THEME 1:
ALTERNATIVE COMMUNITY
TEXT:
1 AND 2 THESSALONIANS

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. First generation in Thessalonika
1.1.1. Birth of the community
It is not surprising that for a traveler like Paul, who divided the world into "city, wilderness and sea" (2 Cor 11:26), cities located on the imperial highways held and important place. Along with port cities like Corinth and Ephesus, Paul's story is tied to two great overland routes: "the common road" that led from Antioch to western Asia Minor, and the "Via Egnatia" that was the main route between Rome and the East. This great imperial highway, starting out from two ports in present-day Albania, led as far as Byzantium after crossing through Thessalonika and Philippi.

The first of these cities, Thessalonika, one of the most important commercial centers in Roman Greece, was a crossroads where the Via Egnatia met with the Danube Road as well as with one of the maritime routes of the Aegean that began in its port, located on the Thermaic Gulf. Already a capital of a district of Macedonia in 167 BC., it was promoted to the capital of the whole Province in 146 BC. Under Roman rule, the city maintained its Hellenic form of government, with an assembly of citizens, the right to coin money, and the exclusion of military garrisons of the occupying imperial troops within its walls.

The city also had an important purple-dying industry, which favored the formation of a cosmopolitan population, which early included the presence of Egyptian groups, and later of Jewish and other ethnic groups.

The origin of the Christian community of Thessalonika was marked by Paul's previous experience in the strongly Latinized city of Philippi, where he met not only with hostility, but was also able to establish manifold relationships that provided support, even of a financial sort, to his mission.

Taken together, the expressions: "We had already suffered and been shamefully treated in Philippi" (1 Thes 2:2; cf. Acts 16:12-40) and "even in Thessalonika you sent me help once and again" (Phil 4:16; cf. 2 Cor 8:1-6, 11:8 f.; Rom 15:26), are witnesses that throw some light on Paul's stay in Thessalonika.

This city, among other centers, was a privileged place for having access to a new world vision that had already arisen in times of Alexander's empire. That Paul was aware of the status of his own hometown of Tarsus can be seen in the claim that he was "a citizen of no mean city" (Acts 21:39). He was part of a new world that depended on the city for its survival, which Paul himself achieved by the work of his own hands.

His business and ethnic contacts allowed Paul to move about, since it was not hard for him to find emigrants with whom he held some of these points in common. Moreover, the city allowed him to spread his message more readily, since the greater part of city life unfolded in its streets, squares and porticos.

1.1.2. Place, time and occasion of the letter
After his departure from Thessalonike, Paul headed south. In Athens, he received some not very heartening news on the situation of his community in Thessalonika. He sent Timothy to verify the situation and upon his faithful disciple's return with a report that belied the news he had heard, Paul, who was already in Corinth, decided to write a letter of encouragement and comfort to the Thessalonians. The dating of the letter coincides, then, with the disputed chronology of Paul's stay in Corinth.

The news of Paul's meeting with Aquila and Priscilla, as well as the presence of Gallio in Corinth, are the elements to be borne in mind in dating the letter. The first of these data suggests the expulsion of Jews from Rome decreed by Claudius, which took place, according to the most probable opinion, around the year 49/50 of the Christian era. The presence of Gallio in Corinth seems to coincide with the latter part of Paul's stay in Corinth. In an inscription at Delphi, this brother of Seneca is described as the (pro)consul of Achaia. The number 26 that appears in this inscription must refer to the order of acclamations made by the aforesaid Emperor, which must have been around the beginning of the year 52. It is therefore likely that the letter was written in the year 51.

1.1.3. The true situation of the community
One item mentioned in the letter: "You became imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, for you suffered the same things from your own compatriots as they did from the Jews" (1 Thes 2:14, cf. 1:9), seems to indicate that the community was mainly made up of non-Jewish members. This is confirmed by the few names that we know of individual members of the Thessalonian community. Aside from Jason, who was accused by the Thessalonian Jews of "having entertained them [Paul and Silas] as house guests" (Acts 17:7), the only other Thessalonians mentioned as such were Aristarchus and Secundus (Acts 20:4). Two Greek names and one Latin name, point toward a community that was ethnically made up of non-Jews.

It was probably a community made up mainly of artisans, as the frequent mention of work suggests. Thus, although as city folk they did not share the farmers' fear of the city world, neither did they share the proud security of the notables of the city. Thus Paul, who could not be with them in the adversities they were suffering from their compatriots, could write them a letter of tender encouragement to remain faithful, since he himself shared their common lot of persecution and work.

