THEME 3:
SERVANTS OF THE NEW COVENANT

TEXT:
2 CORINTHIANS

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. Corinth and the addressees of Second Corinthians
Regarding Corinth and the Christian community there (its founding, growth, organization, etc.), see the preceding theme. The present letter is addressed to this same community. We might do well, then, to review what was said in Theme 2:  "First Corinthians: Attending to the Weak."

1.2. Historical context of the letter
Unlike Galatians or Romans, 2 Cor is not a single complete letter, but rather a compilation of several letters that Paul wrote to the Church in Corinth. By the time Paul started writing 2 Cor, he had been deeply concerned about the Church there for a number of years. His first visit to Corinth, during which he carried out its initial evangelization in 50-51 AD, lasted more than 18 months (Acts 18:11). After leaving the city in order to continue his ministry elsewhere, he wrote back to the community several  times. Not all of these letters have survived, at least in their entirety. 1 Cor 5:9-11 shows that even earlier he had written at least one letter to Corinth.

Paul wrote 1 Cor in 54 AD, because of some information he had received from "Chloe's people" (1 Cor 1:11), who for some reason had traveled from Corinth to Ephesus, where Paul was now working. The Corinthians themselves had also written to Paul, seeking his advice on some problems that had arisen among them (1 Cor 7:1). In 1 Cor 4:18-21 he stated that he hoped to visit Corinth again in the near future. He later changed his mind and planned instead to visit it twice (2 Cor 1:15-16), once on his way from Ephesus to Macedonia and again on his way back to Ephesus. He never made these two visits and was therefore accused of being indecisive (2 Cor 1:17). Meanwhile, however, his assistants, Timothy and Titus, had undertaken various visits there (cf. 1 Cor 16:10; 2 Cor 2:13 and 7:6-7). In 2 Cor 8:16-24, Paul states that he will send Titus and two others to Corinth.

After Paul had written 1 Cor (or at least chs. 1-4), he sent Titus to Corinth to carry out the collection. From him (or perhaps from someone else) Paul learned that his letter had not reestablished the kind of order that he had hoped for. Some Corinthians, out of misunderstanding or ignorance and perhaps at the instigation of certain outsiders, were questioning Paul's apostleship. This made Paul angry with the converts whom he himself had brought to the faith. He therefore answered with a long apologia for his ministry (2 Cor 2:14 - 7:4). When Paul wrote this letter he had no idea how serious the problem was, and he was sure that his letter would settle it. But when he received further news, he resolved to pay a visit to Corinth himself, and it was then that the full force of the conflict came out into the open. Later on he would refer to this as the "painful visit" (2 Cor 1:1l; 13:2), because his trip had been a failure and he had been forced to return to Ephesus in deep distress (cf. 2 Cor 12:14; 13:1). Still later he wrote his so-called "tearful letter" (2 Cor 10 - 13) in which he gives us a clearer picture of the opponents who were stirring up the Corinthians to rebel against him, for he had now met them for the first time (2 Cor 2:3). When Paul was forced to leave Ephesus (Acts 19:23-41), he sent Titus to make another visit to Corinth. Meanwhile Paul traveled north to Troas (2 Cor 2:12), where he planned to rejoin Titus on his return to Corinth. Paul began a successful ministry in Troas, but his impatience to know how things were going in Corinth drove him to embark for Macedonia, still a prey to "fighting without and fears within" (2 Cor 7:5). Here he finally met Titus who brought good news from Corinth. The severe letter had produced the desired effect: the Corinthians were ready to accept Paul and obey him. This is when he wrote the letter of reconciliation (2 Cor 1:1 - 2:13; 7:5-16 and ch. 8), most likely sent from Macedonia. Finally he sent them 2 Cor 9, his last letter to the Corinthians, urging them to complete the collection they had already begun. Paul probably wrote all of these letters between 54 and 56 AD.

1.3. Paul's opponents
1.3.1. Opponents from outside the community
Paul does not give us an exact description of the identity of these opponents who had infiltrated the Church he had founded in Corinth (their background, doctrinal stance, teachings, etc.). He is concerned only with exposing them as "false teachers" (2 Cor 11:13), "super apostles" (2 Cor 11:5; 12:11), "deceitful workers" (2 Cor 11:13), "ministers of Satan in disguise" (2 Cor 11:14-15) and "fools" (2 Cor 11:19). Paul refers to them only obliquely, in keeping with the ancient rhetorical device of denying one's opponents the dignity of even mentioning their names.  Thus he refers to them as "some," "someone," "certain persons" (2 Cor 3:1; 10:2,7,12; 11:20,21); "such a person," "such people" (2 Cor 10:11; 11:13); or else he uses substantive participles that describe their actions (2 Cor 5:12; 10:18; 11:4,12).

Paul accuses these people of being intruders and deceivers who have wormed their way into a church which he founded and for which he alone should have apostolic responsibility. They are deceivers who have come from outside, preaching a different gospel, presumptuously boasting of their superior apostolic credentials (2 Cor 10:12; 11:18; cf. 11:15; 12:11). Misrepresenting themselves as true apostles (2 Cor 1:12-15), they have exploited the hospitality of their Corinthian hosts (2 Cor 11:19-20) and have striven to wean them away from the faith that they received through Paul's preaching (2 Cor 11:3-4). From these passages we can infer that these intruders were skilled in the art of Hellenistic rhetoric (2 Cor 11:6; cf. 10:10). They took pride in external appearances rather than what lies within the heart (2 Cor 5:12), and in so doing they sought to lessen Paul's stature in the eyes of the community.

