
 
 

St. Charles Borromeo Catholic Church – Part 1 of a Four-Part Series (WEALTH) 
 

Fables like the “Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing” have endured and continue to be told 
throughout time because they portray a powerful message. In this story, the wolf is 
clever and manipulative when hunting its prey. However, the moral of the story is 
about much more than a hungry wolf and a few clueless sheep! The story of the wolf 
in sheep’s clothing conveys the message that things are not always as they appear 
and that some things will harm us if we place out trust in them. In the Bible, we read a 
warning about wolves in clothed as sheep with respect to false prophets: 

 
 

“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, 
but underneath are ravenous wolves.” 

Matthew 7:15 



There are things in our lives that are very much like the wolf from the story – 
things that seem to promise safety but are waiting to devour us if we trust in them 
too much. When relying on “goods” to bring us comfort, we forget where our trust 
should truly be placed. As a result, we create our own personal substitutes for God 
rather than trusting Him and the gifts He has in store for us. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas, a doctor of the Church and one of the most influential 
philosophers to ever live, names four primary categories people often use as 
substitutes for God: 

 Wealth 
 Power 
 Pleasure 
 Status 

During the month of January, we will be looking at each of these substitutes 
and how they can adversely affect our relationship with God if we are not careful 
about how we view and use them. It’s important to understand that none of these 
things are inherently evil. Wealth is not bad. Power is not something to be ashamed 
of. Pleasure is something that God desires for us, and status can be used for good. 
These things are only evil when they are at odds with God and His will for our lives. 
If that happens, then our pursuit of them leads us to sin by using them as substitutes 
for God. 

Questions: 

 Do you agree with the four substitutes that Thomas Aquinas lists? 
 Can you suggest other “substitutes for God”? 

In his book Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith, Bishop Robert 
Barron has said, 

“One of the most fundamental problems is that we sense within ourselves the 
hunger for God, but we attempt to satisfy it with some created good that is less 
than God. Thomas Aquinas said that the four typical substitutes for God are 
wealth, pleasure, power, and honor (or status). Sensing the void within, we 
attempt to fill it up with some combination of these four things, but only by 
emptying out the self in love can we make the space for God to fill us. When we 
try to satisfy the hunger for God with something less than God, we will naturally 
be frustrated, and then in our frustration we will convince ourselves that we 
need more of that finite good. So, we will struggle to achieve it, only to find 
ourselves again dissatisfied.” 



These four substitutes (wealth, pleasure, power, status) create in us an 
addiction for them because they always leave us wanting more. We can easily come 
up with many examples of people that had achieved much, but went down in sex or 
money scandals, or even for lying about their past in order to receive greater honor. 
All of us are subject to the temptations of wealth, pleasure, power, and status. When 
Jesus was tempted in the desert, he was tempted with food because he had fasted for 
40 days (pleasure). He was tempted with the “kingdoms of the world” (wealth). Satan 
told Jesus that he could command stones to become bread (power). And, Jesus could 
experience honor by being saved by angels. See Matthew 4:1-11. 

Bishop Barron says that mediating on the Beatitudes can further help us 
understand how to manage these cravings. 

 Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven” 
(Matthew 5:3)  

Bishop Barron asks us to think of this as: “How blessed are you if you are 
not attached to material things, if you have not placed the goods wealth 
can buy at the center of your concern." 
 

 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (Matthew 5:4) 
We can think of this as “How lucky you are if you are not addicted to 
good feelings.” Of course, physical, emotional, and physiologic pleasures 
are great, but an addiction to them could totally preoccupy our being, 
leaving no room for God. Detached from them, we can follow the will of 
God – even if that path requires suffering. 
 

 “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.” (Matthew 5:5) 
We can think of this as “How lucky are you if you are not attached to the 
finite good of earthly power.” 
 

 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:10) 

Bishop Barron says that we can think of this as “How lucky are you if you 
are not attached to honor and are able to follow the will of God even 
when that path involves being ignored, dishonored, and even 
persecuted.”  

We need to pray for the grace of God to help us detach from these four 
substitutes and focus all of our being to love God and seek to know and do His will. 
We need to empty ourselves of these distractions. Only God can truly quench our 
thirst: “I am the bread of life. He who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who 
believes in Me shall never thirst.” (John 6:35) 



The words of John 5:9-11 are essential to keep in mind when dealing with 
things that may become substitutes for God in your life: “As the Father loves me, so I 
also love you. Remain in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will remain in 
my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and remain in his love. I have 
told you this so that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.” We can 
have COMPLETE JOY if we remain in God’s love and keep His commandments. We will 
not need anything else to bring us complete joy. 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

THE FIRST SUBSTITUTE IS WEALTH 
Many people dream of being rich.  Having a lot of money brings with it a certain 

amount of security and freedom to do many things that most people could not.  
Money, in and of itself, is neither good nor bad.  If one is rich, that is fine.  If one is 
poor, that is fine.  From the perspective of God, the amount of money you have 
matters little. With that said, the danger with money comes when you allow it to 
become your “master.”  Interestingly, even those who are poor can allow money to 
become their master when they allow the desire for more to dominate their lives. The 
key is in the desire and the healthy detachment. 