1.2. The second generation of Christians
1.2.1. The second letter in relation to the first
The Second Letter to the Thessalonians reproduces some of the terms and formulas of the First Letter. In contrast, however, the tone is more impersonal and the same themes are treated differently in a different focus. The coming of the Lord is handled in a "dualistic" fashion and the word of encouragement to its addressees, the current community crisis, is in the form of a veiled warning regarding the future judgment.

The ascription of the second letter to Paul reveals a desire to offer an authoritative response to a situation that shows certain common traits with the first letter. But the second letter undoubtedly deals with the concerns of a second generation facing opposition coming from a quarter quite different from that of the first letter and happening at a time when internal tensions have arisen from the delay of the parousía. Through the way in which the second letter deals with the times and moments of the coming of the Day of the Lord, of tribulations, of apocalyptic alarmism and certain tendencies toward parasitism, we can discover some traits of a different community, located in a place that we cannot determine.

1.2.2. The crises
The "tribulations":  The discourse on the coming of the Lord lays the foundation for a twofold future: relief for believers and affliction and ruin for those who refuse to believe. The letter seeks to situate this twofold future in the framework of an exhortation which serves both as an encouragement and as a warning. Even the disciplinary aspect of the last section of the letter works within this same perspective.

The internal disturbance:  Besides this, the community to which the letter is addressed is undergoing a crisis of an apocalyptic stamp. People are so confused, upset and alarmed that many have even abandoned their jobs. This dropping out may also have been influenced by a sociocultural context favored by Roman Patronage, in which the most dispossessed members may have transferred some of the habits aroused by that practice to the community.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The genres
2.1.1. The initial formula
The initial formula of the letters contains the name the sender, the name of the recipients and a greeting. This is followed by a thanksgiving that includes the terms "give thanks" and "always" joined to prayers for the recipients and felicitations (or a blessing addressed to God).

Another characteristic trait of Pauline letters is the disproportionate enlargement of this initial thanksgiving. Set in a christological and theological context, it features a rich and affective language based on personal bonds between the author and addressees, abounding in stereotyped expression of friendship used in ordinary letters.

2.1.2. Apocalyptic
This type of writing often appears in Paul's letters (cf. 1 Thes 4:13 - 5:11; 2 Thes 2:1-12; 1 Cor 15:12-53). It's aim is to console and encourage readers oppressed by the anguish of the present. Facing the contemporary situation of the world, subject to the power of evil, where sin seems to triumph and the good are persecuted, the time of salvation is presented in bold and energetic strokes. The texts have an eminently practical aim: to strengthen the faithful so that they may be able to offer the witness of their faith in the midst of present difficulties, inviting them to trust in God's Providence. This is meant to remind the faithful that despite the tragic sufferings of the moment, which seem to presage the definitive triumph of Satan, God, the Lord of History, will bring all things wisely to a happy end.

2.2. Language
2.2.1. "Night," "Tribulation"
Paul uses "night and day" to mean "uninterruptedly," in relation both to his work ( 1 Thes 2:9; 2 Thes 3:8) and to his longing to be with his addressees: "praying earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face" (1 Thes 3:10). However the most striking use is seen in the four occurrences of the term in an apocalyptic context in 1 Thes 5, where the present situation is defined as "night" to indicate a kind of security that will be revealed to be illusory: "The day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night" (5:2); "For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk are drunk at night" (5:7). On the contrary, faithful Christians are already living in the light to come: "You are all children of the light and of day; we are not of the night or of darkness" (5:5).

Connected with the former term we find the verb for "being afflicted" or "suffering tribulation" [thlíbesthai] (1 Thes 3:4; as well as 2 Thes 1:6,7) and the noun for "tribulation" [thlîpsis] (1 Thes 1:6, 3:3,7; 2 Thes 1:4,6). "You welcomed the word in great affliction" (1 Thes 1:6). "Let no one be moved by these afflictions" (1 Thes 3:3). "We told you before that we would suffer tribulations" (1 Thes 3:4). "In all our distress and tribulation we have been comforted about you through your faith"(1 Thes 3:7). In 2 Thessalonians we see the dualistic thrust that we mentioned above: the tribulations through which the addressees are passing (2 Thes 1:4) are set within a theology of retribution: "It is a just thing with God to repay with tribulation those who are afflicting you, and to grant rest with us to you who are afflicted" (2 Thes 1:6-7a).