These "false apostles" accused Paul of not having had any special relationship with Christ (2 Cor 10:7), of being inferior to them in religious knowledge (2 Cor 11:6), of being ineffectual in public speaking and in carrying out the apostolic plans he laid out in his letters (2 Cor 10:10-11; 11:5-6) and of conducting himself according to worldly standards (2 Cor 1:17; 10:2). The reference in 2 Cor 12:12 to the performance of signs that validate Paul's apostleship may have been prompted by charges that Paul has not exhibited such signs. Moreover, the references in 2 Cor 12:19 and 13:3 to Paul's "speaking in Christ" and to "Christ who speaks in me" may also be in response to charges that Paul lacked spiritual authority. These opponents may also have argued that since Paul had not asked for any financial support from the Corinthians --as they themselves, it seems, had done-- it only proved that he felt inadequate as an apostle (2 Cor 12:11, 13). They may even have aroused suspicions about Paul's motives in soliciting funds for the collection for the impoverished church of Jerusalem.

It is clear that the opponents were of Jewish background (2 Cor 11:22). However, they need not have been Judaizers, since the kind of polemic against Judaizers found in Galatians is absent from 2 Cor, despite other similarities that do exist between Galatians and 2 Cor 10 - 13. The suggestion that they were Jewish-Christian Gnostics is not convincing, since the polemic against Gnostic ideas found in 1 Cor is not present in 2 Cor, not even in 2 Cor 5:1-10. Although it is true that the opponents show some typically Gnostic traits (e.g. their interest in visions and revelations: 2 Cor 12:1), this was a phenomenon common to all Hellenistic thought, including that of Hellenistic Judaism. Indeed, the evidence as a whole strongly favors the view that Paul was confronting some Christian missionaries of Hellenistic-Jewish background. There is no hard evidence that the opponents had any Palestinian connections. The polemic in chs. 10-13 is directed mainly against these opponents.

1.3.2. Opponents from within the Church of Corinth
It is very hard to trace the identity and background of Paul's opponents within the Church of Corinth, since Paul does not refer to them explicitly in the letter. However, there is a hint as to their identity in 2 Cor 11:7-11 and 12:13. Paul had received financial support from the churches of Macedonia, but he refused to accept any from Corinth, in all likelihood because of the (at least) latent factions within the community. Accepting help from any of them might have been viewed as selling out to them in order to gain support from the donors.  However, Paul may have refused help simply to avoid being a burden on the community, which could have put an even greater strain on his relationship with some members of the church who were in fact already mounting a strong opposition to Paul's ministry. When Paul wrote his "apologia" (2 Cor 2:14 - 7:4), he may well have had these people in mind. We do not know how far this movement had gone before the arrival of the outsiders, but these "false apostles" found a ready-made anti-Pauline group with whom they formed an alliance. Within this "united front" it seems that the "super apostles" played a dominant role.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The unity of the letter
As we have already said, 2 Cor is a composite of several letters, otherwise it would be very hard to explain all its abrupt changes in style and tone, and its digressions. For example, 2 Cor 7:5-16 seems to be the natural continuation of 2 Cor 2:13. Hence it has been argued that an editor must have forced these verses apart, in order to insert 2:14 - 7:4, which belongs to another letter Paul had written to Corinth. Similarly, chs. 10-13 cannot be the continuation of chs. 1-9, for it is psychologically unthinkable that Paul should suddenly shift from a celebration of his reconciliation with the Corinthians (chs. 1-9, especially 7:13-16) to a harsh attack on them and a sarcastic self-vindication (chs 10-13). Such an attack on the community would have undone all that he had striven to achieve in chs. 1-9. Aside from this, chs 8 and 9 seem to be something of an extended doublet or repetition.

2.2. An analysis of the literary genres present in this letter
2.2.1. Reconciliation (2 Cor 1:1 - 2:13; 7:5-16)
When Titus brought Paul the good news that the Corinthians had accepted his apostolic authority, Paul write them a letter full of comfort and joy. In it, Paul meant to clear up some questions regarding himself, such as his failure to visit them as he had promised (2 Cor 1:15-18; 1:23 - 2:4). Some scholars refer to this type of writing as belonging to the "juridical" or "forensic" genre. The word "comfort" both as noun and verb occurs 10 times in 1:1 - 2:13 and 6 times in 7:5-16, indicating Paul's dominant feeling. Moreover, 2:5-11 is replete with words of reconciliation.

2.2.2. Paul's "apologia" for his apostolic ministry (2 Cor 2:14 - 7:4)
This section, dealing with the theology of ministry, constitutes the "core" of the letter. In it, Paul contrasts himself and his ministry with that of his opponents, who are "peddlers of God's word," whereas Paul is a genuine minister sent by God (2:17). We find the central part of his defense in 3:1 - 4:6, which is a midrashic interpretation of several elements from Exodus 34 (e.g. the carving of the Law on stone tablets, the light shining on Moses' face). In this passage, Paul begins on a rather prosaic note on letters of recommendation, moves on to a discussion on the veil that covered Moses' radiant face, and then soars off into the sublime theology of the glory of God shining on the face of Christ. The driving force behind this whole discourse is a "free association of ideas," moving from one idea to the next by means of a linked series of catchwords, in which one sense of a term suggests another, thus bringing the argument forward. This way of thinking is often referred to as "rabbinic logic."

