THEME 6:
SERVANTS OF FRATERNITY IN KENOSIS
TEXT:
PHILIPPIANS AND PHILEMON

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
Philippians and Philemon are the two most confidential and familiar of Paul's letters. They are the least cerebral and the most cordial and spontaneous. In them, a friend, a brother in Christ Jesus, is speaking. Both (along with Colossians and Ephesians) form the block of Captivity Letters. When Paul wrote them, he was in prison (Phil 1:12-26; Phm 1,9,10,13).

It used to be thought that Paul wrote these letters during his imprisonment in Rome (61-63 AD), but today, with greater foundation, many believe that they were written during a captivity in Ephesus. Because of his apologetic tendency, the author of Acts tries to soften the data of Paul's (and of Christianity's) conflicts with civil authorities. Hence he does not mention an imprisonment of Paul in Ephesus, although he does relate a serious conflict that Paul had in that city (Acts 19:23-40). But Paul's own letters provide sufficient basis for inferring an imprisonment of Paul in Ephesus (Phil 1:7,12-26; Phm 1,9,10,13,23; 2 Cor 1:8-9; Rom 16:3-4,7).

The Letters to the Philippians and Philemon should be assigned to this imprisonment of Paul in Ephesus (not in Caesarea or Rome). This squares with the rather easy and frequent flow of news between Philippi (Philippians), Colossae (Philemon) and Ephesus where Paul was in prison. If this is so, Paul would have written Philippians and Philemon during his imprisonment in Ephesus around 56/57 AD.

1.1. Philippians
The city of Philippi, formerly called Krenides ("little fountains"), is located on the border between Macedonia and Thracia, north of the Aegean Sea. Philip, the father of Alexander the Great, conquered it in 360 BC and annexed it to Macedonia, giving it his own name. It is celebrated for the battle of 42 BC in which Mark Antony and Octavian defeated Cassius and Brutus, the murderers of Caesar. After this battle the city's population was swelled by the arrival of army veterans and became a Roman colony, thus acquiring privileges and rights equal to those of the cities of Italy (the ius Italicum). The Jewish community was not very large, since it had no synagogue, but held its meetings at a place of prayer (Acts 16:13) along the River Ganga (or Gangites) outside town. Philippi was an important communications point, the first station on the Egnatian Way, the great Roman road that linked Asia with the West.

1.1.1. Paul and the Christian community of Philippi
Paul evangelized Philippi during his first missionary journey (around 50/51 AD) organized after the "Council of Jerusalem," in company with Silas (Silvanus) and Timothy. Following the impulse of the Spirit, a prophetic action of the group, and a revelation from God (dramatized by the author of Acts in a dream vision of a Macedonian begging Paul to "come over to Macedonia and help us"), Paul and his fellow workers arrived in the city of Philippi (cf. Acts 16:6-12). It was the first conquest for the Gospel on European soil.

According to his custom, Paul went on the Sabbath to visit the Jewish community, gathered at their place of prayer alongside the river (Acts 16::13). Moved by Paul's words, Lydia, a well-to-do dealer in purple and a Jewish sympathizer, was converted and hosted Paul and his fellow workers in her home. Lydia also became the animator of the young Christian community (cf. Acts 16:13-15).

The witness of Paul confirms the dramatic account in Acts. The evangelization of Philippi took place in the midst of a situation of strong tension and conflict (1 Thes 2:1-2; Phil 2:29-30). Paul was accused of being a dangerous propagandist of a foreign religion, for which he and his companions were beaten and jailed. Only the fact of their being Roman citizens saved them from this situation that could have jeopardized the success of the Christian mission in that city (cf. Acts 16:16-40).