2.2.2. Lord, Brethren, Family Images and Entry in 1 Thes
One characteristic of the first letter is the remarkably frequent use of the word "Lord," which appears more often only in the lengthier texts of First Corinthians, Romans and Ephesians. From the first (1:1) to the last (5:28) verse, this title clearly dominates in the Christology of the epistle. It is mainly used to designate the future of Christ's Lordship: his imminent "coming" (2:19, 3:13, 4:15, 5:23), its moment, the "Day of the Lord" (5:2), its manner: "he will descend from heaven" (4:16), and its consequences: "the Lord will come as an avenger" (4:6), and "we shall always be with the Lord" (4:17). The author thus justifies the attitude of a community that looks to the future: "your hope in our Lord Jesus Christ" (1:3), who he prays will "make them increase and abound in love" (3:12), "for God has...destined us to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ" (5:9).

Note that he never forgets that this Lord is Jesus: they "killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets" (2:15), which justifies not only their becoming "imitators...of the Lord...in much tribulation" (1:6) and their "standing fast in the Lord" (3:8) but also the authority of the apostle: "we beseech and exhort you in the Lord Jesus" (4:1), "You know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus" (4:2), "This we declare to you by the word of the Lord" (4:15), "I adjure by the Lord" (5:27), as well as the authority of "those who are over you in the Lord" (5:12).

Compared with the other letters, there is an even greater proportion of uses of the term "brethren" (adelphoí). This creates a family-like atmosphere which is accentuated with images of motherhood, "we were as gentle as any nursing mother fondling her little ones" (2:7b) and fatherhood, "like a father with his children, we exhorted each one of you and encouraged you" (2:11). This familiarity gave rise to a likeness among them: "imitators of us" (1:6), "you became a  model for all believers of Macedonia and Achaia" (1:7), "you became imitators of the churches of God that are in Judea" (2:14). This idea is reinforced by the use of the word "entry" (eísodos) in its twofold meaning of welcome and entrance, underscored in 1:9 and 2:1, respectively.

2.2.3. Traditions, Work and Revelation in 2 Thes
In the second letter there is an obvious concern for "the traditions" that the addressees received from the author of the letter. These should be fully accepted and kept (2:15). One of these sayings handed down dominates the horizon of the third chapter: the obligation to work. In recalling it, the author points to his own example (3:8) and contrasts it with the attitude of some members of the community (3:11). These he urges to work quietly to earn their own living (3:12), in keeping with the principle that "anyone who would not work should not eat" (3:10).

However, it is the apocalyptic elements that supplies the most abundant vocabulary of this second letter. Terms of revelation-manifestation (both the noun apokálupsis and the verb apokalúpto) appear frequently, not only for the revelation of the Lord Jesus from heaven (1:7), but also for the manifestation of the man of lawlessness (2:3,6). In this context there is also talk of two counterposed parousías or comings/presences: the coming of the man of lawlessness (2:9) and the coming of the Lord (2:8), which will lead to the destruction of the man of lawlessness or son of perdition.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Mission in a hostile world
There are repeated instances of an awareness of the separateness Christians from "outsiders" (1 Thes 4:12), who are described as "heathen who do not know God" (1 Thes 4:5). The Thessalonian Christians became integrated into the community when they were converted and "turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God" (1 Thes 1:9).

This language reveals a negative perception of exterior society. As in Essenian documents of Qumran, the sons of light are pitted against the sons of darkness: "For you are all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness" (1 Thes 5:5).

These expressions serve to describe the hostility of society. Jews and Gentiles alike reveal the same attitude and reaction to their Christian compatriots, which is shown most of all in their attitude toward the Lord Jesus: "They killed the Lord Jesus" (1 Thes 2:15).

This paradigm leads to the identification of Satan with the Gentile gods. "We tried to come to you --I, Paul tried more than once-- but Satan blocked the way" (1 Thes 2:18). Paul even feared that "the tempter" might test the community beyond its strength to persevere (3:5).

But in contrast with the thought and way of life adopted by the Essenes, the Thessalonian community did not break off relations with the society surrounding them. Paul himself defines his task as "preaching to the Gentiles so that they might be saved" (1 Thes 2:16).

Perhaps some light is shed on this diversity of perspective by the epistolary heading itself, understood in it historical context. In it, Paul, Silvanus and Timothy address the church of the Thessalonians, the specific note of which is singled out as being "in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ" (1:1), a formula which indicates belonging.

