THEME 2:
ATTENDING TO THE WEAK
TEXT:
FIRST LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
The Christian community of Corinth is the best known of the New Testament era. Paul's correspondence with this church was abundant, and constitutes a first-rate historical document on growth problems of a new Christian cell. Although we lack any accurate statistical data, the overall documentation indicates that the church formed in Corinth was relatively numerous (cf. Acts 18:10) and quite lively (cf. 1 Cor 12:28-30). Perhaps we owe some of the richest veins of Christian theology to the restlessness, initiatives, disorders and excesses of the community of Corinth, all of which offered Paul an opportunity to reflect on the faith and to extract from each case some fitting guidelines for the community.

1.1. Corinth in the first century
In Paul's times Corinth was the most important city of ancient Hellas. Athens had only its past glories, but without any worthy successors to build upon the wisdom of the great thinkers of former centuries.

Ancient Corinth had been destroyed by the Romans in 146 BC and was not rebuilt for a century. In 29 BC it became the residence of proconsul and thus capital of the senatorial province of Achaia. It was a cosmopolitan city, a transportation center, a crossroads of oriental and occidental cultures, a commercial emporium (with its two bustling ports of Lechaeon and Cenchreae), a military center, etc.

In the religious sphere, everything favored a growing syncretism. The goddess Aphrodite, to whom a great shrine was built on the hill of Acrocorinth, assumed many of the traits of the Phoenician goddess Astarte. In her temple, according to Strabo, there were as many as 1,000 hierodules or sacred prostitutes.

As a great commercial emporium, it also had its community of the Jewish Diaspora. Acts 18:8,17 mentions the synagogue leaders Crispus and Sosthenes, who may have been successors or perhaps the heads of two different synagogues, which would suppose a large Jewish community.

1.2. Founding of the Christian community
1.2.1. Date
The "conflict at Antioch" (Gal 2:11-15) must have taken place near the beginning of the year 49 AD. This marked the moment when Paul went on his missionary way to Europe, accompanied by Silas (Acts 15:40), soon to be joined by Timothy (Acts 16:3). The three traversed Asia Minor, sailed toward Europe, evangelized Macedonia (Philippi, Thessalonika and Beroea) and also spent some time in Athens (Acts 17:15). From Athens, Paul sent his fellow workers for a quick visit to Thessalonika and Philippi (1 Thes 3:5; Acts 18:5), while he himself proceeded to Corinth (Acts 18:1).

In Corinth Paul met the Jewish-Christian married couple Aquila and Prisca (or Priscilla), who had just arrived from Rome because of Claudius' expulsion of the Jews. This detail, well-known from profane history, is usually dated in the year 49 (the recent proposal of 41 by a few exegetes has not won acceptance). The Autumn-Winter of 49 is the best date for Paul's arrival in Corinth.

According to Acts 18:11, Paul's stay in Corinth lasted a year and a half. Toward the end of this stay he had to appear before the proconsul Gallio, whose term of office is usually dated From June 51 to May 52 (or less likely, from June 52 to June 53). Paul's arraignment before Gallio must have taken place near the beginning of his term of office.

1.2.2. The evangelizers of Corinth
Paul was not the first Christian to reach Corinth; Aquila an Priscilla preceded him. The text of Acts does not tell us that this couple were already converted, perhaps to suggest that Paul was the first to set foot in Achaia; but neither does it tell us that Paul had evangelized or baptized this couple, who were to proves so useful to him in his church of Ephesus.

In contrast, Paul makes it quite clear that he was the first evangelizer of Corinth: "We were the first to come all the way to you with the gospel of Christ" (2 Cor 10:14b), and when competitors appear on the scene, Paul tells the Corinthians: "For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. Fir I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel" (1 Cor 4:15).

But Paul liked to work with a team, although he was probably such a harsh character that it was hard for anyone to remain long in his company, collaborating with him (cf. Phil 2:20-22). He explicitly acknowledges that the evangelization of Corinth was not exclusively his own work, but was shared by Timothy and Silvanus (2 Cor 1:19). It is also likely that even in this first phase he was helped by Aquila and Priscilla, the future hosts of the church in their house (1 Cor 16:19), as well as by the other "fellow workers" mentioned in Rom 16:3. Paul certainly did not do everything that was required for establishing the church; he himself expressly states that he baptized very few of them (1 Cor 1:14-17).

1.2.3. The 'first fruits" of the community
Among the first converts were Crispus, the leader of the synagogue (Acts 18:6; 1 Cor 1:14 ff.) and above all Stephanas and his family, the "first fruits of Achaia," who like Crispus was baptized personally by Paul, and whose house was a meeting place for a significant group of Corinthian Christians (1 Cor 16:15). Also important were Fortunatus and Achaicus (1 Cor 16:17) and even more, Gaius, in whose house the whole church met and in which Paul was a guest during his last stay in Corinth (Rom 16:23).

These persons performed various ministries in the community. Paul does not yet have a set of technical terms for them, but he states that they have "devoted themselves to the service of the saints" (1 Cor 16:15) and he urges the community "to be subject to such men and to every fellow worker and laborer" (1 Cor 16:16). Some of them seem to have been the official representatives of the community before Paul (1 Cor 16:17), who bring him news, perhaps present problems to him and receive new guidelines or even letters from him for the smoother running of the group.

