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Abstract

Against the conventional reading of Luke 18:18–23 as a micro-narrative that revolves around discipleship and the dangers of wealth with regard to inheriting the Kingdom of God, this article reads the text using patronage (and clientism) as a model. It argues that this micro-narrative also mirrors patronal relations in the 1st-century Roman Palestine through which a few elites exploited the majority poor. The description of the chief protagonist in the narrative as a ruler, who was also rich, by Luke casts him in a negative light as a patron who exploited the poor around him who were his clients. From this standpoint, it is therefore argued in the article that the strategy of the narrative is to encourage patrons to move from negative and balanced reciprocity to ‘general reciprocity’ in which giving to the poor without the desire to receive back dominates. This interpretation is still within the framework of the theology of wealth in the Gospel of Luke, which encourages ‘giving without the expectation to receive back’.

Contribution: This article argues that the micro-narrative of Luke 18:18–23 mirrors patronal relations of 1st-century Palestine. From Luke’s description of rich ruler, the first hearers of Luke probably thought of him as a patron who exploited his clients, the poor. The call by Jesus to self-divesture therefore is a call for patrons to move beyond negative and balanced reciprocity to practice general reciprocity in which giving to the poor, without the want to receive back, dominates; this is social-scientific criticism of Luke 18:18–23 mostly neglected in Lukan scholarship.
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Introduction

Luke 18:18–23 is not particularly Lukan because it has parallels in both Mark 10:17–31 and Matthew 19:16–30. These parallels, and that of Luke, in conventional readings, deal with the question of inheriting eternal life equated with entering the Kingdom of God which is to come. In this text (Lk 18:18–23), a rich ruler enquired from Jesus on what he needed to do so as to inherit eternal life. According to Bailey (1983:159), ‘in the opening stanza the rich young ruler wants to do something to gain eternal life as an inheritance’. It is therefore because of the ruler’s zeal to do something and gain eternal life that Jesus gave him an answer. For Porter (1988:1218), Jesus’ answer suggests superfluity because the requirements are encoded in the Decalogue. As Karris (1990:710) pointed out, the law, particularly the love of God and neighbour, shows that the Decalogue contains the requirement for eternal life as Jesus demonstrated in Luke 10:25. Answering from a deeper conviction, the rich ruler told Jesus that he had observed all the Ten Commandments right from youth. However, Jesus demands that he goes one-step further; he must sell his possessions and give the proceed to the poor for him to have treasures in heaven. It is only on this condition that he can be a disciple of Jesus. On hearing this, the rich ruler went away with a heavy heart. In this conventional reading, possessions are presented as an obstacle to discipleship, hence blocking the rich’s entrance into the kingdom of God.

This article proposes to read this micro-narrative from another perspective to uncover its other aspects and show how this can help illuminate the text better. To do this, social-scientific criticism will be applied to the text, using patronage (and clientism) as a model. In this article, it will be argued that the micro-narrative also mirrors patronal relations between the rich and the poor of the 1st-century world of Palestine marred by exploitation. It is in this regard that it will be shown that the rich ruler was a patron who exploited the poor, acquired his wealth and failed to take care of the poor under and around him. Our reading of the text, at the end, will still be consistent with the overall Lukan wealth ethics in which the sharing of possessions with the poor is at the fore, together with the humanisation of the relationship between these two classes of people. It is good to point out that our reading of the text has its own bias and may appear reductionist in some sense. However, we are inclined to believe that an original research is meant to prove a point, whether it is reductionist or not, with regard to its subject of study.

Patronage: A dominant social relationship in the 1st-century Mediterranean world

According to Block (1969), patronage is:


[A] model or analytical construct which the social scientist applies in order [to] understand and explain a range of apparent different social relationships: father-son, God-Man, Saint-devotee, godfather-godchild, lord-vassal, landlord-tenant, professor-assistant, and so forth. (p. 366)



Similarly, Lande (1977) said that:


[P]atron-client relationship is a vertical dyadic alliance, that is an alliance between two persons of unequal status, power or resources each of whom finds it useful to have as an ally someone superior or inferior to himself. (p. 20)



This type of relationship is also called patron–client relationship and is used interchangeably. Neyrey (2004:249) said that patron–client relationship describes the vertical dimension of exchange between higher and lower-status people. For Moxnes (1991:242) patron–client relationships are social relationships between individuals based on strong element of inequality and difference in power. The basic structure of the relationship is an exchange of different and very unequal resources. Eisenstadt and Roniger (1984) classified patron–client relations into: (1) asymmetrical relationship that exist between parties of different status, that is, inferior and superior relationship, (2) simultaneous exchange of varying types of resources, both economic and political where the patron offers these resources and clients respond with promises, reciprocity, solidarity and loyalty, (3) interpersonal obligation that deals with personal loyalties or attachment patrons and clients, (4) favoritism, (5) kinship glaze in which patrons become fathers to their clients, (6) honour which is both given and received between patrons and clients.1

