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In Year of our Lord 1494.  It is near the end of the so-called Middle Ages 

and the rise of the Renaissance.  Much is going on in the world.  In 

light of today’s scripture passages, two names come to my mind.   

The first name, not surprisingly, is Christopher Columbus.  In fact, 

tomorrow is his eponymous federal holiday.   

Columbus has a complicated history with lots of debate.  He did indeed 

change the course of history and opened up the New World to Old 

World—but mostly at the expense of the New World. He was a 

product of his times, but nonetheless, even by contemporary 

accounts, he was ruthless. 

Two years after his first voyage when he stumbled upon islands in the 

Caribbean, Columbus is now on his second voyage and has been 

exploring more islands, looking for gold, exploiting and killing the 

natives even more aggressively, and in 1494 begins enslaving them.  

He also instructs his men to begin Christianizing them.  

God, glory, and gold.  The motto, if you will, of the “Great Explorers.” 

Thanks to a recent article by Presbyterian Minister Whitney Wilkinson 

Arreche (ah-RESH), the other name I was thinking about is Luca 

Pacioli (paw-CHOH-lee). Unless you are an accounting historian, you 

probably haven’t heard about him.   

He was born in Tuscany, Italy and was a Renaissance Man. He was 

educated for a life in commerce and being a merchant, but also had 

an aptitude for math and later became professor of mathematics.  Not 

surprisingly, he liked games, loved puzzles, and was a chess master. 

He also became a Franciscan Friar.  Now the Franciscan Order was started 

in the early 1200s by St. Francis to live a life adhering to the vows of 
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poverty, obedience, and chastity and to have a love for all things—

which includes the Blessing of the Animals we had last Sunday 

afternoon in his name.  

Almost 300 years later, though, Luca Pacioli had a different view.   

In 1494 Pacioli published a book that translated into English is called 

Summary of Arithmetic, Geometry, Proportions and 

Proportionality.  It was a comprehensive book of everything known 

about mathematics.  Really was a great book. 

And it contained a treatise that arguably was the renaissance of early 

capitalist commerce that provided for the profit of European 

Christianity and continues to today in much of our American 

Christianity and culture. 

This insidious treatise was—“Double-Entry Bookkeeping!” 

Christine Menard, our treasurer, or Ceil Gilbert, our internal auditor, can 

explain the details, but simply put double-entry bookkeeping is an 

accounting system where every transaction is recorded in two 

accounts: a debit to one account and a credit to another. For example, 

if a business takes out a $5000 loan, assets are credited $5000 and 

liability is debited $5000. 

Double-entry bookkeeping reduces errors, helps balance the books, and 

reduces fraud.  It truly enabled companies with complex transactions 

to be formed and grow.  And it provided more transparency to 

investors to see where all their money was going.   

It was a good thing—from that perspective.  Double-entry bookkeeping 

became a display of mercantile virtue and gave credibility to 

merchants as a group. “See how honest and transparent we are!” 
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It was making that virtue a Christian virtue where the trouble began.   

At the start of his treatise, in his exhortation to the “Good Merchant”, 

Pacioli *paraphrases* Matthew 6:33.   

The actual verse says, “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, 

and all these things shall be yours as well”, but Pacioli twists it 

slightly to say, “Seek you Christians first the Kingdom of Heaven and 

then the other temporal and spiritual things you will easily obtain as 

your heavenly Father knows quite well what are your needs.”  

The ease of obtaining wealth was a key aspect of Pacioli’s process, and it 

was inextricable from God’s kingdom.  And he got the Pope’s 

permission. 

As Arreche writes, “In his will [Pacioli] legitimated [his] wealth by 

mentioning this special papal bull by Pope Julius II permitting 

property ownership. He also legally willed his soul to God. Pacioli 

might amend Jesus’ declaration in Mark to say, “a rich man can enter 

the kingdom of heaven—if he files the proper paperwork.” 

Pacioli understood that wealth was a matter of reputation and credibility. 

In this way, his entire treatise is an apologetic of sorts to prove the 

virtue of a good wealthy Christian merchant. A rich man can enter the 

kingdom of heaven and the kingdoms of men, given the right system 

and the right reputation. 

Pacioli’s treatise was all about virtuous order: ordering books, ordering 

accounts, and ordering property, in the name of the God who – in 

perfect proportion – ordered the world. It was—heavenly! 

And that order always had an end goal: profit. Not only did Pacioli make 

profit permissible in Christianity, he made profit the will of God.  
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He wrote of loss saying, “You will close [an old ledger account] in this way – 

if the loss following will be higher than the gain, may God protect 

each of us who really is a good Christian! – then add to the credit in 

the usual manner.” 

Today, we might call Pacioli an original peddler of the prosperity gospel. 

I say all this not to knock Pacioli or even capitalism in and of itself, but as a 

history lesson that helps inform in part of how the entanglement of 

money and religion became embedded in our culture today and how 

we have come to admire those who are wealthy and even believe they 

are blessed by God—not unlike Jesus’ disciples.  And, by the same 

logic, those who are poor must have done something in their control 

to deserve it. 

Three men—Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates, Amazon founder Jeff Bezos 

and Berkshire Hathaway CEO Warren Buffett—collectively have more 

wealth than the 160 million poorest Americans, or half the population 

of the United States.  I’m not damning the three of them for being 

rich—but neither can we damn 160 million people for being poor. 

Double-entry bookkeeping and capitalism has enabled the high standard of 

living that we enjoy.  But it also was efficiently used with cold 

calculation for the slave trade in Columbus time and thereafter and 

today with “slave labor” for many of our goods abroad, reducing 

human beings to products and numbers. 

All tools can be used for good or bad.  But, like in the case of Pacioli, those 

distinctions can be blurred.   

But as first verse from today’s passage from Hebrews says, “the word of 

God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing 
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until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge 

the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” 

And that is what Jesus is getting at in today’s gospel lesson.  What is our 

relationship with our possessions and wealth?  What are we doing 

with them?   

After hearing and seeing the man who ran up to him, Jesus loved him. He’s 

the only person in the entire Gospel of Mark singled out as being 

loved by Jesus!   

Like a straight A student in school, the man had such promise, but thought 

he could live his life and gain eternal simply by “being good.”  

But Jesus calls us to also “do good”, to give of ourselves to help others and 

to follow Jesus in his call to a life of discipleship.   

So, by telling the man to sell everything and give it to the poor, is Jesus 

telling us to do the same?  Not sure. 

Can we rationalize that we aren’t rich so the story doesn’t apply to us?  

Definitely not. 

Should we continue to struggle and be mindful of how we achieve our 

wealth and what we do with it?  Yes.  And not just for ourselves 

individually, but as a community and a society as a whole.   

As Amos said, “Seek the Lord and live…Hate evil and love good, and 

establish justice.”  That is what we called to do.  That is the good life. 

In name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