Some members of the community may have joined Paul in his missionary work. Such might be the case of Sosthenes, the former ruler of the synagogue (Acts 18:17) if, as seems probable, he is the co-sender of 1 Cor 1:1, now accompanying the apostle in Ephesus.

1.2.4. Social and religious extraction of the community
The church of Corinth was mainly made up of pagan converts to Christianity: "You know that when you were heathen, you were led astray to dumb idols" (1 Cor 12:2). Many of these Gentile converts kept up their former social relationships with pagans. They could be invited to pagan feasts and banquets (1 Cor 10:27), sometimes at the risk of reviving their religious past (1 Cor 8:7). Perhaps some of these Christians had formerly frequented --and may have been tempted to continue frequenting-- the brothel of the temple of Aphrodite (1 Cor 6:15,18). For them, Christianity must have been a very new and different experience of morality.

But in Corinth there was also a significant group of Jewish Christians. For them, the lessons drawn from Exodus must have been quite meaningful (1 Cor 10:1-14). Perhaps they were the ones who brought up the questions relating to food and drink (1 Cor 8:10), and among them some Christian preaching of  Judaeo-Petrine stamp may have enjoyed a certain measure of success (cf. 1 Cor 1:12; 2 Cor 11:21 ff.).

In the socioeconomic sphere, Corinth was also a varied community. There have often been one-sided readings of 1 Cor 1:26 f.: "Consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise..." But alongside this text we should also read what Paul has to say about social inequalities at the Lord's Supper, where the "haves" humiliate the "have nots" (1 Cor 11:22).

Another enlightening insight comes from the fact that some Christians possessed great houses, capable of holding a group or even the whole church of Corinth (cf. Rom 16:23); others undertook voyages, whether commercial or of some other sort we are not told (1 Cor 1:11); one member of the Church, named Erastus, was "the city treasurer" (Rom 16:23). From all of this we may conclude that in the Christian community of Corinth, though largely made up of members of the lower classes, all strata of Corinthian society were represented (G. Theissen).

1.3. The further development of the community
To follow this development we have no other historical source than our Letters to the Corinthians, which are undoubtedly an amalgam of letters based on numerous no longer extant writings, which have been arranged not in chronological, but in thematic order. The work of "sorting them out" leads to probable but never indisputable results. And in this work, literary criticism and historical criticism are inseparable.

1.3.1. Scandals in the community and Paul's reaction ("former letter")
In 1 Cor 5:9 Paul tells the Corinthians that he has already written them another letter, which we call the "former letter," dealing, among other things, with the prohibition against consorting with the unclean. This letter must have been written in reply to a series of rumors that had reached Paul, who was now in Ephesus, from Corinth (1 Cor 5:1: "It is reported that there is immorality among you...; 11:18: "I hear that there are divisions among you..."; 15:12: "How can some of you say that there is no resurrection...?). The tone of this "former letter" must have been rather harsh.

Very likely, several passages of this letter have been preserved in 2 Cor 6:14 - 7:1 ("Do not be mismated with unbelievers") --a block of material is presently out of place and does not fit in with the surrounding context, which some, although with insufficient reason, have labeled non-Pauline. Indeed, some passages of it may be included in First Corinthians, e.g. 1 Cor 5:1-8 (expelling an incestuous man from the community); 1 Cor 6:1-11 (not bringing lawsuits before pagan courts); 1 Cor 10:1-22 (avoiding anything that might risk a return to idolatry); 1 Cor 11:2-34 (against disorders in celebrating the liturgy); 15:1-58 (against those who do not believe in the resurrection); and perhaps in 1 Cor 16:5-11 (personal news, typical of a farewell).

1.3.2. A letter from Corinth to Paul: a community upset
Paul's rigorism seems to have disoriented the community on certain points, concretely: How can anyone live apart from the unclean, in a society where there is so much moral abandon? How can anyone solve lawsuits without having recourse to pagan tribunals, since there is no other kind of tribunal? How can anyone avoid eating meat offered to idols when he is invited to dine with relatives who are still pagans?

This forced the Corinthians to send Paul a series of questions, this time in written form (1 Cor 7:1), perhaps accompanied by explanations and notices added by the possible bearers of the letter: Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus (1 Cor 16:17).

1.3.3. Paul's letter of "response" (regarding...)
The letter and news that Paul received from Corinth led him to address a long letter to the community, in which he runs point by point through the problems presented to him, clearing up the misunderstandings caused by his former letter. Reassured of the smoother running of the community, thanks to the reports brought to him by their delegates (1 Cor 16:17 f.), Paul now adopts some less rigid and less narrow attitudes.

He begins by alluding to his earlier letter (1 Cor 5:9-13); he adds some new indications on chastity (6:12-20) and answers some questions on marriage and virginity (7:1-40), on eating meat offered to idols (8 - 9; 10:23 - 11:1), on charisms and their uses (12:1-31a; 14:1c-40), on the way to carry out the collection (16:1-4) and finally on Apollos, who was very helpful to the community of Corinth (Acts 18:27, but does not want to visit them at present (1 Cor 16:12). As usual, he adds some short counsels and some personal and general greetings (16:13-24).

1.3.4. Intrusion of new "pedagogues" whose action causes dissension
 
A group from Corinth traveled to Ephesus to tell Paul that there are too many little cliques in the community, each of them boasting its own evangelizer (1 Cor 3:21). 1 Cor 1:12 mentions partisans of Paul, of Apollos, of Cephas (Could preachers of  Petrine stamp have arrived?) and of Christ (A redactional addition? Or a reference to a group that rejects all intermediaries?).

