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The Gift (1923)
Marcel Mauss (1872-1950)

• A gift can be: time,
attention, a meal, skill or
expertise, love.
• Mauss had two key
insights:
– Gifts bear something of the
giver to the recipient
– Gifts are reciprocal

Two Economies
• Market: debt and account
– The workplace
– Commerce and industry
– Government

• Gift: reciprocal donation

– Voluntary organisations (the
church, scouts, local groups,
school governors…)
– The family

Theology and the Gift
• The Holy Spirit is known as the donum amongst Patristic
theologians (Isaiah 11.2-3; John 20.22
• The Church is the community of the gifted (Acts 2.1-13; 1
Corinthians 12; Ephesians 4.11)
• Grace is God’s gratuitous gift for our salvation (Ephesians
2.8)
• St. Paul in 1 Cor 4.7: ‘For who sees anything different in
you? What do you have that you did not receive? And if you
received it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift?’

Creation ex nihilo: the gift of creation
• God is the creator and source of all things,
including time and matter.
• God is supremely free. God is not constrained by
pre-existent material.
• Everything is donated by God.
• We are a gift. That gift bears something of the
giver to the recipient.

Creation ex nihilo: the most radical gift

Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from
above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom
there is no variation or shadow due to change. In fulfilment of
his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that
we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.
James 1.17-18

The first gift: life
The second gift: food
God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful
and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of
the air and over every living thing that moves upon the
earth.’ God said, ‘See, I have given you every plant
yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and
every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for
food. And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird
of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth,
everything that has the breath of life, I have given every
green plant for food.’ And it was so. God saw everything
that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And
there was evening and there was morning, the sixth
day.

The Gift of Food:
Genesis 42-46
• A famine in Canaan – Jacob
sends his sons to Egypt.
• Joseph receives his brothers
and treats them as spies.
• He keeps Simeon and
demands his brothers return
with Benjamin.
• He gives them grain but
returns their money – gift.
William Blake, Joseph making himself known to his brethren (1785)

The Gift of Food: Genesis 42
They loaded their donkeys with their grain, and
departed. 27When one of them opened his sack to
give his donkey fodder at the lodging-place, he saw
his money at the top of the sack. 28He said to his
brothers, ‘My money has been put back; here it is in
my sack!’ At this they lost heart and turned
trembling to one another, saying, ‘What is this that
God has done to us?’
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If creation is gift…
•
•
•
•

It bears something of the giver, God, to us
It has purpose and intrinsic value
It is irreplaceable
It makes a moral claim upon us – how will we
enjoy it, treasure it, enjoy it, share it?

Economics of Trade
• Economics is the science that deals with the
allocation of scarce resources amongst the
unlimited desires of human beings.
• It presumes lack and insufficiency. There is
never enough.

Economics of Gift
Can human desires be fashioned?
Are gifts necessarily shared?
Can we develop a concept of ‘enough’?
Not simply enough to survive, but enough to
flourish and celebrate life.
• What if our problem is abundance, not lack?
•
•
•
•