The discourse begins with the statement that there is no need for Paul to write a "letter of recommendation," since the Corinthians themselves are his letter, "written in your hearts" (3:2). This last expression sets off another chain of associations: 1) a "letter" (a sheet of papyrus) stands for the "heart"; 2) this in turn suggests Jer 31:33 and Ezk 11:19 and 36:26, which refer to a new covenant written or engraved by God in the heart; 3) the "ink" with which the letter is written refers to the "Spirit of the living God"; 4) this also suggests the writing of the Law on tablets of stone in Ex 34:1 ff.; 5) this in turn suggests the glory of God shining on Moses' face in Ex 34:27-35, which Paul qualifies as "fading" in comparison with the new glory of the splendor of the new dispensation in the Spirit, which far surpasses the glory of the old dispensation.

Then, in 3:13, Paul introduces a new motif, namely, the "veil" that covered Moses' face (Ex 34:29-35). This has to do with the aim or goal of the glory that fades: it must vanish, in order to give way to the new and immensely superior glory. In 3:15 the "veil" continues to refer to Moses, but now the meaning of Moses changes and refers instead to the Torah (the "five books of Moses"). Likewise, the aim of the veil changes (originally it was meant to cover the glory of Yahweh) and now it covers the Old Testament (3:14). This rabbinic logic culminates in the blunt assertion that "whenever a man turns to the Lord, the veil is removed" (3:16).

Within this long passage of 2 Cor 2:14 - 7:4, the much disputed passage of 6:14 - 7:1 is wedged in. Some regard it as non-Pauline, but it seems to have formed part of the "former letter" mentioned in 1 Cor 5:9.

2.2.3. The collection (2 Cor 8 - 9)
It is clear to anyone who reads these two chapters that they are an extended doublet. Chapter 8 amounts to a letter of recommendation to Corinth on behalf of Titus and his companions who were sent there to finalize the collection (8:6,16-19,22-23). Chapter 9 is in the nature of a pastoral exhortation (9:1-5) and a sermon on the collection (9:6-15). Moreover, chapter 9 seems to be earlier than chapter 8, since in 9:2 the collection has not yet been carried out in Macedonia, whereas in 8:3 it has already been completed.

2.2.4. Paul confronts his opponents (2 Cor 10 -13)
This passage is in the nature of a self-defense. In it, the author uses satire, irony and a strong dose of rhetoric. He often seizes upon the malicious comments of his adversaries and uses them as a platform for attacking them (10:1b,10; 11:7; 12:13,16). The tone is mordant. The rhetorical devices that Paul most often employs in these chapters are metaphor, irony and parallelism. He uses the following images: fools, sick people, slaves, nakedness, attacks, weakness, etc., all of which ordinarily have negative connotations. But Paul, instead of taking up these negative connotations, adopts an ironic tone and, by playing on these words, strives to change the outlook of the Corinthians. He tells them, for example: "You must endure a little of my folly. Put up with me, I beg you" (11:1); "Being wise yourselves, you gladly put up with fools" (11:19); "You bear with it if a man makes slaves of you" (11:20). He calls his adversaries "super-apostles" (11:20). Nevertheless, he also speaks to the community out of the sincerity of his apostolic heart: "God knows I love you" (11:11); "I will gladly spend myself and be spent for your sakes. If I love you too much, will I be loved less for that?" (12:15); "...the authority the Lord has given me -- authority to build up rather than destroy" (13:10).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. The true apostle
3.1.1. Apostle of the New Covenant
The theme of the new covenant is not particularly prominent in Paul. He uses it in 2 Cor 3 and in 1 Cor 11:25. The Essenes who left us the Dead Sea Scrolls, used it to describe their own position in contemporary Jewish life. It does, however, appear elsewhere in the New Testament, e.g., in Heb 8:7-13; Mt 26:28 and parr.

In 2 Cor Paul defines himself as a "minister of the new covenant" (3:6). With the words of Jer 31:31-34 as a background, he stresses the following contrasts: words inscribed on tablets of stone vs. words written in human hearts (3:3); the old covenant (3:14) vs. the new (3:6); the letter that kills vs. the Spirit that gives life (3:6); the ministry that condemns vs. the ministry that justifies (3:9).

It is the new covenant that makes Paul's character so special and his ministry so distinctive. His ministry is marked by sincerity (2:17), confidence (3:4), glory (3:8-11), and great boldness (3:12), a ministry in which he does not give in to discouragement (4:1), a ministry led not by earthly wisdom but by the grace of God. Among all these characteristics, the one that really stands out is his "apostolic boldness." This is the deep reason why Paul needs no letter of recommendation. Paul develops this point precisely because his opponents in the Corinthian church have branded him as timid (10:1-2). In fact, it was his opponents who lacked daring, because they relied on cunning, acted underhandedly, resorted to trickery and falsified the word of God (4:2), and it was through their trickery that they led the Corinthians astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ, just as the serpent had led Eve astray (cf. 11:3). The reason why they needed letters of recommendation to bolster their position was that they had no inner consistency on which to base it.

This apostolic daring is related to the New Covenant. Moses, the minister of the Old Covenant, did not dare to uncover his face to show the glory reflected on it, because the people were afraid to look upon it (cf. Ex 34:29-35). Paul explains that the people of the Old Covenant were afraid to look, because their mind was darkened (2 Cor 3:1-3). The New Covenant, in contrast, is written in the hearts of Christians (the "letter" handed on by Paul: 3:1-3). Hence their hearts have been liberated, and they can now remove the veil that manifests the splendor of glory (cf. 3:10-11). "Hardness of heart" has been eliminated in Christians through Christ. But those who do not believe are incapable of seeing the light of the gospel of Christ's glory, which is manifested through the ministry of Paul (4:4). It is Christ himself who takes away the veil. The Torah is not done away with, but only the veil which stands between it and the believer. Hence, the New Covenant, in which we encounter the Lord, allows us to understand the Torah correctly and to grasp its role in the history of salvation.