But in 1 Cor 4:6 Paul tells us that tells them that "I have applied all this to myself and Apollos for your benefit," that is to say, he and Apollos are hypothetical examples, not a description of the real state of things (perhaps he does not want to brand the guilty parties). Hence we cannot with any certainty identify either the groups or their leaders. The only thing that Paul makes clear is that he, Paul, and no one else, is the founder and "father" of the community (1 Cor 4:15). But he is utterly opposed to their giving him any kind of hero worship for their salvation or redemption, which is the work of Christ (1 Cor 1:13; 3:5). He sends them an energetic letter which has been preserved for us at least partially in 1 Cor 1 - 4)..

All of the ups and downs mentioned, as well as the drafting of the corresponding letters, must have taken place in the years 52-53.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The literary genre of First Corinthians
What we have here is a letter that we could label as being "of a strictly pastoral character." In it, the author runs one by one through the problems of the community, throws light on them with theological doctrine, and offers practical solutions to them. Sometimes 1 Cor has been slightingly referred to as "the practical letter," but this is would be a one-sided and superficial understanding of it.  This letter contains a great wealth of doctrine which bolsters the operative solutions that are proposed in it.

In this letter we glimpse the diverse states of mind that the apostle holds toward his group, depending on the matter or circumstances he is dealing with. There are flashes of indignation (1:13; 5:3 ff.), of great seriousness in giving warnings (4:21; 10:22; 11:22), but also moments that manifest great affection and family feeling (16:7,17 f.).

2.2. Earlier material incorporated in the letter
Throughout this writing we encounter various citations from the common patrimony of the Church. Thus we find a fragment of the kerygma in 1 Cor 15:3-7 (on the death, burial, resurrection and apparitions of the Lord), as well as the ancient tradition on the Last Supper (11:23-26) in terms very close to those of the Synoptics. In both cases Paul employs the technical terms of tradition: "I received" and "I handed on to you." Though not marked by these preambles, we find what may well be a baptismal formula in 1 Cor 8:6: "There is but one God, the Father, from whom all things come and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things come and through whom we exist."

Moreover, we find various sayings making the rounds in Corinth, which Paul uses to clinch his orientations. As instances of these we might include: "I belong to Paul, or I belong to Apollos, or I belong to Cephas" (1:12), "All things are lawful for me" (6:12; 10:23), "Food is for the stomach and the stomach for food" (6:13). Very likely a saying of the men of Corinth, which Paul hastens to correct, is that of 14:34: "The women should keep silence in the churches, for they are not permitted to speak..." Likewise, the lists of sins in 5:11 and 6:9 f. seem to be previously drafted material. They may have originated either in Stoicism or in Judaism.

Finally, with great likelihood, we find in 1:18 - 3:20 a Jewish- Hellenist homily that Paul utilizes, with different interpolations of an historically updating type, to refute an excessive esteem of human wisdom and the pride of those in the community who think themselves to be more "spiritual" and thus superior to the rest.

2.3. A writing marked by internal tensions and fissures
In dealing with the historical level, we indicated that 1 Cor is an amalgam of different writings. These have been sewn together on a thematic basis, but given the original diversity of their settings, the present redaction has not been able to eliminate all their unevenness and rough edges. Thus the problem of divisions in the community is dealt with differently in 1 Cor chapters 1 - 4 and in 11:18 f.. In 1 Cor 10:1-22, the eating of meat offered to idols is treated rigidly, whereas in 1 Cor 8:1-13 and 10:23-33 is treated rather flexibly.

The theme of charisms and their uses is most coherent if 12:31a  is followed immediately by 14:1c. In its present state it is interrupted by an extraneous piece, the hymn to charity of chap. 13, surely a most beautiful passage, but hardly Pauline. In Paul's theology, charity is not superior to faith, but rather a fruit of it and, in a certain way, a constituive element of it. Man id capable of loving (of agápe) because he has received (in faith) the loving and salvific action of God and has been transformed by it. And neither faith nor charity can be placed in the list of charisms. It would seem, then, that this is a traditional piece included here by the redactor-compiler.

The news of the planned return of Timothy and Paul to Corinth is repeated. In 4:17-19 this visited is contemplated as very near at hand; in contrast, in 16:5,10, it seems remote and, as regards Timothy, uncertain.

The theme of women in church is treated rather peacefully in 11:5, which takes it for granted that women may pray and prophesy. In contrast, in 14:34-35, Paul acts as arbitrator in a discussion with men who believe that they are the only ones whom the word of God has reached (11:36). All of these observations confirm what we said on the historical level: 1 Cor (and also 2 Cor) was shaped gradually, in pace with the growth of the community and in response to its problems.

2.4. The final draft: an orderly succession of themes
Sometime after the death of Paul, when his letters were being exchanged between the different communities, in several cases larger units were formed, based on letters that were already old as to their setting, but still quite valid in their doctrine. 1 Cor is an example of this procedure:

a) The redactor or compiler left the letter on unity practically intact and placed it at the beginning (chs. 1-4).

b) Next he put together everything relating to chastity and impurity, virginity and marriage (chs. 5-8), a block containing the passage on lawsuits before pagan tribunals (6:1-11), originally joined to the invective against the incestuous man (5:1-8), associated by the use of the link-word "to judge" (5:13 and 6:1).

c) Next he put together everything dealing with meat offered to idols and with participation in pagan banquets (chs. 8-10).

d) Because of certain similarities, he juxtaposed the theme of Christian worship (cf. 11) to the treatise on charisms (chs. 12 and 14), into which he inserted the hymn to charity (ch. 13).

e) Toward the end he placed the ample treatise on the resurrection (ch. 15).

f) Finally, because of their brevity, he has interlaced some pointers on how to carry out the collection and on the possible sending of Timothy, with some laconic bits of advice and some personal news items typical of farewells (ch. 16).