Paul returned more than once to visit his beloved community in Philippi (Acts 20:5-7; 2 Cor 2:13, 7:5). Paul's missionary activity was interrupted in a sudden and dramatic way, but it had already given rise to a lively church that was very close to the apostle, who loved it dearly as a missionary community he thanked for its "partnership in the gospel from the first day until now" (Phil 1:5). In the letter, Paul himself recalls the privilege that the Philippians had shared through the material help they gave to his evangelizing work in Macedonia (Phil 4:14-15). In fact, Paul, who often boasted of not accepting aid from his communities (1 Cor 4:12, 9:15; 1 Thes 2:9), gladly accepted it more than once from the Philippians. In the same letter he recalls the missionary and pastoral work of his collaborators, among whom he mentions two women, Evodia and Synteche.

1.1.2. Occasion and purpose of the letter
Despite the brevity of his stays in Philippi, Paul managed to win the affection of the community he founded there. The situation is this: the Philippians have learned that Paul is in prison --and the prisons of that time were extraordinarily harsh-- and they have decided to send him some material help by way of Epaphroditus. Paul in turn writes to thank them for their kindness. This is a letter of a grateful heart and it is addressed to them with particular affection (Phil 1:7-8, 4:1,10).

Paul takes the occasion to inform them on the progress of the announcement of the Gospel, to put them on guard against possible dangers and to encourage them to keep working for the cause of the Gospel. And as not everything was sweetness and light in the community, he encourages the Philippians to overcome the mishaps and misunderstandings that have arisen in the community(Phil 4:2-3). The Apostle shows his concern for the spiritual growth and harmony of the community (Phil 2:4,14, 3:15, 4:2).

Above all, we note the presence of Judaizing preachers, which concerns Paul (3:1b-4:1,8-9). Paul puts the Philippians on guard against these preachers, since they are seriously threatening the apostle's evangelizing action (Phil 3:2), as they had already done in the communities of Galatia and Corinth.

1.1.3. Philippi, Paul's favorite community
The Apostle has the fondest memories of the community of Philippi because they have treated him most affectionately and above all because they have been most exemplary in their response to the Gospel. The community has attended closely, even maternally, to the material needs of the Apostle from the very outset: "I give thanks to my God...at the way you have all continually helped to promote the gospel from the very first day... you who, to a man, are sharers of my gracious lost..." (Phil 1:5,7). " Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your salvation in fear and trembling" (Phil 2:12). "You yourselves know, my dear Philippians, that at the start of my evangelizing, when I left Macedonia, not a single congregation except yourselves shared with me by giving something for what it had received. Even when I was at Thessalonica you sent something for my needs, not once but twice" (Phil 4:15-16). And elsewhere, when he mentions the Macedonians, he means the Philippians: "And when I was with you and was in need, I did not burden anyone; for my needs were supplied by the brothers who came from Macedonia" (2 Cor 11:9).

In this sharing we can see a strong component of the Philippians' adherence to the person of Paul (2:12: "you have always obeyed me"), as well as their will to participate in the charism of Paul (1:5: "you have helped to promote the gospel"; 1:7: "sharers of my gracious lot").  The Apostle corresponds with a continual outpouring of affection: "I hold you in my heart" (1:7); "God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the compassion of Jesus Christ" (1:8); "My brothers, whom I love and long for, my joy and my crown" (4:1). All of this attests to the exceptionally affectionate relationships between Paul and the community of Philippi.

1.2. Philemon
Short in length, but deep and beautiful, the Letter to Philemon has been considered a literary jewel. It is a masterpiece of kindheartedness and tact. Written in Paul's own hand (Phm 19), it tackles the then-delicate question of relationships between Christian slave owners and slaves.

1.2.1. Occasion of the letter
The slave Onesimus has fled the house of his master, Philemon, a well-to-do Christian of Colossae, who had been converted to the Gospel by Paul. While fleeing, Onesimus came into contact with Paul, who converted him to the faith, baptized him and would like to have kept him near him. Yet Paul sends him back to his master with this beautiful letter of recommendation, leaving the decision up to Philemon. Paul asks him to receive Onesimus as a brother in Christ. He also hints that, if possible, he would like Philemon to send Onesimus back to him, since he has been most useful to him. Worth noting here is Paul's wordplay on the name Onesimus, which means precisely "useful" (Phm 11).