The term "church" (ekklesía) harks back to the democratic ideal of participation, however limited, that had given rise to the Greek city (pólis). This model included a group of citizens (dêmos), a government council (boulé) and an assembly (ekklesía). But very early on, this participative ideal was utilized by the Imperial Power which incorporated it into the framework of its own plans for domination.

This procedure, initially begun under Philip and systematically pursued under his son Alexander and later by the Romans, granted the pólis a merely formal participation that helped to affirm the authority of the imperial kyrios, with whom the local élite, eager for prestige and power, negotiated through the institutions of the city.

In this context, the statement that there is an ekklesía of Thessalonika that belongs to the Father and to the Lord Jesus Christ entails the constitution of another form of society. Hence, we should not be surprised at the frequency of language aimed at describing the separation between both societies.

The social powerlessness of the converts vis à vis adversaries that can cause them suffering, the insignificance of their status vis à vis the power structure, together with their vulnerability and numerical weakness, lead us to think that Paul had to square off against the power brokers of the pólis, that is, the alliance of the city notables with the imperial lord.

This awareness, which Paul shared with citizens not involved in this alliance, is reflected in his missionary thrust. On the one hand he says of it that "we speak not to please men" (1 Thes 2:4), "nor did we seek glory from men" (1 Thes 2:6). On the other, the awareness of this new citizenship gives rise to a statement of his own liberty regarding those other powers, as he says: "trusting in our God, we were emboldened to speak the Gospel of God fearlessly in the face of great opposition" (1 Thes 2:2). The verb that Paul uses here, "parrhesiázomai," means to speak out frankly and boldly, with the freedom God granted him to face human opposition. 

3.2. An alternative community
3.2.1. Creating fraternal bonds
All these references to a hostile world seem to be aimed at strengthening the membership of the new community. The new community that is being born in this hostile world as an alternative community is made up of "brothers and sister beloved of God" (1 Thes 1:4), who are further marked out by their having been "chosen" by Him (ibid.).

A community thus understood creates a strong attitude of solidarity among the members of the group. Family and neighborly relationships are replaces by new relationships that relate the faithful of Thessalonika with the faithful of all "Macedonia and Achaia" (1 Thes 1:7,8) and "of the churches of God that are in Judea" 1 Thes 2:14). The usual style of epistolary greetings, which establish friendly relations between sender and addressees, serve the same end.

We can thus understand the thrust of the statements on the unity of God. In view of the general tolerance of the Hellenistic philosophical milieu in which all gods were regarded as an aspect of the One, Paul's statements on God undergird the unity of the different "assemblies of God" from the standpoint of the equality of rights (another fundamental function of the ekklesía), preserving their integrity and community practice.

This security is assured on the family horizon of a God who is Father and who therefore makes it possible to create new family bonds. The mutuality in loving "one another" (allélous), (1 Thes 3:12, 4:9), in doing good to one another (1 Thes 5:15) and in comforting one another (1 Thes 4:18, 5:11) is the fruit of this concern. This, besides Paul's use of the epistolary plural or the plurality made up of Paul, Silvanus and Timothy, may perhaps explain the multiplied uses of "we" and "our" that are proper of this epistle.

3.2.2. Sharing persecution and work
Hellenistic Judaism, as presented by Philo Judaeus in his comments on Ex 22:20, calls for a special friendship towards proselytes, because "they have left their parents, relatives and friends... For true love, the tie that indissoluble binds the good will that makes us one, is to honor the one God" (Philo, Exposition of the Law, "Special Laws" 1.52).
In comparison with this Jewish conception, the novelty of the Christian conception lies in the fact that this unity of faith in but one God is seen as indissolubly linked to one Lord condemned and put to death by Jewish Law, which leads to a break with the non-Trinitarian Jewish notion of God and goes beyond all racial limits. The election (eklogé) of Israel (Rom 9:11; 11:5,7,28) in no way differs from the election (eklogé) of Thessalonika (1 Thes 1:4). This leads to the creation of a unique people separated from other cults, in which the connection with the synagogue gradually disappears,

The experience of suffering and tribulation is present everywhere in Christian experience. In their initiation, the Christians of Thessalonika have already been prepared for it: "When we were with you, we told you beforehand that we were to suffer affliction" (1 Thes 3:4a). Hence the present situation of the community can be tersely expressed: "Just as it has come to pass" (1 Thes 3:4b).