In this redactional process, we do not know why he left out the passage from our present 2 Cor 6:14-7:1, which would have fit quite nicely into 1 Cor 5. Later on, when all of the Pauline letters were being collected, 1 Cor must have been placed at the beginning of the collection, and it was surely at this time that the universal dedicatory phrase was added: "together with all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours" (1 Cor 1:2).

As for the dating of the compilation, we can only be sure of the "terminus ad quem"; Clement of Rome, around the year 95/96, seems to know only one letter of Paul to Corinth, which coincides with our 1 Cor.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. A vigorous ecclesiology
The principal theological contribution of 1 Cor is its ecclesiology. This is explained by the progressive formation of this writing in pace with the problems of the community. In view of a series of perplexities or deficiencies in their behavior, Paul keeps reminding the group of their ontological character, which cannot be belied in the ethical sphere.

3.1.1. "Those sanctified in Christ Jesus" (1 Cor 1:2)
This phrase is in apposition with "the church of God which is at Corinth." For Paul, Christians are simply those graced by Christ;s redeeming action and rescued from this old world. This contrast is expressed in Paul's contraposition between "the unrighteous who will not inherit the kingdom of God" (6:9), a group to which some Corinthians once belonged (6:11), and the new creatures who make up the community, who have been "washed, sanctified and justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God" (ibid.) and "bought at a price" (6:20.

Hence, the "worth" of the community of believers, their theological "superiority" to the rest of the world, to the unredeemed, to "those who have no standing in the church" (6:4). Paul constantly reminds the Corinthians of their dignity, which means that they cannot do just anything they please (6:15). It would be absurd for the new world to submit itself to the judgment of the old world (6:1 f.) or simply to allow itself to become absorbed into it (cf. 2 Cor 6:14 ff.). And Paul demands that this ontological newness be manifested in Christians' daily conduct.

3.1.2. "You are God's temple" (1 Cor 3:16)
A rich Old Testament insight already referred to the chosen people as the "booth of David" (Am 9:11; cf. Acts 15:16), a booth which, it was hoped, would be restored and completed by the affluence of the Gentiles. Paul, now that the Gentiles have listened to his preaching and have been converted to the Lord, can regard this prophecy as realized. In the three letters that we have supposed to be the basis for 1 Cor, he designates the church to be a temple.

In 2 Cor 6:16 (part of the "former letter"), critical of any close or dangerous relationship between Christians and pagans, we find the question: "What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God." In a certain way, the prophetic vision of the holy city in which there is no need of a temple, since God is its temple (Rev 21:22), or the repeated OT prophecy that God "will dwell in their midst," are shown by Paul to be realized in the Christian community.

In the "letter of reply," addressing the risks or real sins of sexual license, Paul again reminds them, this time in a more individualized manner: "Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God?" (1 Cor 6:19). The community constitutes a temple that should not be profaned either by personal sins or by admitting into it those who are "brothers [i.e. Christians] in name only" (cf. 1 Cor 5:11), who are in fact continuing to live in impurity, greed, idolatry, etc.

He returns to the same expression regarding the divisions within the community, about which he has been informed by the family of Chloe. To divided the community is equivalent to destroying the temple of God, and anyone who dares to do so will not escape chastisement: "Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is holy, and that temple you are" (1 Cor 3:16).

In consonance with this metaphor of a sacred building, Paul describes himself: "like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation" (1 Cor 3:16), but he also compares himself to a planter (1 Cor 3:6), perhaps echoing Jeremiah's vocation "to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant" (Jer 1:10). In a somewhat later text, Paul would speck expressly of "our authority, which the Lord gave, for building you up and not for destroying you" (2 Cor 10:8, 13:10).

In the Church, then, there is an ongoing paradox: on the one hand, it is the dwelling place of God's glory; on the other, it is a place of birth pangs and crises in growth, crises in which sin lurks and can even destroy some.

3.1.3. "You are the body of Christ" (1 Cor 12:27)
This theme is not exclusive to 1 Cor, but it stands out most clearly in this letter. It is one of Paul's most personal theological conceptions, bearing a certain analogy with the allegory of the vine and the branches (Jn 15:1-8). Deutero-Paulinism (Eph and Col) would carry this insight further, but with a notable transformation. In it, Christ would be differentiated and almost separated from the Church: He is the head and it is the body.

a) An ancient social metaphor
Long before Paul, the Greco-Roman world had compared society or the pólis with a body in which all the members live in interdependence and none could be labeled useless. Each individual had a role to play in society that would redound to the good of the rest and, in turn, the individual would benefit from the contributions of others (cf. Auxiliary Document 2).