Whilst some of the poor voluntarily entered into such relationships (Santos 2008), most were forced into it owing to debts – the inability to repay high interest loans taken from patrons that led to loss of land, which was the only source of livelihood for the peasants (Eisenstadt & Roniger 1984:208; Fiensy 1991; Goodman 1987:55–59; Oakman 1991; Van Eck 2009b). For the patrons, the basic motivation for this relationship was the accumulation of wealth, honour and respect gained through exploitation of the poor (Wallace-Hadrill 1989:64). Hence, Silverman (1977) told us that in patron–client relationship of the Mediterranean world:


[I]deas about appropriateness might as well include the expectation that patrons will often not do what they are supposed to. It may be expected, for instance, that they will abuse their positions or exploit their clients while adopting manners and languages of paternalism. (p. 10)



In a similar way, Moxnes (1991:248) wrote of patron–client relationship that ‘inequality and asymmetry in power are combined with expressions of mutual solidarity, potential coercion and exploitation from the patron is considered with apparently voluntary relations and mutual obligations’. Equally, Shelton (1988:13–14) said that patronage ensured that the ‘upper class and lower class were bound to one another in relationships which emphasised deference and obsequiousness on the part of many towards a few’. Other scholars such as Goodman (2007), Lorencin (2007), Baker (2010) and Bindell (2013) equally acknowledged the demeaning and exploitative nature of patron–client relationships in the Roman empire.

For honour and respect in the patrons’ view, they must be publicly displayed and acknowledged by the poor.2 As Abiji and Etukumana (2018) wrote:


[A]nyone who received such benevolence accepted the obligation to publicly proclaim his/her gratitude for the generosity of his/her benefactor, thereby promoting and enhancing the reputation of the patron. In this way, the patron helped to enhance the reputation of the patron. (p. 14)



This was why there was competition for acquiring clients because the more clients a patron had, the more honour he received publicly (Uwaegbute 2019a:110). All these show how exploiting this relationship was in such a peasant society.

This kind of relationship was characteristic of Palestine in the New Testament time(s) (Heen 2006), which was an advanced agrarian society. Exploitation was characteristic of that world; the few elites of that world exploited the poor masses as they deemed fit. Studies on the sociopolitical world of Palestine during the New Testament time confirm this fact (Goodman 1987; Häkkinen 2016; Hanson & Oakman 1998; Horsley 1987, 2006; Malina 1988; Oakman 1986, 1991, 2008a, 2008b, 2014; Van Eck 2009a, 2009b).

In Palestine of that time, subsistence and poverty were the lot of the masses not belonging to the elite class. Whilst there were various means through which the few elites of Palestine exploited the poor masses, patronage ranked as a veritable source of exploitation and domination of the poor in that world. It is therefore in this regard that patron–client relationship became a dominant form of relationship between the elites and the peasants, which is also mirrored, for example, in the Gospel of Luke (Reich 2011:33–34). Most of the patrons of Palestine were ungenerous to their clients, the poor; they were only out to exploit and extract from their clients the more for their selfish interests. In the gospels, we come across such patron–client relationship and how they functioned particularly as characterised by exploitation and Jesus’ critique of it (Malina 1988:1–32; Megbelayin 2001:192; Moxnes 1988: 36–47, 62–64).3

Re-reading Luke 18:18–23 in the context of patronage in the 1st-century Roman Palestine