This experience of persecution can be connected with other cases in which the same has happened. Paul often mentions his own experience: "Although we had already suffered and been shamefully treated in Philippi...trusting in our God, we were emboldened to speak the Gospel of God fearlessly in the face of great opposition" (1 Thes 2:2), and the community can also have recourse to other models, such as "the churches of God that are in Judea" (1 Thes 2:14).

The harsh reality of work involves to aims. In the first place, it is deemed necessary so as to win the respect of outsiders (1 Thes 4:12a). In the second place, it serves to unite Paul more closely to the Thessalonians on a common footing. This second reason has been a determinant of Paul's own missionary action. He describes himself as "working night and day, that we might not burden any of you" (1 Thes 2:9), and exhorts the Thessalonians not to be a burden to the ekklesía, but to work, in order not to have to be dependent on anyone else for their needs (1 Thes 4:12b). 

Work and persecution are the contagious paradigm of this new universal family, which proceeds from the Lord Jesus and is being spread through Paul and through the various ekklesías in the midst of a hostile world.

In this new pólis there is no lack of good people or of resources, but the changing of traditional norms has produced a deep malaise that calls for a new response. Paul recalls this at the beginning of his account, but he also proceeds to give some recommendations that throw light on the content and interpretation of tribulation in Christian experience. The sufferings of the community are related with those of the apostle, with those of other communities and with those of Christ. Such afflictions were to be expected. Thus, relations with family and neighbors were replaced (1 Thes 2:14) by new bonds that not even death could destroy.

These indications were meant mainly for the community's sense of well-being, and in this way they could maintain their confidence even in situations of affliction and hard work.

3.2.3. The missionary and his community
Because fraternal relationships were so strong, Paul's exhortations to the community were largely in the form of a request or prayer (1 Thes 4:1, 5:12; 2 Thes 2:1). But these requests could also contain commands or "interactions" (1 Thes 4:2) which, although they are uttered by the apostle: "as we directed you to do" (1 Thes 4:11) are not his own, but come from the Lord: "the injunctions we gave you through the Lord Jesus" (1 Thes 4:2).

This is why these "commands" or "injunctions" are always in the form of mutual "exhortations" (1 Thes 2:12, 3:2, 4:1,10,11, 5:14) made by Paul, Timothy or by members of the community and of encouragement by a father to his children (1 Thes 2:11-12). Far from imposing his will as an apostle, his conduct can be compared with the gentleness "of a mother tenderly nursing her children" (1 Thes 2:7). The relationship of fraternity does not  depart from the family atmosphere when it is transformed into a relationship of fatherhood/motherhood.

3.2.4. Elements of ecclesiology
From what has been said, one gathers that the Church is, above all, a family made up of "brothers and sisters beloved of God" (1 Thes 1:4), whom they may call upon as "our Father."

This family has the traits of the Ekklesía of God and of the Lord Jesus: citizens who enjoy full freedom over against the powers of the imperial overlord and the notables of the secular city.

From their condition as an ekklesía, there also flows a distinctive equality of rights which is not confined to a single city, but creates a bond of universal solidarity with churches located elsewhere.

Family kinship and election stamp every function within the Church, so that in the exercise of authority, both requests and commands are intermingled. These include exhortation and encouragement, and have as their only referent the word of the Lord Jesus.

3.3. Realism in hoping
3.3.1. Hope, the pivot-point of Christian life
From the very outset of the letter, the author gives thanks to God, not only for their "work of faith and labor of love," but also for their "steadfastness of hope in the Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Thes 1:3). And in the last chapter he exhorts them to "put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation" (1 Thes 5:8).

In 1 Thes 4:13, hope appears as the most distinctive note of the Christian community as opposed to those "how have no hope." It is only by this hope that they can adequately understand their present tribulation and only in this hope that can they correctly live their ecclesial solidarity.

In the framework of this solidarity Paul examines the problem of death, considered not in its reality as a universal phenomenon, but as a force capable of destroying community ties. Hope, he affirms, overcomes even the fear of death that may happen before the Coming of the Lord: "Those of us who are left until the coming of the Lord, shall not precede those who have fallen asleep... The dead in Christ will rise first, then we who are alive..." (1 Thes 4:15b, 17a).