Paul compares himself to Moses and accuses his opponents of not being true ministers, but rather men who take pride in external appearances, while their heart is empty (5:12). This last expression helps us better to understand the whole discourse. Those false teachers cannot boast of their heart, because the New Covenant has not been written in it, which means that they are hard of heart and belong to the Old Covenant. This explains why they lack apostolic boldness and have to resort to underhanded methods. Paul is bold and full of confidence. Why? Because he has been transformed by the grace of the New Covenant.

3.1.2. Apostle of the Spirit
This theme is linked with that of the new covenant. Ordinarily in Paul, "spirit" is contrasted with "flesh."  However, in 2 Cor, almost every time that "spirit" appears, it is used in relation to the new covenant. In establishing a contrast between the old and new covenants, Paul speaks of the "letter" and of the "spirit," respectively. It is mainly in this sense that "Spirit" is used in this letter. Paul states that the Corinthians are a letter of Christ, a letter written not with ink but by the Spirit of the living God (3:3). He also states that the New Covenant is not to be found in a written code, but in hears sealed by the Spirit. The letter kills, but the Spirit quickens (3:5,9). The antithesis between letter and Spirit could not be clearer.

The letter, the written code, was a vehicle for communicating God's will, but it turned out to be an inadequate vehicle. God's will was expressed in that form only for a temporary purpose, namely, to make human beings conscious of their insufficiency and of their proneness to sin (cf. Gal 3:19), rooted in their creaturely frailty (cf. Rom 7:14; 8:3). Fulfilling God's will is not a matter of measuring up to some external norms, but rather in giving expression to the love that the Spirit begets within our hearts (Rom 8:4). Hence Paul insists that the letter kills while the spirit gives life (2 Cor 3:6). The letter kills because it makes us aware of God's will without giving us the strength to fulfill it, while at the same time condemning those who do not fulfill it (Rom 7:14; Gal 3:10). The Spirit gives life, and with this life He imparts both the desire and the power to fulfill God's will (Rom 8:4).

When Paul refers to supplying the spiritual needs of the Christian faithful, he usually does so in terms of the action of the Spirit. The ministry of the ascended Christ can be said to parallel that of the Spirit. In 2 Cor 3:18 the Spirit's function in the life of the faithful is to transform them steadily into images of Christ, through and growing communion in his glory.

An important aspect of Paul's teaching on the Spirit which distinguishes it from Jewish tradition is the intimate connection between the Spirit and the Risen Lord.  The Spirit is the seal-bearer who stamps the faithful with the character of Jesus. Hence He is sometimes called the Spirit of Jesus, or the Spirit of God's Son (Rom 8:9; Gal 4:6). And to live in koinonía or fellowship with the Son of God is equivalent to living in fellowship with the Spirit (2 Cor 13:14).

Since the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ, He is associated not only with the power and blessing, but also with the cross of Christ (1 Cor 2:1-6), with lowliness and service to others, along the same lines as the Master (1 Cor 12-13). The Corinthians need to learn that being a "spiritual" person may entail not glory, but rather weakness and suffering (2 Cor 4:7-8; 11:16 - 12:10). Jesus' earthly life is a pattern for the way the Spirit acts in believers. "For in fact He [Christ] was crucified in weakness, but lives by God's power [the Spirit]; and indeed we are weak in Him, but we will live with him by God's power for your benefit" (2 Cor 13:4). This Jesus-Character of the Spirit explains why the supreme sign of the Spirit's presence and action is manifested in love (gal 5:22), and the greatest manifestation of God's love for all creation was shown in Christ's death for its redemption, and this love is now poured forth in the hearts of the faithful by the presence of the Spirit.

From the Old Testament as well as from intertestamental Judaism, Paul inherited an image of the Spirit as the power of God. And in this regard the Spirit, as the Spirit of Christ, is closely connected with the message of the gospel. The Spirit empowers and impels the Christian mission. This is portrayed in a very lively way in Acts, where the coming of the Spirit is associated with the beginning of the post-resurrection proclamation of the gospel (Acts 2). Paul himself writes to the Romans that he has been enabled "to win the Gentiles to obedience by word and deed, with mighty signs and marvels, by the power of God's Spirit" (Rom 15:18-19). Likewise when he says in 2 Cor 12:12, "The signs of a true apostle were performed among you in all patience, with signs and wonders and mighty works," he means the power of the Spirit. Thus he can refer to apostolic work --an important part of which is preaching the gospel-- as a ministry of the Spirit (2 Cor 3:8). The Spirit accompanied his first missionary preaching, which so filled the hearts of the new believers that the Spirit's presence was unmistakable. In three of his letters, all of them addressed to different communities, he reminds his readers of the lively experience of the Spirit that they had in hearing the Gospel and becoming converted (1 Thes 1:4-6; Gal 3:1-3; 1 Cor 2:4-5). Paul assumes that this initial encounter with the Spirit both confirms the reality of his readers' conversion and validates the gospel he preaches as truly coming from God. In 2 Cor 11:4 Paul testifies that through his preaching he (unlike his opponents) confers the gift of the Spirit. This Spirit gives the apostle liberty in his work (2 Cor 3:17), a liberty that is mainly a liberation from the Law, since being under the Law is being under the yoke of sin (Gal 3:22-23). According to 2 Cor 3, the Spirit frees us not only from the Law (nómos) or the letter (graphé), but also, in the words of Gal 3:13, from the curse of the law, which is what the Law becomes apart from the Spirit and from Christ, in whom the Law achieves it appointed goal (2 Cor 3:4-17; Rom 7:6; 10:4).