Luke 18:18–23 describes a ruler who was rich (πλούσιος) and probably of the Jewish stock, asking Jesus for requirements for gaining eternal life. This enquiry, as Barret (2012:80) said, is a genuine question from the ruler. The description of this character as a ruler, and wealthy, is very important to the development and understanding of this text particularly, in our present reading of the text in the context of patronage. This description, of course, casts the ruler as a negative character (Bock 2006:1476). However, before proceeding, it is deemed important to describe our use of the terms ‘rich (wealthy)’ and ‘poor (peasant)’, being aware of the complexities surrounding their usages in antiquity, particularly in the Mediterranean context. For sure, the use of these terms in binary context has proven not to help our understanding of them in the context being discussed. Hence, the article will adopt Friesen’s (2005)4 seven-point scale of poverty in Roman Empire in describing both the rich and poor in this article. In a tabular form, Friesen’s poverty scale can be represented in Table 1.
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From this scale, we can better understand who the terms ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ applied to in the Roman Empire at the time being discussed. Whilst the term ‘rich’ would generally apply to people within PS1 to PS3, it applies specifically, in our own usage, to those in PS2 and PS3. The poor would then include people within PS6 and PS7, respectively. As seen in the above scale, their percentages (PS6/PS7) are on the high side of the population. That being said, the character that Luke describes as a ruler and rich would have belonged to PS2 or PS3. In the previous subsection, the aspects of socio-economic conditions of Palestine during the New Testament time dominated by patronage and characterised by exploitation were brought to the fore. Within the context of Palestine where Jesus operated, local patrons would be identified amongst people within PS 2/3 and they were very few as well. On the contrary, as Hays (2012:48) pointed out, the vast majority of the Palestinian population at that time were the poor.

In Luke, examples of patrons identifiable within these scales (2 and 3) are mentioned in 7:1–5, 8:1–3 and 16:19. Hence, by describing this character as a ruler, we can infer that he was a patron who, of course, was wealthy; a description that struck a negative chord in the minds of most poor people of Palestine. This is very probable because Luke assumes that his audience was very familiar with most rulers/wealthy people in Palestine being patrons. This is the point Hays (2012:55) made about this ruler when he argued that in Palestine of Jesus’s time, rulers and the rich are one and the same. And as has been pointed out above, most rich people and rulers functioned as patrons in that world. It is within this context that Luke carefully added that this character was a ruler, an addition which the parallels in Mark 10:17–31 and Matthew19:16–30 omit. This is a fact that Hays (2010:172–174), Johnson (1991:280), Schottroff and Stegemann (1986:191–192) and King (2019:109) agreed on by saying that Luke purposely described this interlocutor as a ruler and rich to intensify his message on wealth ethics. Equally important to our argument here is Luke’s omission of Mark 10:21 record that Jesus looked at the rich man and loved him. In fact in Mark’s record, it seems that Jesus’ response to the rich man to sell all his possession and give them to the poor so as to have treasure in heaven was borne out of Jesus’ love for him. Luke could not have recorded what Mark 10:21 has because, to him, the rich ruler was a patron, a negative character and as such did not deserve Jesus’ love. These omissions tell us what both Jesus and Luke thought about exploiting patrons.

Beyond this, it is important to note that Luke’s description of the character as wealthy tells us much about Mediterranean conception of the rich by peasants at that time. Amongst the peasants of that world, as Malina (1987:355) pointed out, wealthy or rich simply means ‘avaricious’ ‘greedy’. It also connoted exploitation (1991:255).

As Malina (1987:355) added, peasant societies (to which Palestine belonged) saw all resources in terms of limited goods and therefore saw all wealthy people as thieves who had benefitted at the expense of the poor. And this character that Luke described was a ruler, although undefined. Block (1996:1476) dismissed the idea that this ruler was a Pharisee because Luke would not have hesitated in describing him as such. Rather, Bock suggests that he was a magistrate or an official of the high priest. We equally follow Bock’s line of argument by saying that this character probably belonged to the upper class of the Jewish society, and in this regard, had some form of association with the religious leadership of the Jews. Our argument rests on the ruler’s claim in v21 that he had kept all the commandments from his youthful days, probably as from 13 years old when he became a bar mitzvah [son of the law]. This was a time from which it is required that a Jewish youth becomes responsible to keep the law. His answer showed that he was very pious, especially as defined from the perspective of obedience to the law and his own personal conviction (self-righteousness); this is a claim that any religious leader of Israel was likely to make at that time as we saw in the case of Paul in Philippians 3:6. Equally, this argument would not be out of place considering that Luke, particularly, has a way as associating ἄρχων [rulers] with the priests, an indication that they had a place in religious leadership of Israel at the time of Jesus (see Lk 8:41,14:1, 23:13,15, 24:20, Ac 3:17,4:5,8, 13:27,14:5).

The Jewish upper class at that time, which also included the priestly and the religious class, was as exploitative as other ‘secular’ elites. As Goodman (1987:59–66) and Van Eck (2009:353) argued, the priestly class of Israel during the time being discussed was so wealthy to the point that they could not spend their resources via consumption and the building of expensive houses. This meant that they always looked out for opportunities to invest. One such investment was extending credit facility to small farmers who were a veritable source of income. This credit facility is not to be seen as generosity by these people. No, it was purely business – an avenue through which this class of people acquired land(s) of the peasants when they failed to repay their loans. Enslavement was the end result of this failure, with most peasant farmers becoming property of their new masters (Goodman 1987:59–66; Van Eck 1991:255, 2009:353). Hence, most of the Jewish upper class, including the religious leaders, were patrons who exploited the peasants. Therefore, by describing this character as a ruler, and wealthy, we can infer what Luke’s audience thought about him: he was a patron who exploited the poor under and around him. This is why Patella (2009:255) is right in describing this ruler as a man who made his ‘wealth through his wits’.