But hope also justifies the "blamelessness" of life demanded of a Christian which, in 1 Thes 3:13 and 5:23, is intimately bound up with the Coming of the Lord. The warnings against impurity (1 Thes 4:3-5) and greed (1 Thes 4:6a) should be understood in this context of salvation from the wrath to come (1 Thes 1:10), for the Lord is an avenger of all these things (1 Thes 4:6b).

This apocalyptic language reinforces the community's cohesion and goads them to act not only in keeping with the inner good of the community: "Respect those who labor among you and are over you in the Lord and admonish you" (1 Thes 5:12), but also in regard to the outer world" "that you may command the respect of outsiders" (1 Thes 4:12).

3.3.2. Different ways of living in hope
These active characteristics are essential notes of Christian hope, which set it in direct opposition to the alarmism of the addressees of Second Thessalonians.

In times of tribulation and trouble, merely looking to the future is not enough. It is necessary to have a spiritual and practical commitment that is reflected in a firm adherence to tradition, and through it, to the Word of the Lord.

There is a kind of hope in the Parousía that runs the risk of building a model of Christian hope that is totally passive and even parasitic. It is necessary, then, to recall the example and teaching of Paul regarding the obligation to work (2 Thes 3:7-9).

This importance of continuing to work, while awaiting the future, derives from the authority "of the Lord Jesus Christ" (2 Thes 3:6), and it demands that the community "keep away from any brother who is living in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you received from us" (ibid.).

Hence the twofold judgment of God serves not only for the undoing of the wicked, but also for discerning within the community itself between a hope defined by constancy and mutual love, and a meaningless hope that leads to the abandonment of one's duties.

The future, therefore, can only be modeled on the basis of a decided commitment, in which Christian existence adheres to the word of the Lord. This adherence to the Gospel demands "working in faith" (2 Thes 1:11), "never growing weary of doing good" (2 Thes 3:13) and in being comforted and established "in every good work and word" (2 Thes 2:17).


CLARETIAN KEY

RAISING UP AND RENEWING COMMUNITIES OF BELIEVERS
Our Constitutions tell us: "Our Congregation fulfills its proper mission by raising up and strengthening communities of believers, either by leading people to conversion to God through faith or by renewing their life in Christ and leading them to perfection in it" (CC 47). These words of the Constitutions connect us with the apostolic experience of Paul. Thus we feel within us a kinship and resonance with his tireless preaching and his constant concern for the communities he founded, just as our own Founder did (cf. Aut 224). The ministry of Paul raised up groups of Christians who strove to live their faith in the midst of a world that was often hostile to the values that shape the life of the Christian community.

Sharing with his fellow citizens the task of building a better world (the letters to the Thessalonians insist on the theme of work), with their hope placed in the Lord, the Christian community is called to become a sign of the Kingdom that Jesus proclaimed, and to commit themselves to announce that Kingdom. To raise up Christian communities, and to collaborate in maintaining their vitality, is our mission in the Church. To displace ourselves and to go out to those geographic places or social settings where this task is most urgently needed, is a natural demand of this mission (CC 48; CPR 85).

A Claretian reading of Paul, of his life and ministry, cannot fail to arouse in us a restlessness that will necessarily lead us to make some changes. If this does not happen, we can be sure that we are domesticating or even "taming" his message.


SITUATIONAL KEY
To contextualize the texts of the Scriptures (in this case the letters of Paul) in our own environment is an important step in our vocational reading of the Bible. A lively awareness of present situations will allow us to see the Word and to illumine everything in a new light. It will be up to each missionary --personally and in dialogue-- to contextualize the Word in his own place of mission. We would like to suggest some outlines for carrying out this indispensable task.

1. Is our evangelization today in clash with a "hostile world"?  Paul met with difficulties in his mission, and the Christians of Thessalonika suffered persecution. In our own ecclesial settings there are voices that declare the present-day world to be adverse and hostile to evangelization and to Christianity. How do these voices sound to us? Are they accurate and to the point, or are they only the voices of alarmism?

There are cruel and even bloody rejections of Christians and of men and women missionaries: in Algeria, as well as other points in Africa, Asia and Latin America. And we could mention other kinds of hostilities. But does this allow us to generalize? The reality of it all has become quite complex and variable. There is an ongoing, worldwide humanizing process, but alongside it is a dehumanizing process of global transnationalization. And while global contexts and powers are being created, some long-standing regional, national and local situations still exist. Along with the invasion of a global monoculture and of a monolithic neoliberal economic "order," with all their dogmas and idols, there are also "diversities" (ethnic, cultural, religious, class, race, etc.) which persist and are being rearticulated in all parts of the world.