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. Literary genre
Philippians abounds in passages of an autobiographical nature, which can be characterized as confessions of Paul to his beloved Christians of Philippi. Philemon is a confidential handwritten letter (v. 19).

2.2. Philippians: a fusion of several letters?
Nobody questions the Pauline authenticity of the present text, but it contains some details that have given rise to the hypothesis that it is made up of several interlaced texts. There are some abrupt shifts at Phil 3:2 and 4:10; there is no mention of Paul's being a prisoner in ch. 3; and only at the end (4:10-20) does he thank the Philippians for the help they have sent him.

A growing number of interpreters speak of three letters written in the following order and later fused together by a redactor:

A) 4:10-20:  letter of thanks, written near the start of his imprisonment;

B) 1:1-3:1 and 4:2-7,21-23: written after some time in prison. Paul relates the circumstance of his incarceration, manifests his affection for them and exhorts them to concord and harmony;

C) 3:2-4L1,8-9):  a polemic letter against the Judaizers, written when Paul was out of prison.

2.3. Significant vocabulary
Euangelion appears 9 times in Philippians. This letter is addressed to a community which shares totally in Paul's ministry, struggles and sufferings related to proclamation of the Gospel and to its progress. There are individuals who take part in the evangelizing task itself (Evodia and Synteche, Phil 4:2; Timothy. Phil 1:1). Paul expresses his joy in having begotten the community through the Gospel, but also through combats, struggles and persecutions (Phil 1:12-16). Gospel thus becomes almost a synonym for Christianity, and as such the Gospel has a whole history ahead of it (Phil 4:15).

Phronéo (to feel, to be of a mind):  This verb and its derivatives are used 10 times in this letter (used over 23 times in the ensemble of Pauline letters). The broadest sense of it is to be disposed, to tend toward,  which implies a whole range of feelings and attitudes, so that it is impossible to translate it uniformly.

Hegeísthai, from hegéomai (to lead, to guide): Paul uses this only in the figurative sense of to think, believe, consider, deem, opine. This term refers above all to relationships with others (Phil 2:3); it deals with appreciating others at the agápe. Only Phil 2:6 applies this term to Christ. Since it appears 6 times in Philippians, we should ask whether this christological usage lies at the base of the different instances of Paul's use of hegeísthai.  Christ does not deem his equality with God as an object to be grasped at. This attitude of Christ's is applied to the Christian. Paul exhorts the Christians to regulate their feelings toward one another according to the attitude of Christ. In the light of this attitude the Apostle reviews his own history (Phil 3:7-8). His option for and adherence to Christ is based on his evaluation of what he once deemed as gain, but has now come in the light of Christ to deem as loss.

Chaíro, synchaíro, chará (rejoice, rejoice with, joy): a constant invitation to joy. This theme is never absent from the Pauline writings, but it is repeated with special insistence in the Letter to the Philippians (the verb rejoice 9 times; rejoice with 2 time; joy  5 times). Despite his imprisonment and the perspective of possible martyrdom, Paul not only overflows with joy (1:4,18; 1:17; 4:1,10), but asks the Philippians to rejoice with him (2:18,28; 3:1; 4:4). A good lesson for Christians, who are so often accused of being sad or dour.

Kenóo (to empty oneself or strip oneself).  This term is used to express the abasement  of Christ mentioned in Phil 2:7: "He emptied himself and took the form of a slave." The abstract noun, Kénosis (= emptying out),  is not used in the NT. It does not mean that the Incarnate Word stripped himself of the divine nature on assuming human nature, only to recover the divine nature in his glorification. Rather, it means that Christ, instead of keeping the traits of divine glory, chose to set them aside, taking on the traits of a slave. The text describes the phases of the self denial of Christ to the point of accepting death on a cross.