3.1.3. Apostle of reconciliation
"Reconciliation" is a Pauline concept indicating that the enmity existing between God and humankind, or between human beings, has been overcome and that peaceful relations have been restored on the basis of Christ's atoning death. This concept refers to an objective state of peace, not simply to a feeling of inner peace. Paul takes the noun "katallagé" and the verb "katallásso" (compounds of katá + állos) from secular Hellenistic Greek usage, indicating a change or exchange in which enmity is replaced by peaceful relationships. However, in Paul's usage these terms have a distinctively theological meaning, except in 1 Cor 11,15, where they are used in the secular sense of a reconciliation between a husband and wife.

Paul is the first attested Greek writer to use the active voice of the verb to speak of an offended party (God) initiating the act of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:19). The object of this reconciliation is "us" (2 Cor 5:18) or "the world," probably referring to the "fallen" world (2 Cor 5:19). The question as to when this reconciliation took place is answered in the phrase "through Christ" (dià Christoû), that is, "through the death of His [God's] Son," an expression that is explicitly stated in Rom 5:10 and spelled out in greater detail in 2 Cor 5:14-15 with a reference to the sacrificial nature of Christ's death. Thus we can say that God is not only the agent or instigator of reconciliation, but is at the same time the goal toward which reconciliation is directed. The passage we have cited makes no explicit reference to an enmity between God and humankind, but 2 Cor 5:19 does state that "God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their transgressions (paraptómata) against them. It may be inferred, then, that God's righteousness provides the basis for reconciliation. The sinlessness of Christ is the common teaching of NT writers (Jn 8:46; 1 Jn 3:5; Heb 4:15; 1 Pet 2:22). But in 2 Cor 5:21, in one of his most daring rhetorical flights, Paul states that "for our sake God made Him who knew no sin, to be sin, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God," meaning that Jesus was subjected to the consequences of sin and therefore underwent death for our reconciliation.

On the cross, reconciliation was achieved for all objectively, yet it has yet to be realized subjectively, and for this, human instrumentality is necessary. In 2 Cor 5:17, Paul alludes to the divine origin of the new order of creation established by the mediation of Christ, but he then goes on to refer to his own part in the ministry of reconciliation (5:18). Thus in 5:17-18 he describes the origin of reconciliation in the Father and its mediation through Christ, and then its actual accomplishment through the ministry of the apostle. In this sense Paul becomes a co-worker with Christ (cf. 2 Cor 6:1; 1 Cor 3:9; 1 Thes 3:2): the most highly prized title of an apostle.

In 2 Cor 5:19 Paul states that in Christ God was reconciling the "world" to Himself. Thus, Paul's thought cannot be limited to humankind alone, although it is the main focus of his discourse, because this reconciliation  is closely related with the theme of the "new creation" (kainè ktísis). Paul speaks repeatedly of the new creation in Christ as a reality that replaces the old creation destroyed in Adam's fall (cf. 2 Cor 5:17). In this sense, reconciliation extends to the whole cosmos. Everything is reconciled by the cross of Christ. As Adam's disobedience led to the ruin of the whole order of creation, so the obedience of Christ will ultimately restore the universe to harmony in the new heavens and the new earth. The whole cosmos will be at peace with God, thanks to the redemptive mediation of Christ (cf. Rom 8:18-21; Eph 1:10; Phil 2:9-11; Col 1:20). This cosmic reconciliation can be quite meaningful in the context of today's ecological crisis. A genuine minister of reconciliation should also keep this dimension in mind.

Since Paul is an ambassador and co-worker with God, he has a difficult task to accomplish. If he is not careful, he can be more of a hindrance than a help in transmitting this grace. He could rob the cross of Christ of its power (1 Cor 1:17) and his ministry could become a stumbling block (2 Cor 6:3). Such is the awesome responsibility of ministers. This is why Paul is at pains to be reconciled with the community that has become estranged from him (2 Cor 6:11-13). And the urgency for this is all the greater, in view of the fact that the day of eschatological salvation is already present (2 Cor 6:2).

3.1.4. The apostle "strong in his weakness"
In Pauline literature the term "weakness" (asthéneia) plays a distinctive role. In classical Greek, in the LXX and in other NT writings, the word "asthéneia" almost always has the meaning of "infirmity" or "powelessness." In Paul, however, it takes on an extremely rich theological significance, especially in his longer writings: 1 Cor, 2 Cor and Rom. This theme is most fully developed in 2 Cor, where Paul squares off against his Hellenistic Jewish-Christian opponents who boast of their own knowledge and ridicule Paul's alleged shortcomings. In the face of these charges, Paul picks them up and turns them into an argument against his opponents and in favor of his own apostolic ministry.