We have to take all these diverse contexts seriously: not only the worldwide or global ones, but also the regional, zonal, local and even sectorial ones. There can be different "hostile worlds" opposed to evangelization in different places (and even within the same city), although the dominant factor in the human sphere may differ (unbelief, idolatries, injustice, materialism, corruption, clashing "welfares," etc.).

In other words, in each concrete place of mission we have to answer the following questions realistically: Is there some milieu in it that is hostile to evangelization and to Christians? What factors shape this hostility and what influence is it exerting?

2. Facing the challenge of adverse surroundings.  Once we have identified the context that is holding evangelization back, we must discern its challenges for the Christian community. Can we, today, make use of Paul's attitude regarding his "hostile world"? He identified that hostility as a prolongation of the persecution against Jesus, and saw in it a pastoral challenge to reinforce the identity and hope of Christians. But this was to be accomplished without a total break from the surrounding milieu, since the Gospel is meant to shine for the "children of the night" through the witness of Christians, whom Paul asks to persevere, to keep working and never to grow tired in doing good.

That same missionary thrust makes us ask ourselves: What are we doing about situations and surroundings that are adverse to our missionary tasks? Besides bolstering Christian identity and hope, couldn't we come to regard these human contexts, which are in principle alien, "allergic" and even hostile to Christianity, as "occasions" for the Gospel?

3. On being an alternative or contrasting community today.  And what are we to say regarding these worlds or environments that seem to be alien, allergic or hostile to Christianity? In their own way, aren't they calling us Christians to be communities of alternative life?

The situations and surroundings of life that are taking shape today seem to be asking Christianity to return to its original identity as "leaven in the loaf," to a service of humanizing the world, which is also a service to the Reign of God. In our surroundings, are their yet about us any "Christian" sociological contexts which encourage Christians to be persons and groups whose life stands out as a contrast (salt, light, leaven)? What does it mean to be an alternative community in our own human contexts?

This brings us into an historical convergence with all the longings and quests for alternative ways of life that are more human, more in harmony with the bio-diversity of nature and of peoples, races, ethnicities, religions and ethics. Are we acquainted with any of the new quests and pathways that are opening up in this direction? Don't we Christians have a good deal to learn and to contribute in this sense today, based on our fundamental option of living according to the Gospel?

4. Discerning the different kinds of hopes.  This "turn of the century" (which is also a "turn of the millennium") in which we are living is full of situations of crisis and of hope, as well as of the dispersal and adulteration of hopes. We can perceive the sinking of many hopes; we hear of the "dismantling of hope"; and here we should also mention various types of manipulating hopes. We can all take the pulse of our own milieu: What is the state of hope in the human and ecclesial situations in the place where we are missioning? Toward what ends or aims are the hopes of the diverse sectors of our society and of the Churches being directed? And what about the hope of the poor? Are we paying enough attention to the diversity of cultures, of religions, of unbeliefs and even of generations?

Since hope is such a core element in human life and in Christian existence, isn't it urgent for the Church, and for every Claretian community and pastoral plan, to draw up our own "hope-agenda"? Isn't it urgent for us to discern and coordinate hopes, to restructure and strengthen hope, to inculturate hope, to introduce such topics as "cultures and hopes" or "religions and hopes" in our interreligious or intercultural dialogues. What task would have the priority in our own "hope-agenda"?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Meditation-checkup on my own missionary health.  In prayer I will take up the text of 1 Thes 2:1-12 as a mirror in which to look at myself. Verse by verse I will try to take the measure of my sentiments, attitudes and degree of commitment to the Christian community.

2. An existential key for today.  "To join forces on the way to the new city." One point of prayer and commitment in this key is the practice of solidarity in witnessing to and spreading the Gospel." Claretian interpersonal and intercommunity solidarity; solidarity also with other charisms, groups and ecclesial movements, and with people of other churches and religions...

3. Let us again take up Paul's symbolic language.  For me, for us and for our fellow Christians today, what does it mean existentially to be "children of the day; not children of the night or of darkness"?

4. From yesterday to today.  What does the "mystique of work" that Paul preached and practiced mean for ourselves and our fellow Christians today? One existential that should be taken up at this point: the growing and cruel scarcity of work...


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: 1 Thes 2:1-12.

3. Dialogue on theme 1 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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