Políteuma  (citizenship, homeland) is a word peculiar to Philippians. For Paul, the Christians constitute a políteuma (Phil 3:20), an enclave of people within a broader population. The colonies of the Diaspora (Egypt, Ephesus, Rome) constituted a políteuma. They lived in a city, yet their authentic right of citizenship, their homeland, was elsewhere. Christians constitute a políteuma: They live where they happen to be, but in conformity with their true homeland, heaven. Through their new citizenship, those sent to proclaim the Gospel become instruments of fraternity, not from the standpoint of power, but from the standpoint of emptiness (prison) and of commitment.

2.4. Structure of the two letters
2.4.1. Structural plan of Philippians
Greeting and exordium

I.
News of himself and recommendation (1:12-30)

II.
Avoiding divisions (2:1-18)

III.
Sending of Timothy and return of Epaphroditus (2:19-3:1a)

IV.
Attack on Judaizing preachers (3:1b-4:1)

V.
Final recommendation and thanks for help received (4:2-20).

2.4.2. Structural Plan of Philemon
Address and greeting (vv. 1-3)

I.
Thanksgiving and congratulations (vv. 4-7)

II.
Central Part: interceding for Onesimus (vv. 8-20)

III.
Closing. Greetings (vv. 21-25).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. A constant invitation to joy
Written in the prison of Ephesus around 56/57, the Letter to the Philippians is all the more admirable. Because in Caesarea or in Rome the Apostle might have thought that he had finished his work (Rom 15:23) and had sealed it with a collection (Rom 15:28) and with the Letter to the Romans as a whole, viewed as his last will and testament. In contrast, during the moments that Paul was living through just now, he still had a great deal more to do in Ephesus, Galatia and Philippi itself.

Paul speaks of joy from prison. Written in the midst of such great physical and moral suffering, Philippians is the Magna Carta of Christian joy, to which Paul constantly invites his readers )1:4,25; 2:2,17-18,28-29; 3:1; 4:1,4,10). Joy is inherent in true Christianity and even reinforced at the prospect of possible death (2:27-28): a joy that would make the Apostle want to be dissolved (= die) and be with Christ, though he set an immense value on the fruit of his labors here on earth (1:20=26). This inner, inexhaustible joy breaks all habitual  human molds, remaining imperturbable even in the midst of the most adverse circumstances.

3.2. The "emptying" of Christ: definition of the missionary
In his Letter to the Philippians, Paul incorporates a christological hymn (2:6-11) that he learned after his conversion. He does not limit himself to citing it, but makes it his own, inserts it in a new context, marking it with his own personal stamp. He thus presents the central role of Christ in salvation history and his place as the Christian's supreme model in all things and for all things (1:13-23; 2:6-11; 3:7-11; 4:13).

I.




II.

(6) Though he was in the form

(7b) becoming in the likeness of

of God, he did not deem equality

men, and being found in the form

with God a thing to be grasped,

of a man,

7a) but emptied himself, taking

(8) he humbled himself, becoming

the form of a slave,


obedient until death, even death on

a cross.

III.

(9) Therefore God also highly exalted him

and gave him a name above every name,

(10) so that at the name of Jesus

every knee should bend in heaven, on earth

and under the earth,

and every tongue should confess

that Jesus Christ is Lord

to the glory of the Father.

In this hymn we can perceive an Adam-Christ antithesis (cf. Rom 5:12-17; 1 Cor 15:45-49). In his attempt to divinize himself, Adam, the prototype of the old man, found failure and death. Christ traveled the inverse of that way, and found not death, but absolute liberation. His destiny, and ours as well if we follow in his footsteps, is glorification. The phrase "becoming in the likeness of men" expresses the radicalism of Jesus' unity with human beings -Jesus is true man-- but at the same time it highlights the fact that Jesus is also radically different from men, because he is God.