Paul's notion of weakness is markedly theocentric. God does not depend on human strength or achievements, or even on the Church. Rather, He seeks out the weak, the ungodly and the rebellious, in order to redeem them and make them vehicles of His own strength. As the Lord showed Paul, human weakness is the medium in which God's power is made manifest (2 Cor 12:9). Thus, "When I am weak, then I am strong" becomes a guiding principle in Paul's ministry (12:10). Although he regarded is human body as equal to his work, he was well aware of its frailty and inherent limitations (4:7). Yet despite these limitations he was able to serve the Church in ways that surpassed his innate weakness. In that way he showed that he was an apostle chosen by God and that his opponents were servants of Satan (11:12-14).

Paul teaches that God's way of showing power is totally different from human ways. Men and women strive to overcome their weaknesses, whereas God chooses to use these weaknesses for His own purposes. God's way of working, rightly understood, is not to make people stronger, but rather to make them even weaker, until the power of God comes shining through their weakness. From what we can glimpse from this letter, Paul's opponents viewed weakness only in an anthropological sense, and were unaware of its theological dimension. This is why they ridiculed Paul as being weak (2 Cor 10:10). In the context of his self-defense, especially in 2 Cor 10-13, Paul develops the specifically Christological character of the vocabulary of weakness and transforms it into an important theological issue.

In 2 Cor 13:4 Paul states: "For he [Jesus] was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God." In the crucifixion the human weakness of Jesus stood out in bold relief. From that time one, weakness would become the locus for the manifestation of God's power. Now the Risen Jesus lives by the power of God, which means that the weakness that Jesus showed on the cross was the unique condition for the power of God to operate. Thus we can confidently state that the power of God lay hidden in this weakness of Christ. That is why when Paul enumerates the list of his weaknesses, he brings out beautifully the mutual embrace of weakness (death) and the hidden power of God (resurrection). In 2 Cor 4:8-9, he states: "We are afflicted in every way [death], but not crushed [resurrection]; perplexed [death], but not driven to despair [resurrection]; persecuted [death], but not forsaken [resurrection]; struck down [death], but not destroyed [resurrection]." He sums it all up in v. 10 (cf. also v. 11): "always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. Thus, it is in Paul's bodily afflictions that the life of Jesus (the power of God) is made manifest.

Clearly, for Paul, weakness is the true sign and characteristic mark of the apostolate, hence he boasts of it (11:30; 12:5,9,10) and gladly embraces suffering, since only through it can he experience death in his body. According to common Jewish understanding, "all suffering is part of death," so Paul could examine his own life and exclaim "Each day I die" (1 Cor 15:31). The peak of Paul's suffering was his concern for his churches, in virtue of his calling (2 Cor 11:28; cf. 2:3-13), of which he regarded suffering as an essential part. God Himself repeatedly put Paul in situations of suffering like those condemned to die in the arena (cf. 1 Cor 15:32) or like those led to their death in Roman triumphal processions (2 Cor 1:9; 2:14; 4:11; 1 Cor 4:9; Acts 28:15 f.). The wisdom and power of God first manifested in the death and resurrection of Christ, are now manifested and revealed publicly in Paul's suffering as an apostle. In this light we can better understand Paul's statement in Col 1:24 that he fills up in his own body what is still lacking in the sufferings of Christ. As an apostle, he announces the knowledge and reality of the cross, and of the power hidden in it, to the Gentile world. Thus Christ and the apostle are so closely identified in weakness that both can be said to live "by the power of God."

3.2. Communion among the churches: The collection (2 Cor 8-9)
At the "council" of Jerusalem held in the autumn of 48/49 AD, James, Cephas and John accepted the legitimacy of the gospel that Paul was preaching to the Gentiles. At the same time they formally requested that Paul and his group should organize a collection in order to attend to the poor of the Jerusalem church. Paul agreed (Gal 2:10) and this became one of his main concerns during his missionary journey of the years 52-56.

There is documentary evidence that in Jesus' time a large part of the population of Jerusalem lived mainly or exclusively on organized relief gathered from alms. That a number of Christians belonged to the poorer classes can be seen by the remark in Acts that the wealthy members of the community sold lands and houses to subsidize the needy members of the church (Acts 2:45; 4:34-35). The situation of poverty was aggravated by the observance of sabbatical years in Judea, which apparently coincided with the collection taken up at Antioch (Acts 11:27-30) and with the one taken up by Paul in Greece. As the Christian community came to be persecuted by Jewish authorities (Gal 1:22-23), there was no hope of receiving aid from the traditional sources. Hence the only path left open was to appeal to the burgeoning Gentile churches whose members, though not rich (2 Cor 8:2; 1 Cor 1:26), were in better economic shape than the majority of the Jerusalem community.

Besides enabling the community to survive, the authorities in Jerusalem may have seen a symbolic dimension in this gesture of the Gentile churches. Every year all synagogues in the Diaspora were obliged to exact a half shekel from every man and send it to the temple at Jerusalem. The voluntary contributions collected by Paul were in no sense a Christian version of the temple tax; but given that Jewish practice, the Jerusalem church may have complacently viewed the collection as a recognition of its pre-eminent status as the mother of all churches.

Paul certainly did not see the collection in this light. For him it was primarily a simple act of charity: those who had a surplus, however small it might be, should share it with those who had nothing, as an elementary expression of their Christian life. He compares it with the complete self-giving of Christ (2 Cor 8:9).