Paul very likely relies on this old simile, especially in 1 Cor 12, but he uses it with great originality. Firstly, he does not establish a simple comparison, but rather a real identity between the Church and the glorified Christ, an identity which unfolds in history. Secondly, in the classic simile, the aim was to illustrate unity, whereas in Paul this is self-evident, and what needs to be demonstrated is the fact of multiplicity despite organic unity.

b) Sacramentology as a foundation
Paul would probably never have arrived at affirming this identity between Christ and the Church if it were not fore his original conception of the sacraments. In the letter to the Galatians, written near in time to 1 Cor, that whoever is baptized into Christ has put on Christ, and by that very fact, all who have been baptized into Christ have laid aside their former differences and are "one in Christ" (cf. Gal 3:27-28). For the apostle, the verb "to be baptized" has not tally lost its profane meaning of being submerged or plunged, and he understands Christ as an "imaginary space" into which believer has been introduced. Moreover, in the text, "putting on" Christ has a very strong existential thrust: it means making Christ the "new way of being" of the Christian. In 1 Cor 15:53 f., we are told that "the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on immortality." This obviously entails a radical change.

In Rom 6:1-11 Paul interprets baptism as an event in which Christians are submitted to a process of death-resurrection analogous to the one that Christ underwent. Hence it is quite normal that later in the letter he demands that they "put on the Lord Jesus Christ" (Rom 13:14; cf. also Eph 4:24, "You must put on that new man created in God's image").

 1 Cor 12:13 refers to the sacraments as the foundation if the Church's unity, and he gives a direction to the verb "to be baptized": "into one body" namely, that of Christ. And he adds that "all were made to drink of the same Spirit" (possibly referring to baptismal water of or to eucharistic wine). Both explain the identity between Christ and the Church.

He makes an unmistakable reference to the Sacrament of the Eucharist in 1 Cor 10:16 ff., where he immediately draws the consequence of many eating of the same loaf and drinking of the same cup: "Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the same bread. He may be referring to both baptism and Eucharist in 1 Cor 6:17, when he speaks of one "who is united to the Lord," a union which becomes a close communion: "becomes one spirit with him." This terminological alternation of body/spirit clearly directs us toward the glorious Lord, avoiding any overly crass conception of the expression "body of Christ."

Perhaps because of this notion of the sacraments as the basis for belonging to body, Paul roundly denies that any Corinthian has been baptized in the name of Paul (1 Cor 1:13), and he even is even glad that they have not been baptized by him, thus nipping any misunderstanding in the bud.

c) Members of Christ and members of one another
The bases have been firmly laid: those who are baptized and partake of the Eucharist no longer belong to themselves (1 Cor 6:19). The use of the expression "en Christô" to designate the life of the faithful takes on its full weight. Paul does not take the quarreling Corinthians to task on the basis of the absurd notion of a "Church divided," but on the more absurd notion of  "Christ's being divided" (1 Cor 1:13). As for the notion of the body's necessarily being made up of many members, Paul applies it not to the ecclesial body, but rather to Christ himself (1 Cor 12:12). It is clear that for him, Church and Christ are interchangeable terms. An in case there were any doubt, after paraphrasing the classic apologue of society as a body, he concludes by stating quite roundly: "You are the body of Christ."

Manifold consequences were going to be drawn from this teaching, both for the life of the individual believer and for relationships within the Church. Christians must be concerned for their bodies, which are now members of Christ; they can therefore not commit the sacrilege of making them members of a prostitute (1 Cor 6:15). Christians are likewise obliged to commune with the sentiments of their brothers and sisters, because "if one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together" (1 Cor 12:26). Charisms are not to be used for self-aggrandizement, but for acting in service to the brethren, members of the one body, "for the common good" (1 Cor 12:7; cf. 14:1-5). And nobody should look down on anybody else (1 Cor 12:21), for "everyone of you is a member of it" (1 Cor 12:27).

3.2. Strength in weakness
The Christian proposal of life is at odds with "the way things are run" in this world; hence, all competitiveness is out of place in the Church. The first problem that 1 Cor tackles is that of rivalries, based perhaps on the excessive attention being paid to the relative merits and demerits of different teachers. The Hellenistic admiration of "words" and "knowledge" runs the risk of incurring contempt for the cross of Christ.

3.2.1. Christ crucified: the strange wisdom of God
The great call that Paul addresses to the Corinthians is aimed at a "change of key": God has not chosen to effect the salvation of the world through power or wisdom, but through the "folly" of the humiliation of Christ -- the Cross. This is a strange sort of wisdom, incomprehensible to Jews and Greeks alike, and only accessible to adult or "perfect" Christians (1 Cor 2:6). God has destroyed the wisdom of the wise (1 Cor 1:19) and has shown that "the weakness of God is stronger than men" (1 Cor 1:25).

3.2.2. The weakness of the missionary-apostle
It is fundamental that the herald be in consonance with the message. Hence Paul showed up in Corinth "in weakness and in much fear and trembling...not in plausible words of human wisdom" (1 Cor 2:2 ff.). It seems that some Corinthians took not of this and reproached him for it later: "His bodily presence is weak, and his speech of no account" (2 Cor 10:10). But far from being intimidated by this, Paul takes it as a greater personal authentication of his being a minister of the Crucified: "I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon me" (2 Cor 12:9). In Corinth, he subjected himself to a humiliation that the Greeks were quite touchy about: manual labor (2 Cor 11:7). This style of self-abasement allowed him to state that he possessed the wisdom of the perfect, revealed by the Spirit of God (cf. 1 Cor 2:10).