Paul cites this hymn in order to urge the Philippians to behave in a humble and serviceable way, like Jesus. Based on this attitude, the missionary evangelizer is defined as impoverished and weak (like Christ, who emptied himself). Like Christ, the missionary evangelizer must become a man to the point of taking the form of a slave (v.7) and dying on the cross. Thes means really obeying until death, in total communion with the will of God and with the lot of human beings. This death on the cross is only meaningful when the missionary evangelizer undertakes it within the logic of love and of commitment.

Evangelization cannot be carried out without the cross. The Gospel always meets resistance. Hence, anyone who shares in the Christ's mission must more than once face rejection, criticism or conflict. Evangelization is not carried out by force, power or success, but rather in weakness and in suffering. Paul alludes to the persecutions, tribulations, prison and wounds he bore in order to authenticate his apostolate (Phil 1:12-14; 2 Cor 6:8).

As Christ on becoming incarnate willingly emptied himself of his privileges (Phil 2:6), so too should the missionary evangelizer strip himself of all privileges, allowing himself to be emptied and impoverished, that Christ may grow in him. This impoverishment means accepting shame (Phil 1:17-18), imprisonment (1:13-14), losing everything (3:7 ff.), and even dying, in order to gain Christ.

The cross is a sign of true evangelization. Misunderstanding, rejection, criticism or persecution cannot hold back God's word, for "the word of God is not chained" (2 Tim 2:9). This freedom to evangelize by taking up the cross is a fruit of the Spirit. Hence the missionary evangelizer, like Paul, feels string in the midst of weakness: "Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong" (2 Cor 12:10). In this way the missionary becomes an instrument of brotherhood, because he inarnates Christ's love for all human beings.

The Christian's energy arises from sharing in the sufferings of Christ and becoming conformed with him in his death (Phil 3:10). Hence the apostolate can bear no clearer stamp than humility and weakness; hence, too, the Christian community is founded on death to self and on a love that leads us to regard others as "better than ourselves" (Phil 2:3). Day by day the missionary evangelizer lives the real meaning of the turnabout that came with Jesus' intervention in human history. This is a gratuitous gift of God, the miraculous work of a Father who makes power arise out of weakness, love out of discord and life out of death (cf. Phil 2:9 ff., 3:8 ff.).

3.3. Paul's love for the Philippians. Personal traits (1:3-26)
The entire letter expresses a tenderness that is echoed in the Philippians' own feelings for Paul. Some key words shed light on our reading of it: to recall, to long, to think, to have the same sentiments, to remain with, to be close to... Of all Paul's writings this one bears all the hallmarks of a familiar letter. Hence, some have said that it seems to be the least well thought-out and least orderly. This, of course, is the normal thing we would expect to find in a true friendly letter.

The thanksgiving (1:3-11) already lets us glimpse the favorite place that this beloved community held in Paul's heart. His every thought of the Philippians becomes a thanksgiving, and he always prays for them with joy (1:4). This word will reappear in the course of the letter (1:18,25; 2:2,17-18,28-29; 3:1; 4:1,4,10) and will turn this letter into a canticle of joy. The reason for Paul's joy and love for the Philippians is that fact that, since the first day, they have shared with him the grace of the Gospel (1:5,7). Hence he trusts that God will bring to fulfillment the good work that He has begun in them (1:6).  The day of Christ Jesus, which Paul always envisions as the end term of all the events of his apostolic life (cf. 2:16), is the day of Christ's glorious coming.