For Paul, the collection had another dimension that was almost as important as the first. To his dismay, he saw that the Gentile and Jewish branches of the Church were steadily growing apart. Indeed, relations between the two were often acrimonious, as the incident at Antioch shows (Gal 2:11-21). By the time he wrote the letter to the Romans (ca. 55 AD), things had come to such a sorry pass that Paul wondered if the Jerusalem church would accept the collection (Rom 15:31). Feelings must have been running very high if there was a danger that this badly needed financial assistance might be rejected. Nonetheless, he persisted in his efforts. Genuine love (Col 3:14) should be expressed in some concrete form, and Paul found it in the collection (2 Cor 8:8-9,19; 9:12-15). Paul carried it out because he felt it was his bounden duty to foster communion and unity among the churches, for they were the body of Christ.

3.3. Missionary love (Caritas Christi urget nos)
2 Cor 5:11 - 6:2 was written to impress upon Paul's opponents the redemptive significance of Jesus' death. They, who prided themselves on external appearances and not on the inner riches of the heart, may have played down the importance of the cross and death of Christ in their lives. They may have attached more importance to such externals as ecstasy and trance, which need not be an expression of the presence of Christ in them (5:12; 12:1). But as Paul says in 5:13, "If we are beside ourselves, it is for God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you." Therefore, outward expressions of piety are not the most important things in ministry, but rather the missionary love of Christ which operates in the hearts of the missionaries. If this is missing, then the only thing that people can boast of lies in external appearances, but not in their hearts (5:12).

When Paul speaks of the love (agápe) of Christ, he can mean either our love for Christ or Christ's love for us. In the context of His sacrificial death, as in 5:14 --"For the love of Christ impels us who are convinced that since one died for all, all died"-- he means the latter. Since a minister is an ambassador of Christ (5:20), it is only normal that Christ's love should be at work in his minister.

To highlight this love of Christ at work in the hearts of his ministers, Paul implicitly employs an "Adam-Christ" typology in this passage. We can see it in vv. 14 and 15, where he says "since one died for all, all died." Since Jesus died for us, we would expect the normal outcome to be: "Since one died for all, therefore all the rest were saved from death." But that is not so in our case, therefore Paul says that we have all died with Christ. Rabbinical sources throw some light on this matter. The rabbis believed that all human beings came from a single ancestor, Adam, in whom they were all one. Indeed, they and the whole cosmos were in solidarity with Adam and therefore that when Adam sinned the whole cosmos came under the influence of sin (cf. Rom 8:20). With the death of Jesus a transfer of solidarity and lordship took place. In the old creation, what was at work in human beings was "sin" (Rom 5:12-14; 7:13,16,18,20), which influenced all human activities.

In the death of Christ, humankind has undergone a transfer from the old solidarity to a new one. In this sense, Adam was the prototype of Christ. That Paul had this typology in mind when he wrote these lines is clear from his usage of "one" and "in Christ" here. In Rom 5:17, where Paul employs the Adam-Christ typology explicitly, he uses the word "one" (heîs) to refer both to Adam and to Christ. In 2 Cor 5:17 he does so also. Moreover, in 1 Cor 15:21-22, where he employs the same typology to underscore the solidarity of humankind with Adam and with Christ, he uses the phrases "in Adam" and "in Christ." Thus, when Paul uses this expression in 2 Cor 5:17,19, there is no doubt that he means to express this transfer of solidarity.

In this "new solidarity" what impels us is no longer "sin," but "the love of Christ." It is a missionary love. It was Christ's impassioned love for human beings that led him to lay down his life for them. It can even be said that it was on the cross that Christ experienced his deepest sense of loving union with the Father and with the whole created universe. Jesus felt such a close solidarity with humankind that the whole was present in him by the strongest bond of love; thus, his death on the cross affected all humankind. Therefore Paul can say in Gal 2:20: "I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me....who loved me and gave himself for me."

The most important thing in this new solidarity (new creation) is that those who believe have a right relationship with one another. This relationship should be governed by the missionary love of Christ. 2 Cor 5:16 states: "From now on, we regard no one according to the flesh." Here, "the flesh" refers to a reality dominated by sin (Rom 7:23). This "flesh" has already been put to death with Christ. Thus any Christian, but especially a minister of Christ, should not regard anyone according to the flesh (by worldly standards), but rather according to the missionary love of Christ. Paul himself confesses that he once regarded Christ without understanding his love for humankind and that was why he persecuted so many men and women who followed Christ. Now, it is Christ's love that impels him, so that he now accounts as loss what he once accounted as gain (Phil 3:4-10). It is this love that enables Paul to undergo so much suffering for his churches.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE APOSTOLIC MINISTRY
"We must faithfully and boldly proclaim the good news of the kingdom, especially since there are many, led astray by the lure of power, wealth or lust, who oppose it" (CC 46). The experience of opposition to the Kingdom has always been present in the lives of evangelizers. 2 Cor gives us a quite realistic picture of how strongly Paul experienced it. We all know how present it was in Claret's life. Moreover, perhaps we ourselves have experienced it in our own life or have witnessed it in the lives of many of our brothers who have endeavored to live their missionary life in a faithful and radical way.