3.2.3. The weak in the community
Although the community included members of diverse social strata, most of them undoubtedly belonged to the lower class: "God chose what is low and despised in the world" (1 Cor 1:28). And if the community is to follow "God's logic," they should show very special attention "to those parts of the body which we think less honorable" (1 Cor 12:23).

A particular case of this weakness has to do with meals. Freedom regarding them is a real value, and it is good to walk without scruples, for "The earth is the Lord's and the fullness thereof" (1 Cor 10:26; cf. Ps 24:1). But some Christians may be fearful, due to their former Jewish upbringing, which was quite rigorous on this point, while others, because of their pagan upbringing, may run the risk of slipping back into their old idolatrous ways. In such cases, the "strong," those "who have knowledge," are obliged to "take care, lest this liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling block to the weak" (1 Cor 8:9). Paul seems to have come a long way from the intransigent radicalism of the "conflict at Antioch" (cf. Gal 2:11-15); now Paul seems to admit that Gentile Christians should renounce their rights in favor of communion with Jewish Christians. He himself presents himself as a model of one who lays aside his rights in favor of a higher cause" (1 Cor 9:1-23).

Within this predilection for the weak, Paul demands that in Christian worship services the rich should avoid anything that might humiliate the poor (1 Cor 11:22,33). To do otherwise would imply not understanding the true meaning of the body of the Lord (cf. 11:29) and thus partaking in communion unworthily, because of the contradiction between esteeming the body of the Eucharist and scorning the body of the community. And in the liturgical gathering women (weaker members of the church) are accorded the right to prophesy and address a prayer (1 Cor 11:5),while attending to the rules o decorum of the time. In tilting his lance on behalf of women who prophesy, Paul makes it clear that men are not the only ones whom the word of God has reached (1 Cor 14:36).

3.3. Christian holiness in a sinful world
On this point there are strong tensions of thought, both theological and pastoral, in the different moments and levels of this letter. Above all, Paul is convinced of the superiority of the new world or the new creature, namely the Christian, over the old world. Hence he finds it absurd for a Christian to enter into communion with or excessive dependence on a pagan. At first he may even have rejected any "mixed marriage" with a pagan (2 Cor 6:14), as being tantamount to uniting justice with iniquity, light with darkness, Christ with Belial, the temple of God with a temple of idols.

In the matter of lawsuits, he views it as no less absurd for believers to submit to the judicial verdict of pagans, with whom the Church (theologically) has nothing to do (1 Cor 6:4). This would mean subjecting the new world to the old.

At a later moment Paul shows his radical theological optimism regarding existing mixed marriages. The believing spouse may sanctify the unbelieving spouse by communion or by a sort of "holy contagion" (1 Cor 7:14), and their children are automatically "holy" (ibid.). Those "touched" by the Spirit are already, here and now, a presence of the new world with its sovereign lordship over evil. Hence it is to be hoped that those who celebrate the Lord's Supper worthily should not die or be ill (1 Cor 11:30).

But Paul remains a realistic pastor, aware that his Corinthians are still in swaddling clothes and exposed to the bad effects of scandal. Hence scandals involving meals are to be avoided (1 Cor 8:9,11), and the man living in public incest should be separated from the community (1 Cor 5:2). It is good to be forgiving, tolerant and welcoming, but there are delicate pastoral situations which hinder our realizing the ideal.

3.4. Christian faith both takes up and purifies cultures
The missionary Paul chose to offer the Corinthians a great and new truth: "If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation" (2 Cor 5:17). But he did not intend to deprive them of their cultural roots. Rather, he was a great defender of the fact that a Greek should be saved as a Greek, and each person should be saved within the situation in which the Lord encountered him (1 Cor 7:17-24). Hence Paul would adopt the language current in Corinth and would thank God because the community was rich in word and in knowledge (1 Cor 1:5). He was delighted that the faithful were creative and that each of them brought to their assembly "a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation" (1 Cor 14:26). The only caveat he adds is that this should all be done in good order.

In principle, the apostle does not forbid them to keep attending their former pagan banquets (10:27), above all if they have "knowledge" that empties them of the religious value that they formerly attributed to them (1 Cor 8:4 f.).

But in the Corinthians' past there are elements that must be radically corrected. Belonging to the Lord is utterly incompatible with the practice of fornication and prostitution in the temple of Aphrodite (1 Cor 6:18). Moreover, the body of a Christian is not something to be scorned as a passage destined to digest foods in this life; rather, it is destined to be clothed in the glory of God (1 Cor 6:14-14l cf. Phil 3:21).

The "spiritualism" of Platonic philosophy made it hard for the Greeks to recognize the resurrection as a form of salvation. Thus, some Corinthians held that "there is no resurrection of the dead" (1 Cor 15:12). However, Christian faith accorded this world the status of "material for salvation." The perishable must put on the imperishable and this mortal nature must put on immortality (1 Cor 15:53). Thus God's creation will not end in failure and destruction. Christian hope teaches that God will be all in all and that all must be subjected to the Lordship of Christ (1 Cor 15:28). Christian faith provides a new vision of the cosmos and a new attitude regarding history.


AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

1. WOMEN IN PAUL'S LETTERS
It cannot be denied that in this matter Paul was conditioned by Jewish tradition (cf. 1 Cor 11:3). Indeed, this was the background that allowed him to make a giant leap forward: Paul's categorical and sweeping statement that baptism has transformed man and woman into equals (Gal 3:28), and that there is now no significant difference between them. Some have striven to regard 1 Cor 12:13 as a sort of backward step regarding Gal 3:28. But this means that it must be shown that 1 Cor is later than Gal, which is not likely. Besides, in both cases, Paul is only offering examples, not exhaustive lists.