After the thanksgiving, Paul speaks of his own personal situation (1:12-26). Epaphroditus could have told them all that had happened, but Paul wants to tell it himself. As usual, his news, although personal, always refers to the advances made in evangelization. Here, the person does not count; the only important thing is the proclamation of Jesus Christ. Hence, he first speaks of preaching (1:12-18). His imprisonment has furthered the cause of the Gospel. Thus he has even been able to speak in the praetorium, that is, in the residence of the Roman Governor that existed in all the cities of the Empire. Paul can never fail to announce Jesus Christ, even in hostile surroundings that are closed to the Gospel. Thus now, as he had done in Philippi with the family of his jailer (Acts 16:33-34), he was able here to preach to some members of the emperor's household (4:22). This has encouraged other brethren who are now, more than ever before, announcing the Gospel without fear (1:12-14). While it is true that not all of them have done so with a right intention, but rather out of rivalry (cf. 1:15), Paul is not concerned about his own interests, but rather about those of Jesus Christ: "What of it? All that matters is that in any and every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is being proclaimed, and in that I rejoice" (1:18).

But his joy has yet another motive: Paul is convinced through faith that all of this will serve for his salvation, thanks to the Philippians' prayers for him and to the assistance of the Spirit of Jesus (1:19-21). Looking at things in this perspective, it matters little to him whether he lives or dies. Christ is his life; hence, if he dies a martyr's death it means that he will be united definitively with Christ, whereas if he lives, he will always be a member of Christ, committed to the service of the Gospel. Paul best sums up this living for Christ and with Christ in the formula: "For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain" (1:21). There are people who live for their loved ones, their work, their money... A Christian is one who lives the life of Christ. The counterpoise between death and life has other equivalents throughout the letter: Christ's humiliation to the point of death and his exaltation (2:6-11), participation in Christ's sufferings and death in order to know the power of His resurrection and indeed to attain the resurrection from the dead (3:10-11), the perdition of the enemies of the cross of Christ versus the glorious resurrection of those who already have their citizenship in heaven (3:18-21).

Finally, since Paul foresaw that his life would go on, he devoted the time he had left to working for the salvation of others, and in the first place for the Philippians (1:25-26). Although he was sure that death would give him all that he longed for, namely, "to depart and be with Christ" (1:23), it was necessary for him to go on living for the sake of those who already belonged to Christ or who might yet belong to Him (1:24).

3.4. Exhortation to behave in a way worthy of the Gospel. The example of Jesus (1:27-2:18).
The Philippians were full-fledged Roman citizens. Perhaps this is why Paul used the verb politeúesthe meaning to behave as good citizens (1:27).  But Paul later reminds them that their true citizenship is in heaven (3:20; cf. Eph 2:19; Col 3:1-4). From now on, we must behave as if we were already in heaven.

Paul sees himself surrounded by "envy and rivalry" (1:15), so he recommends that the Philippians "stand firm in one Spirit" (1:27) and that they make his "joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind" (2:2) in their struggle for the faith of the Gospel. This faith will bring them persecution, but this is a sure sign of salvation (1:27-30). The Philippians will only be able to achieve the union that Paul recommends if each of them is concerned for the rest and learns to value them more than themselves (2:1-4). This is the example that Christ has given us.

In 2:6-11, Paul cites a hymn sung at Christian meetings. Paul recalls it in order to set forth the example of Christ's humility. Pre-existing in his divine condition, he took on our human condition and humbled himself even to death, death on a cross. To this humiliation, there corresponds his glorification. Every creature must adore him and acknowledge him as Lord.

The importance of what Paul has just said about the example of Jesus Christ should not lead us to overlook the words with which he ends this exhortation. The fact that God in his kindness always grants us the grace to desire and practice of what is good, should lead the Philippians to strive to work out their salvation in fear and trembling (2:12-13). Living blamelessly as children of God in the midst of a perverse generation, they must shine like stars in the world. Then, in the day of Christ, Paul will be able to glory in them (1:10), all the more so if ,when his life is poured out like a libation, he is accompanied by the sacrifice of faith that the Philippians will offer to God (1:15-18).

3.5. Paul's Behavior Contrasted with that of the Judaizers (3:2-4:1).
After these exhortations, Paul proceeds to give some news about himself and his plans. In 2:19-30, we perceive the great esteem in which Paul held his fellow workers.

