that the Middle Ages viewed all interest-taking as reprehensible, indeed usually a mortal sin, it is not true that the Church now permits all lending at interest. The Church still condemns usury in the strict sense. The picture is subtle and depends upon the exact definition of usury.


In the Old Testament, Jews were forbidden to take interest upon loans to other Jews. The poor were to receive interest-free loans, out of compassion and mercy. The Hebrew word for interest is neshekh, literally meaning “a bite” – which to the debtor is what it feels like!


The prophets were severe in their denunciations of usury: “He hath given forth upon usury, and hath taken increase: shall he then live? He shall not live: he hath done all these abominations; he shall surely die; his blood shall be upon him.” (Ezekiel 18:13) They condemn the greed of the rich, who oppress the poor by exacting interest which the unfortunate are unable to pay.


However, Jews were permitted to lend money on interest to Gentiles: “Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon usury; but unto thy brother thou shalt not lend upon usury…” (Deuteronomy 23:20)  Here the Bible does not present interest-taking as inherently evil or sinful, but as unfitting for relationships within the Chosen People. 

Interest is considered a problem of social justice, when the rich accumulate wealth at the expense of the poor.

In the New Testament we find Jesus urging compassion in lending: "Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you" (Matt 5:42). "If you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, in order to receive back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great…… (Luke 6:34).


These passages clearly appeal for Christian generosity. However they say nothing of the intrinsic morality of interest-taking. In the Parable of the Talents, Jesus reproves the lazy servant who hid the one talent in the ground: "You ought to have put my money in the bank, and on my arrival I would have received my money back with interest." (Matt 25:27)  Here is no blanket condemnation of interest taking.


The Church Fathers often emphasized that it is contrary to mercy and humanity to demand interest from a poor and needy man. However they do not develop systematically a doctrine about loans. They simply protest against those who exploit another’s misfortune for their own profit, driving him into greater debt. 


At that time, and through the Middle Ages, money was seen as something “unfruitful” or idle. Opportunities for investment were meagre. One hid one’s gold in the wall, and there it remained. Inflation was unheard of. 


This is a major difference between then and today. As Joseph Rickaby writes: 

"In those days land was hard to buy, agriculture backward, roads bad, seas unnavigable, carrying-trade precarious, messages slow, raids and marauders frequent, population sparse, commerce confined to a few centers, mines unworked, manufactures mostly domestic, capital as yet unformed. Men kept their money in their cellars or deposited it for safety in religious houses. . . . They took out coin as they wanted it to spend on housekeeping, or on war, or on feasting. It was very hard, next to impossible, to lay out money so as to make more money by it. Money was in those days really barren." (Moral Philosophy, 261).

Usury was defined as the lender demanding back anything in excess of the sum loaned to the borrower. Usurers were subject to severe penalties. The Second Lateran Council (1139) stipulated: 

"Furthermore, we condemn that practice accounted despicable and blameworthy by divine and human laws, denounced by Scripture in the Old and New Testaments, namely, the ferocious greed of usurers; and we sever them from every comfort of the Church, forbidding any archbishop or bishop, or an abbot of any order whatever or anyone in clerical orders, to dare to receive usurers, unless they do so with extreme caution; but let them be held infamous throughout their whole lives and, unless they repent, be deprived of a Christian burial."

In Dante’s Divine Comedy, usurers shared the seventh circle of hell with blasphemers and sodomites, below even the suicides – which shows how cultural and moral attitudes have changed since the 14th century. 


The exact theological definition was laid down by the Fifth Lateran Council (1515): "For that is the real meaning of usury: when, from its use, a thing which produces nothing is applied to the acquiring of gain and profit without any work, any expense or any risk." 


What happened, however, if the nature of money changed, and it were to be no longer “a thing which produces nothing”, but could be invested in profitable enterprises, joint-stock companies and the like? Such developments caused a gradual reassessment of the issue of interest taking.

Consider those cases when money is lent not to the poor for their necessities, but to kings for war, or to merchants or adventurers as an investment.


Firstly, there is a certain risk factor involved in any enterprise. Royalty may default upon their repayments, the enterprise may go bust, the ship may founder. The lender can claim a certain percentage to compensate him for the risk, and to cover other bad debts. Furthermore, if he could have used the money to develop his own business, but instead lent it to another, he can rightfully claim some compensation for the loss he suffered in granting the loan.


In Italian cities, there came into existence the Monti di Pietà, originally a type of credit union which encouraged saving and helped those in need. The bank officials needed to be paid. There were modest running expenses, and the levy of a small amount of interest was needed to cover costs.


In the modern world, there is inflation to take into account. An interest rate equal to the rate of inflation is justified to ensure that the lender receives back the same value in money terms.


Whereas in the medieval world, money had been viewed as “unfruitful,” the modern age brought about a demand for capital investment in new industrial schemes. Money began to fructify, and the lenders and risk-takers felt entitled to a share in the profits.

Benedict XIV condemned usury in his encyclical Vix Pervenit to the Italian bishops (1745). Moralist then began to distinguish between legitimate rates of interest, and exploitative usury. The condemnation of the latter still stands:  


Pope Leo XIII's 1891 Rerum Novarum spoke of “voracious usury ... an evil condemned frequently by the Church but nevertheless still practised in deceptive ways by avaricious men.”

The 1917 Code of Canon Law obliged religious orders to hold their money in interest bearing accounts. The times had certainly changed.


John Paul II's  Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1989) mentioned usury only in connection with the Third World Debt crisis. “Capital needed by the debtor nations to improve their standard of living now has to be used for interest payments on their debts”.  

“Although the quest for equitable profit is acceptable in economic and financial activity, recourse to usury is to be morally condemned: “Those whose usurious and avaricious dealings lead to the hunger and death of their brethren in the human family indirectly commit homicide, which is imputable to them.” (CCC 2269)  Less advanced countries should never be forced to suffer “abusive if not usurious financial systems” (CCC 2438)


John Paul II attacked usury as “a scourge that is also a reality in our time and that has a strangle hold on many people’s lives.” (4.2.04)  Nowadays, it is not Shylock so much as the IMF, the big banks, credit card companies, stores and loan sharks who demand exploitative rates of interest. There is a need for debate about the whole capitalist model of economics.


Let me give the last word to the Church of Scotland (1988): “We accept that the practice of charging interest for business and personal loans is not, in itself, incompatible with Christian ethics.  What is more difficult to determine is whether the interest rate charged is fair or excessive.”