It is impressive to note the number of women whom Paul has associated in his missionary and pastoral task: Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa and Persis are described as "workers...hard workers in the Lord" (Rom 16:6,12). As for Corinth, Phoebe is referred to as a "deaconess" (Rom 16:1), and Aquila and Prisca, together with the church in their house, join Paul in sending greetings in the Lord (1 Cor 16:19). As for Ephesus, Paul refers to Junias and her husband Andronicus as "outstanding apostles" (Rom 16:7). Among those working in Philippi, Paul mentions Evodia and Synteche (Phil 4:2). But the most explicit passage is 1 Cor 11:5, which unreservedly acknowledges that women may "pray and prophesy" in the community assembly.

The scandal comes with 1 Cor 14:34: "Women should keep silent in such gatherings. They should not speak." In order to avoid a contradiction with 11:5, some interpreters have suggested that 14:34 is an interpolation made at the time of redaction, and under the influence of 1 Tim 3:12. But this supposition does not seem to pay attention to 14:36, a text which can be construed as discrediting the aforesaid antifeminist posture. If we take this text into account, we find that it is a severe correction directed at the men of Corinth. "What! did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only ones (masculine: eis humâs mónous) it has reached? In this case, the most likely supposition is that the saying of 14:34 f. was a slogan making the rounds in the community, and that Paul decidedly opposed it.

However, there is no doubt that the following generation would not retain this novelty. In this respect, Eph 5:22-24 and 1 Tim 2:12 manifest a markedly backward step. In the measure that the number of believers grew, their assemblies became more numerous and complex, and they adopted forms that resembled the administration of the Greek pólis.


2. SOCIETY AS A BODY
"M. Agrippa...told the following moral tale. 'In the days when the parts of the human body did not work together, forming an harmonious unity as they do today, each member had its own ideas and its own language. All of the other parts grew indignant at having to provide everything for the stomach at the cost of their own cares, efforts and functions, whilst the stomach, quite content in their midst, had nothing to do but enjoy the pleasures they provided for him. At that point they began to talk things over among themselves, and decided that the hand would not bring food to the mouth, the mouth would not receive it and the teeth would not chew it. In their resentment, intending to dominate the stomach through hunger, the members themselves and the whole body fell into a state of extreme prostration. Then they understood that the stomach's function was not so idle after all, for as he was nourished he sent out to all the parts of the body the blood that gives them life and strength, equally shared among all the veins after the food was digested.' Then, establishing a parallel between the inner rebellion of the body and the irate reaction of the people against the Senate, he made them change their attitude" (Titus Livius, History of Rome,  Bk. II, 32, 8-12).


3. PAUL'S ECONOMY
In Acts 18:3,5, we are told that when Paul arrived in Corinth, he did manual work in the workshop of Aquila and Priscilla, but that once Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia, he quit working a devoted himself to full-time evangelization. This indicates that they brought him money from Macedonia, as Paul himself explains in 2 Cor 11:7 ff.: "...I robbed other churches by accepting support from them in order to serve you..., for my needs were supplied by the brethren who came from Macedonia." Paul acknowledges the right of Christian missionaries to be maintained by the community they evangelize (cf. 1 Cor 9:6-13), but both in Thessalonika (1 Thes 2:7,9) and in Corinth (2 Cor 11:9; 12:13) he renounced that right, preferring to undergo the humiliation of manual labor. According to Acts 20:34, he observed the same conduct in Ephesus.

Missionaries opposed to Paul in Corinth had acted in accord with the Gospel motto: "The laborer is worthy of his hire" (Lk 10:7), and Paul ridiculed them for it: "For you bear it if a man makes slaves of you, or preys upon you, or takes advantage of you, or puts on airs, or strikes you in the face" (2 Cor 11:20). Earlier he had remarked: "For we are not like so many peddler's of God's word" (2 Cor 2:17).

In Greek urban settings, Paul did not want to follow what was the common practice in Palestine. But the presence of missionaries who followed the Palestinian model had cause him some serious problems. Some have interpreted Paul's "gratuitous" working as a sign that he was not sure of his status as an apostle (2 Cor 11:5,12), or even more meanly as an astute stance aimed at assuring a better collection for Jerusalem (2 Cor 12:16-18). He paid a high price " so that his freedom would not be compromised, that his unselfishness would be beyond discussion, and that his very social place (his appearance and his real form of life) would bear witness to the gospel of Christ crucified" (R. Aguirre).

By way of exception and for reasons of the heart unknown to us (Phil 1:8), Paul repeatedly accepted money from the community of Philippi (Phil 4:16; 2 Cor 11:9). It was a poor community (2 Cor 8:2) which would not curb his freedom, as some of the moneyed class of Corinth might have tried to do.


CLARETIAN KEY

WOE TO ME IF I DO NOT PREACH THE GOSPEL!
Our Fr. Founder cites this expression from 1 Cor 9:16 in number 207 of his Autobiography, where he speaks of the aim he set before him in his apostolic activity. In the numbers preceding this, in which he explicitly spells out these aims, we find many of the elements that shaped his own missionary spirit: "My aim is to make God better known, loved and served by everyone" (Aut 202); "Another of my aims is to prevent all sins..." (Aut 203); "I am also driven to preach...by the sight of the throngs of souls who are falling into hell..." (Aut 205). He goes on to tell us that he cannot rest in view of these situations (Aut 211). The resonance of Paul's witness in Claret is the same that resonates in the spirit of all who have been called to a missionary life, although they may express it differently in the diverse circumstances and changing sensibilities of their times.