At the beginning of chapter 3 it seems as if Paul is bidding his readers farewell: his recommendations to "rejoice" sound like so many "good-byes." But a warning against Judaizing preachers provides him with an occasion to set forth the way that he understands the value of the cross as opposed to the value that the Judaizers set on the observance of Jewish practices. At first sight, the polemical tone of this chapter seems out of tune with the rest of the letter (a sign that Philippians is a letter made up of other letters by Paul). In reality, when Paul was writing it, he was fully embroiled in a debate with them (cf. 2 Cor 11:5,12-13,22; Gal 1:7, etc.). Paul calls the Judaizers dogs, perhaps because they bark against the flock as bad-mouthing workers who do not build up but destroy; mutilators,  because the circumcision they preach is only the mutilation of a bodily member, not the dedication of one's whole heart to God (3:2-3). He also calls them enemies of the cross of Christ (3:18), because instead of trusting in the justice that comes from God through faith in Christ crucified (3:3,9); Gal 2:16-21), they believe that they are just in virtue of the practices of the Law. Hence he also says of them that "their god is their belly and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things" (3:19), that is to say, their who concern consists in observing the dietary practices of the Law and in circumcision (cf. Col 2:16-19).

Paul, who in his days as a Pharisee had prided himself on all these practices, now scorns them and views them as so much rubbish in comparison with what God has given him through Jesus Christ. Now he has left all of this behind and is straining forward to what lies ahead: the heavenly prize that God has in store for him in Christ Jesus (3:4-14).

3.6. Recommendations to the Philippians. Thanks for the help he has received from them (4:1-19)
Besides the personal recommendations of 4:2-3, Paul makes some final recommendations to his beloved Philippians. The thought that the Lord is near must keep them in happiness, in good behavior and in a life free of anxious concern (4:4-6). We should note that the man who keeps inviting others to rejoice throughout this letter is himself a prisoner who has no idea whether he will soon bee released or condemned to death. This is the highest example of the serenity that the peace of God bestows (4:7).

We should pay particular attention to the exhortation to constant prayer, which is never lacking in Paul's letters, since he himself knew how to turn all the needs and indeed the whole life of the Church into a prayer (4:6).

He closes his exhortation summing up in a few words the genuinely friendly thrust that Christian behavior should have, and, as he has often does, he offers himself as an example (4:8-9; cf. 3:17; 1 Cor 4:16, 11:1). The last words of thanksgiving are full of those delicate feelings that Paul showed to all who took an interest in him. At the same time they reveal how freely he could accommodate himself to any situation that faced him. Above all, he rejoices at the thought of how God accepts the economic help that the Philippians have just sent him.

3.7. In Christ, there are neither slaves nor masters, but only brothers and sisters (Phm 1-25).
Paul defines the baptized as a new creature (2 Cor 5:17), a new creation where social differences are eliminated in favor of equality in Christ Jesus: "There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus" (Gal 3:28; cf. 1 Cor 12:13; Col 3:11). In the Letter to Philemon, Paul applies these considerations to a concrete case: to Onesimus, a runaway slave who has been converted to the faith by Paul, who does not free him, but rather sends him back to Philemon, his master, with a letter of recommendation. This might seem to be an ambiguous posture, like so many others in the Church. It might make it seem that the Church is always on the side of the powerful.

Nevertheless, in order to do justice to this handwritten letter (v. 19) of Paul's, we should consider the following:

Philemon should receive Onesimus not as a slave, but as a brother (v. 16). Among Christians there are new relationships, no longer those between slaves and masters, but rather those born of true Christian koinonía or fraternal communion (Gal 3:28; Col 3:11). This implied a condemnation of slavery, but Paul and the proclaimers of the Gospel of freedom were unable to impose it by force. It sufficed for the moment to proclaim the Jesus is the only Lord. Both Philemon and Onesimus were brothers in the faith and slaves of the only Lord (v. 16).