Jesus, coming from the peasant class and identifying heavily with it, knew who the rich ruler really was. So, no amount of ‘knowing and practising’ the Ten Commandant will absolve him of this great evil – exploitation of the peasants. However, testing him, Jesus offered him a chance to atone for his evil and divest himself of all his ill-gotten wealth. Hence, he was asked by Jesus to sell all he had acquired and share the proceeds with the exploited poor (the rightful owner of the wealth). The poor, represented as πτωχοις here, and from our poverty scale, were those in the 1st century who were scarcely able to maintain their honour or dignity (Malina 1987:355).

Furthermore, the poor refers to those who could not maintain their inherited status because of circumstance and fate that befall their families. These included debts, displacement/being in foreign land, sickness/physical accidents, including those who thirsted and hungered and those with infirmities (Malina 1981:85). By demanding that the ruler sold all he had and shared the proceeds with the poor, Jesus wanted the ruler to take responsibility expected of him as a patron. This was a radical call to self-divestiture for the benefit of the poor of the society, which both Jesus and Luke envisioned. Hence, according to Metzger (2007), Schottroff and Stegmann (1986), King (2019), Hays (2010) and Brown (2014), Jesus’ saying here is a radical call to the renunciation of possessions extended to the rich ruler.5 This command is for the rich ruler to take responsibility of those under him in a way that was even far better than what was obtainable in his world then. It is a radical call to practise general reciprocity, which entailed giving (to the poor) without the desire to receive. This radical call is not to be overshadowed by Jesus’ emphasis on self-divestiture, which was not a character expected of patrons at that time. Rather, the emphasis is on the need for patrons practise general reciprocity by sharing their wealth with the poor even if it means self-divesture. This is the point Hays (2010:172–174) makes when he writes that by calling the ruler to self-divestiture ‘Jesus is seeking first an equitable redistribution of essential resources for the benefit of the poor’. And as we have seen, access to essential resources of Palestine was being controlled by a few elites who were in tune with local patrons.

This is a better understanding than that of Utley (1996:n.p.), which says that ‘the issue here is not the poor as a social problem’.

It is in the above context that the injunction to the ruler equally envisioned the humanisation of the relationship that should exist between the rich and the poor in his society through equitable distribution of resources. Hence, by calling the ruler to share his wealth with the poor, Jesus was at the same time envisioning a context where the relationship between the rich and the poor is made more humane, contrary to what was obtainable in Palestine of his day as by the few elites of that world. But, typical of most patrons of that world, the ruler’s greed, avariciousness and love of wealth got the better of him. He went away dejectedly, refusing Jesus’s offer and failing in Jesus’s quest to re-organise the society by living up to his expected role as a patron who should take good care of his clients and other peasants around him. Although patrons of the Mediterranean world at that time tended to be exploitative, there were, however, examples of those who took responsibility to take good care of their clients and the peasants around them. Examples are seen from secular sources and even from the gospel of Luke and Acts of the apostles. From a secular source, we learn about the case of Dio Chrysostom, a leader in Prusa, an ancient city of Greece. In Oratio, Dio described his being mobbed and accused of holding back his own wealth instead of using it for public good. Dio refuted this accusation, showing that he in fact behaved honourably. According to him, there were honourable behaviour towards the poor and this was what he did. Although he was a rich landowner, he did not deprive his poor neighbours of their possessions or evict them from their smallholdings (Chrysostom, Oratio 46:7–8). This is glimpse of how a patron should behave to the poor in peasants’ eyes and their cultural conventions. Another glimpse of such commendable act of a patron is seen in Luke 7:1–10 involving a centurion living in Capernaum. Although a non-Jew, the centurion’s honourable behaviour to the peasant villagers of Capernaum earned him great praises before Jesus on being deserving for his son to be healed by Jesus. Another related incident involved the case of Zacchaeus, the wealthy tax-collector at Jericho. Although not a patron, he was commended by Jesus on his willingness to pay back those he had exploited to make his wealth (Lk 19:1–10). Looking further afield in Luke’s second volume, the Acts of Apostles, we still find patrons who exhibited behaviours expected of patrons. In Acts 16:14–15, we read the story of Paul’s relationship with a patron called Lydia. According to Moxnes (1991:262), Paul’s relationship with Lydia depicts ‘a complex patron–client relationship’. From the narrative Lydia, a seller of purple goods from Thyatira, out of her generosity offered his house to Paul to stay. Giving her house to Paul to stay could also mean that her house became a house church. Equally, as Bindell (2013:5–6) suggested, the mention of Lydia’s household in the narrative could mean that she had a circle of clients. Thus, she was indeed a patron and her act of generosity is deserving a behaviour expected of patrons in Jesus’ teaching. Another such act deserving a patron is recorded in Acts 17:1–9. Here a probable patron named Jason who may have been a Jew (cf. Rm 16:21). Jason incurred the wrath of the ‘unbelieving’ Jew in Thessalonica for his act of generosity in hosting Paul and his missionary party. The fact that Jason was able to host Paul and his party, in addition to posting bond for both Paul and his party, indicates that he (Jason) was prosperous, wealthy and influential. These equally cast a light on him as a patron. All these characters, shown from both the Gospel of Luke and Acts of the Apostles, therefore, represent a model of patrons who take responsibility for their position as patrons.