However, 1 Cor also opens up another very important dimension to us: this ministry is lived "in weakness." This calls for a change of key (cf. 1 Cor 1:28). The missionary lives his vocation and carries out his mission within the experience of a twofold weakness: the weakness that comes from his own limitations, and the weakness that arises from the option he has made to live among the poor and the weak because Jesus did so. The message of Paul had found a deep echo in our own missionary community. In the light of 1 Cor, we should re-read numbers 24 ("We seek before all else the kingdom of God, which belongs to the poor") and 44 ("The Lord himself chose to be indentified with those who suffer... In solidarity with them.., let us bear all things...") if the Constitutions. The mission options of our Congregation undoubtedly situate us in this line (MCT 173-174; CPR 80; SW 10.2; 16.4).

Woe to me if I do not evangelize! But from a well-defined position and in a well-defined style.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. If I do not have charity.  We hasten along the streets of life waving the banners of tolerance and coexistence, but the manifestation itself is sometimes pure conflict. Our cries for peace can sometimes bear within them the larvae of a false irenicism. To exalt equality can be the best way of preserving one's individual "status." Why so? We have to reflect on whether the roots of our touted freedom are a stumbling block to the weak, or whether our solidarity is belied by love of self and of our own culture, or whether our tolerance is so generous that it can live side by side with sin and evil. Isn't it possible that inadmissable interests may lurk behind our appearances of good?

2. Diversity: an opportunity and a challenge.  Today as never before has there been such a deep and widespread awareness of human pluralism and diversity. And not only in what we could call the world of macro-diversity, but in the diversity of local traditions, of regional linguistic pluralism, and of the diversity of ethnic groups that formerly never entered our minds. This diversity, amplified by the communications media, sometimes gives rise to conflicts of all sorts. Here, too, we must reckon with the pluralist situation of Christians. The notion of "one flock and one shepherd" would be better understood in terms of "a common house" in which we should all work together to build up the kingdom. Shouldn't the growth of pluralism spur us on to make better decisions and to foster attitudes of tolerance and dialogue? Wouldn't all of this call for a keener reflection and discernment on a personal level? Mightn't there be a danger of hybridization and confusion even on the level of faith? How is the Church situated in this context? And the Congregation?

3. To say "I dissent" is not enough.  What we are talking about here is the public manifestation of our disaffection with those who lawfully exercise the charism of presiding over the Christian community, whatever it might be. In view of the tendency of all institutions to impose uniformity, there is the right, and even the duty, to dissent and protest. Nevertheless, we must maintain the position that without a "heartfelt" allegiance to the Church as it is, it seems impossible to exercise the service of faith in a decorous way. The fact is, that a legitimate plurality in secondary matters can sometimes impair a necessary unity in essentials. The consequence is clear: this can give rise to the "great obstacle to evangelization," and to desperate experiments that denature the word of the Gospel, weaken the unity of the Church and increase even more the difficulties of evangelization. Do you believe that there is a margin for dissent in the Church? Is it greater or lesser than it is in other institutions, such as political parties, associations, enterprises, etc.? What about in our own institution?

4. Rebels with a cause.  The image of Superman in a wheelchair is one of powerlessness, an image that obliges us to ask about the origin and destiny of strength and fortitude. In the midst of misfortunes, how often have we asked ourselves: Why them and not me? or Why me and not them? In the movie "Rebel without a cause" there is a scene in a planetarium where the professor imagines the explosion of the earth as an insignificant event in the magnitude of the universe, thus refocusing the daily problems (love, hate, boredom, loneliness) of well-off young people in a small US. city. The whole thing is a symbol. How do contemporary people handle the experience of powerlessness regarding the elements and happenings they encounter during life? Doesn't it seem to you that accepting one's own weakness is a way of showing that faith is based on the power of God?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Has the charism been fixed and frozen in the Congregation, or is it still open?  Reality changes and so does the way of tackling missionary praxis and even our very style of life. Do you long for the good old days? Would you rather hear about spiritual direction or about accompaniment or mentoring? Particular examen or personal project? Order of the house or community project? Obedience or shared responsibility?

2. There are also "weak" members in our own communities.  Are you as sensitive to your weak brothers in community as you are to the weakness of people in general? Does your own weakness prevent you from seeing the weakness of the rest? Do you calculate the effects of your actions, taking into account the spiritual and moral capacity of your brothers?

3. Even if you do not practice "material itinerancy" in your ministry, do you practice the virtues proper of itinerancy, such as availability, a sense of catholicity, etc.? Are your attachments to family, country, culture and politics a hindrance to your itinerancy?

4. Do you know how to adapt yourself to the rhythm of the slow and the weak?  Is your option for the weak a bit paternalistic? How do you think of it? Isn't it more effective to be weak with the weak that to help the weak with your fortitude? Do you see that age, education and temperament have a lot to do with strength or weakness?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: 1 Cor 12:12-27.

3. Dialogue on theme 2 in its different keys.

$ Keep in mind the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.
4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing Song.
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