The servants of God's "new covenant" with humanity unfailingly encounter the opposition of those who live to serve other covenants that cater to selfish interests. God. in Christ, has reconciled us and the world with himself (2 Cor 5:18-19). A new order has arisen, an order that entails new relationships, the guidelines for which have been established by Jesus, who gave his life for others. The apostolic ministry is a service to this new covenant, sealed with the blood of Jesus, and therefore demanding a life of integrity and daring. This Pauline message strongly resounds in Claret's definition of the missionary (Aut 494; CC 9). We often experience hardships in our ministry, but we know, like Paul, that we are strong with the strength of Christ (cf. 2 Cor 12:9-10).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Isn't it useless to keep sowing on rocky soil?   Is it worth the trouble trying to re-evangelize old Christian cultures that have settled down into a life of unbelief? Rahner used to say today's human beings, even though they bear their own distinctive stamp, are still human beings,  the same as ever. If human beings are by nature open to transcendence, it means that today's  human beings are open to it as well. Even human beings who seem to be satisfied with their finitude are, deep down, thirsting for God and languishing apart from Him. Scientific thought (or what passes for it) does not automatically do away with religious belief. Otherwise, how do we explain the current nostalgia for a more ecological, silent, natural and human lifestyle? Or how are we to understand the current "boom" in esoteric spiritualism: cults, alchemy, theosophy, wicca and even certain kinds of interests in angels? In Paul, apostolic prayer  arises from the disproportion between our own powers and the task that we are called to carry out. "For humans it is impossible, but for God all things are possible" (Mt 19:26).

2. Fraternity does not pass away.  Solidarity is the modern, lay substitute for fraternity, a term that has fallen into disuse today. But solidarity loses an important nuance as opposed to fraternity, namely, our confession of the Fatherhood of God. For Paul, a merely helping solidarity would not suffice. Today we seem to be aspiring to an increasingly institutional form of solidarity. The fact that some of the economically powerful nations are calling for an investment of 0.7% in Third World countries is a mere token. We need to cry out "No!" to disequality and injustice. We must do away with the perverse mechanisms that hamper the development of less advanced countries. We must replace abusive financial systems, rotten commercial relationships, trafficking in arms! We speak of national and international solidarity. Living in solidarity means renouncing something, opting for a sobriety along the lines of Jesus: "who, though he was rich, became poor..." (2 Cor 8:9). Do you believe that the solidarity that is being practiced today has any solid bases?

3. You can't get along without gills.  Christian faith cannot tie its fate exclusively to an historical culture without running the risk of disappearing with it. We have to be reconciled with today's culture, the culture of the here and now, but without tying our future to it. It is hard to be reconciled with a different culture. There has to be a serious dialogue between faith and culture. In 1982 at Compostela (Spain) the Pope remarked: "A faith that does not become culture is a faith that it not fully received, not fully thought out, not faithfully lived."  Culture tends toward homogenization, and it is also resistant to the "foreign or alien" in order to safeguard its own identity. There is no doubt, however that we have to become reconciled with cultures and learn how to ask pardon for our absence from universities, the world of art, of literature and the media. As a 10th-century oriental monk told a disciple: "My son, if the whole universe became an ocean and you had no gills to breathe with, where would wisdom lie: in acquiring gills or in drowning?"

4. A new creation.  One of the characteristics of emergent culture is going to be an increase in migratory pressures and a worldwide population growth in the poorest countries in today's world. This means that the part of the world that is submerged in unjust poverty is threatening to invade that part of the world that enjoys a wealth that is itself often unjust. Thus the new creation demands new spaces of solidarity. While the North increasingly depends on the South for raw materials and energy, the South is becoming increasingly dependent on the North for technical-information processes that are more and more concentrated in fewer hands that do not always reflect reality as it really is, but tend to create it. The new creation must affirm the supreme value of the human person, the equality of persons, respect for life, and the submission of science and technology to human welfare, the primacy of human welfare over the State, and an increased responsibility for nature and natural assets. Do you believe that such a new order is possible?

5. Lean service.  We know that ministry is at the service of community, because community is more important. Ministry is a diakonía, a service. Words like love, commitment to others, justice, etc., also appear in other religions. The distinguishing feature of Christianity is that for us, these are an expression of Christ's saving love for human beings. For us, service is a consequence of following Jesus. In the world of Jesus service is  power: those who count are those who freely commit themselves to others without distinction. Diakonía is in direct relationship with riches-poverty. Service is not possible from a standpoint of power; service does not impose itself. It is true that the hierarchical structure of the Church sometimes hinders a service that is clearly unlinked to power; but religious have the ability to render service in another way. Thus we can say that religious are "the power of powerlessness" (cf. 2 Cor 10-12).  They lack material means, they cannot impose the ideal of Jesus on the world by force; rather, they are the bearers of the love of Jesus embodied in service. The natural place for religious is wherever injustice is strongest, wherever oppression rules, wherever there is no life: among the sick, the lonely, the elderly, abandoned children and the marginalized. This is what it means to teach with authority.  But in practice, is this the kind of diakonía that we observe among religious? Is this the diakonía that we observe in our Congregation>


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. In the overall body of the Church, what are 3,000 members?  Do you believe that it is realistic to have as our objective "the salvation of all people throughout the world?" Is it a positive trait for us to want to embrace so many and be present in so many places? Do you nevertheless note any sign that God is accompanying us in our weakness? What sign?

2. As servants of the new covenant,  are we in compliance with the characteristics that Paul points out to us? Are we "peddlers" of God's Word or are we sincerely proclaiming what God inspires in us? Do we base our ministry on the letter of the law or on the power of the Spirit? Do we practice a shameful silence, cleverness and the falsifying of God's Word, or do we openly proclaim the truth? Do we announce ourselves or Jesus Christ?

3. Is it possible to collaborate in the work of the Lord without contemplating him assiduously and imitating him?  Does that charity of Christ urge us on? Do we love our brothers and sisters with the same charity with which God loves them? Do we rejoice in adversities, in hunger, in nakedness, in labors, in slanders, in persecutions and in every tribulation?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: 2 Cor 5:11 - 6:2.

3. Dialogue on theme 3 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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