The case of the rich ruler is a stark contrast to this model of patrons. It is not in line with Jesus’ ideal of general reciprocity, which is how a patron should behave towards the poor under and around him.6 He (the rich ruler) blatantly refused to share his wealth with the poor whom he exploited to make his wealth in the first place. This then brings us to the core of the text from a patronal dynamic: patrons should take responsibility and share their resources with their clients and other poor persons around them. This is to be done by practising general reciprocity in which giving without the expectation to receive stands out. This will also help to humanise the relations between the rich and the poor as envisioned by Jesus and the Gospel of Luke.

Concluding the reading of the text

Our reading of the text through the lens of patronage provides us with cultural scripts, perceptions and conventions that abounded in the world of Jesus. That world was an advanced agrarian society where very few elites (aristocrats) lorded it over the peasants. It was a world where patronage was a common social relationship characterised by exploitation. Patrons, most times, exhibited negative reciprocity, which had only their selfish interest at heart. In this sense, by asking the rich ruler to sell all he has and give the proceeds to the poor, the strategy of the text from a patronage lens is to denounce the exploitation of peasants by tasking patrons to live up to their responsibility by sharing their resources with the poor who are mostly their clients. By implication, this was a call for patrons to practise general reciprocity through taking care of their clients (the poor) without any form of wanting to receive back. Relatedly, this interpretation underscores the need for the humanisation of the relationship between the rich and the poor. In all this, we see an interpretation of Luke 18:18–23 that is in line with the overall theology of wealth in Luke, which deals with the sharing of wealth amongst the poor by the wealthy without expecting to receive (Coleman 2018; Esler 1987; Hays 2010; Johnson 2011; Kim 1993; King 2019; Kruger 2005; Metzger 2007; Ngele, Uwaegbute & Odo 2017; Pilgrim 1981; Uwaegbute 2019b).7
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Footnotes

1.See also Neyrey (2005:465–466) for other features of patronage in the 1st century.

2.As suggestive in the teaching on leadership by Jesus in Luke 22:25–27, patron-benefactor/client relationship smacks of domination and high-handedness.

3.For an opposing view, see Ascough (2010:600). However, a lot of material in the Gospel of Luke suggests his awareness of the existence of patron–client relationships in Palestine of the time of Jesus as we see in Luke 22:25,7:2–10, 16:19. With regard to patronage in Pauline and other General Epistles contexts, see Chow (1992:188), Davids (1982) Meeks (1983:78, 98, 119) and Vyhmeister (1995:265–283), amongst others.

4.Longenecker (2010) follows the seven-point scale of Friesen although disagreeing with him on percentages of people belonging to different scales. For a similar scale, see King (2019:168–169).

5.For a contrary view, see Phillips (2001), Seccombe (1982).

6.The rich ruler’s act relates to that of the rich fool recorded in Luke 12:13–21 who also refused to share the proceed of his farm with the poor.

7.Our interpretation here does not exclude the possibility of gleaning, from the text, a new form of patron–client relationship based on heavenly treasures. By implication, Jesus’ interaction with the rich ruler may suggest the idea that the rich ruler saw Jesus as a patron with heavenly riches, which he wants to access. However, within the context of patron–client relationship and its application to New Testament texts, Jesus cannot be a patron but a broker through which God, the patron, is accessed. This is a problem associated with such an interpretation of the text. Besides, such a reading of the text is beyond the aim of this article.
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