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     We're not yet done with our tour through the Decalogue, but we've made progress. If you're impatient to get 
to the end, you can look ahead. Besides the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC 2052-2557), Fr Brian Mul-
lady OP has published The Decalogue Decoded: what You Never Learned about the Ten Commandments 
(EWTN Publishing, 2019), and there is the older book by John Barclay, The Ten Commandments (latest imprint, 
Westminster John Knox Press). An excellent monograph in Spanish is Emiliano Jiménez Hernández's 
Decálogo: Diez Palabras de Vida (Caparrós, Madrid, 1995). 

     The 7th commandment ("Thou shalt not steal") forbids unjust taking of what belongs to others, whether by 
stealth or by robbery, and whether by fraud or by negligence in contractual relationships; the 10th command-
ment ("Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor's goods") challenges us to keep our desires, cravings, greed, envy, 
jealousy in check regarding these goods, and especially lest we end up acting upon disordered desires, and steal. 

- It presupposes the right to private property (that which "belongs" to another) but only as a right that is rela-
tive (besides "unjust" taking, there can be "just" taking). Possession may be 9 points of the law, but it is not all 
10.  

- The ultimate basis for a right to private property (or any claimed "right") is that we have a God-given 
"end" (or finality, i.e., heaven). A "right" can be defined as a "moral claim to what is necessary for us to attain 
our given end." Not an arbitarily "chosen" end, but our "given" end. Our duty is to "choose" as our own, our 
"given" end, to align our will with God's call to us. Created in time, but made for eternity, we have intellect and 
will, and we need some forum, however limited, at our disposal, through use of which we incarnate our decision 
to know, love, and serve God, or to refuse to do so, as we determine our identity forever. Private property is thus 
a trust, hoping for creative use from its owner, in ways that lead us all to heaven. 

- The relative character of ownership of property by individuals is based on the axiom that all things in nature 
are there for the good of all (conversely, to bite the hand that feeds us all is a sin against all, present and to 
come). 

- Those who "have" are entitled to use what they have for their own "needs" (but not for lavish "wants"), while 
recognizing the "universal destination of goods" and the "communitarian nature" of personal identity. They 
ought therefore provide from their "excess" for those in need and for the common good: whether by 
"almsgiving" (to individuals in temporary distress) or by "reinvestment" (in ways that allow social capital to de-
velop and others to use their gifts productively, such as creating a business, in which others can be employed), 
or by "voluntary yielding" to the public authority a portion of their wealth for the same end, the common good 
(through just tax laws). "Justice" in exchange can be that owing in contractual relationships between physical 
or corporate persons (commutative justice), or that owing by the individual to the larger society (legal justice) or 
of the larger society to the individual (distributive justice).  

     Catholic social teaching is often pegged to the 7th Commandment, rooted not just in economic analysis, but 
in the more fundamental intuition of the "communitarian nature of the human person" (Michael J Shuck, 
That They Be One: The Social Teaching of the Papal Encyclicals 1740-1989, Georgetown University Press, 
1991) and embraces family, sexuality, education, subisidiarity, economic and political systems, and religion and 
society.  

     At the root of the 7th, 9th, and 10th Commandments are the words of Jesus: "You cannot serve both God and 
Mammon." "Mammon" is "coveting," "agitated and disordered insatiable desire for more." Thus, "There is no 
rest for the wicked" (Is 57:12). We are reminded, in the inheritance dispute in Luke 12, "A man may have many 
possessions, but they do not guarantee him life. ... Avoid greed in all its forms." And in the account of the Rich 
Young Man, who wanted to "inherit eternal life," we are told that, to be a disciple, we are not to gain the whole 
world, while suffering the loss of our own soul, but instead, to obey the commandments to enter into life (Mt 
19:17), and to do so from a spirit of complete detachment: go, sell, give to the poor, have treasure in heaven, 
then come follow me (Mt 19:21). St Francis of Assisi's joyful mendicant voluntary poverty saw "having" as 
"use" for "need" from "gift"; his extreme example calls us all to ponder real discipleship, in a dynamic the oppo-
site of Mammon. The Roman Catechism several times bemoans the fact that it is impossible to list all the ways 
perverse creativity has managed to violate the 7th Commandment. The saying, "It takes 10,000 laws to make up 
for the loss of a single virtue in society" surely applies here. 