Are you attached to the money you have?  Are you attached to the desire for 
the money you wish you had?  The goal is to see money for what it is. In the big 
picture, money has very little value. It’s a means to the end of taking care of your 
daily needs but can never become the source of your joy and fulfillment in life. Only 
God is the proper Master of our hearts and only He can fill you with true riches. 

Which one of the following BEST describes you? 
1.   I am able to love, accept and forgive others. I know that God loves, accepts and 

forgives me by the sacrament of reconciliation. 
 

2.   I am able to handle the “ups and downs” of my life. I like my life.  
 

3.   I am able to share credit with others. I see myself as a team player and a servant 
of others. 
 

4.   I know that I must have God in my life in order to be happy. 
 

5.   I am not overly attached to my stuff. I could give up my cell phone if I needed to. 
 

6.   I can be a leader without being “bossy.” 
 

7.   I look for opportunities to serve God in my everyday life. 
 

8.   I am willing to stand up or speak up for what God says is right, even if I am 
rejected for it. 



The desire to seek wealth is often 
driven by the desire to avoid discomfort and 
inadequacy. No one wants to feel 
uncomfortable. No one wants to feel like 
they are not enough, but we can never let 
those fears get to the point where we are 
dependent on wealth to influence our self-
worth. God placed that dignity in us from the 
moment of our conception. Matthew 6:24 
tells us that “No one can serve two masters. 
He will either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other. 
You cannot serve God and mammon.” The word “mammon” is an Aramaic word 
meaning wealth or property. 

When we place our worth in our wealth and possessions, we are left wanting 
more. We fall into the sin of greed, spending our lives looking for the next thing, 
believing that it will be the thing that finally fulfills us or that once we have some 
previously determined amount of money, we will have “made it.” In reality, that 
mindset sends us into a tailspin because we quickly realize that possessions and 
wealth never do what we thought they would. No matter how much wealth we 
amass, we are still left searching for something more. We are left searching for God, 
who is “the source of every good and all love.” (CCC 1723).  

Not only can wealth become a 
substitute for God, but it can also 
affect how we see our fellow man. If 
all we focus on is our wealth, comfort, 
and well-being, we become devoid of 
empathy for those around us and their 
needs. Again, money and wealth are 
not evil, but we must be aware of how 
they affect our lives. Are we using our 
wealth to continue piling onto what 
we already have, or are we using it to 
make a difference? At 2424 in the 
Catechism we read, “The disordered 
desire for money cannot but produce 
perverse effects. It is one of the causes 
of the many conflicts which disturb the 
social order.” 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



“LIVE SIMPLY SO OTHER MAY SIMPLY LIVE” 
It is possible that, after examining our lifestyle, we are being called to live more 

simply in order to help another person live a life of dignity. This could happen in many 
ways, but one example would be to examine an area of your life where you spend 
excess money out of desire. Take someone who regularly stops at a coffee shop daily. 
There is nothing wrong with coffee, but one could choose to sacrifice the markup at 
the local coffee shop, opting to make coffee at home. They could then donate the 
excess money that they saved to a local charity that helps people struggling in 
poverty. 

LET’S LOOK AT MATTHEW 19:16-24 

This is a powerful story because the young man seems to be on the “right 
path.” He follows the commandments laid out before him by Jesus, and it appears 
that he is expecting to be told that he has punched his proverbial ticket to eternal life. 
Yet, Jesus has more in store (He always does). He responds to this young man with an 
unexpected answer, “go, sell what you have and give to the poor…” (Matthew 19:21) 
Then, Jesus invites the young man to follow him. God extends this invitation to us 
whenever we see a person in need. We are asked to care for those less fortunate than 
ourselves and to trust that the treasure God promises in heaven is greater than 
anything we could ever have here on earth. 

 Wanting a comfortable house as an adult or working hard for a job that pays 
well are not bad things, but they cannot be the only things. Even Jesus enjoyed the 
luxuries of life from time to time. For example, he was often criticized for eating with 
very wealthy tax collectors. Do you think that they served humble meals when Jesus 
ate with them? Probably not. Jesus likely sat down for a lovely meal in those 
moments, but those are not the defining moments of his life. In the same way, we can 
never let ourselves become so attached to our wealth or possessions that we allow 
them to define who we are. Our relationship with God defines the person we are, not 
what we own. 

 Keep in mind the words from the Catechism (1723): “… true happiness is not 
found in riches or well-being, in human fame or power, or in any human achievement 
– however beneficial it may be… but in God alone, the source of every good and of all 
love.” 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Video Resource:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j-ID6IoCOXQ 

Video title: “big bad wolf in sheep's clothing | Sugartales in English” 