We cannot, of course, judge Paul's course of action from the standpoint of our own historical-cultural presuppositions, without bearing in mind the conditions of the first century. Thus Paul joins in solidarity with the damages caused to Philemon by Onesimus (vv. 17 ff.), while at the same time he appeals to Christian fellowship, which establishes some new relationships between persons. But in the present letter, although he does not directly attack the institution of slavery, he in fact sets forth the bases for its abolition: For Philemon, Onesimus must be a brother, not just in the Lord, but also humanly speaking (v. 16).


AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

LETTER OF PLINY THE YOUNGER
We have two letters from Pliny the Younger (in the reign of Trajan, 98-117 AD) to his friend Sabinian, one on behalf of a slave and the other in thanks to Sabinian for granting pardon to the fugitive.

"C. Pliny to his beloved Sabinian sends greetings. Your slave, with whom you were furious, has had recourse to me, throwing himself at my feet as he would at yours, and does not wish to leave me. He has wept much, begged much and also kept silent for a long time. In a word, he has led me to believe in his repentance. The truth is, I believe that he has mended his ways and acknowledges his error.

"I know full well that you are annoyed and angry, and that you have every right to be so. But kindness is most admirable when there are just reasons for wrath. You have loved this man and I imagine that you still love him. It suffices then that you relent. You may grow angry again, if he deserves it, for if you allow yourself to be mild now, your later anger will be all the more reasonable. Bear in mind his youth, his tears, his natural goodness. Cease tormenting him and tormenting yourself on account of him; because anger cannot fail to be a torment for one as gentle as yourself.

"I fear you may think that I am demanding this of you, instead of merely asking you by joining my tears with his. But I will join them more abundantly because I myself have reproved him roundly and severely, and warned him in no uncertain terms that I would never again intercede for him. I told him this to intimidate him, not you. For I am sure that I will always obtain whatever I ask of you. But this will always be by way of a request that it behooves me to address to you and that it behooves you to listen to" (IX, 21).

If we compare this letter with Paul's Letter to Philemon, we will note that they are very much alike. Both appeal to the kindness of the master, recall the friendship that exists between the correspondents and acknowledge the error of the salve. But Pliny remains at the level of merely human motivations, whereas Paul appeals to a higher relationship that makes the slave a "beloved brother" (v. 16).


CLARETIAN KEY

THE JOY OF THE MISSIONARY
On 20 March 1865, Claret wrote to his friend, Dr. Joseph Caixal, Bishop of Urgell: "As for the slanders that are so abundantly lavished on me, they cause me no pain, but rather a very great joy in the Lord, as you can see in the little blue-covered book that I am pleased to send you, which I wrote to that effect." The little autobiographical book, bore the title "Solace for a Slandered Soul." In his communion with Christ and his contemplation of a life of service dedicated to proclaiming the Gospel, our Fr. Founder discovered the kind of peace of spirit that allowed him to rejoice in the midst of slanders, as he himself asked his missionaries to do (Aut 494).

Joy is undoubtedly one of the characteristics of the missionary life (cf. MCT 159) despite all its difficulties and sacrifices. Paul speaks of joy "from inside prison." This is a kind of joy born of a life fully centered in Christ ("For me, to live is Christ" Phil 1:21), of seeing the Kingdom grow among the poor (Phil 1:12-18; cf. Mt 11:25-26), of experiencing growth in the Christian community (Phil 2:2, 4:1) and also of feeling the affection of those who gratefully regard the missionary as a channel of God's grace (Phil 4:10).

The Letter to the Philippians touches the missionary's soul with a strong message of hope. A Claretian "vocational" reading of this Letter will lead us to a deeper experience of the joy of our missionary vocation and will prepare us to take on all the difficulties of our ministry by confirming in us the conviction that kenosis is the only way in which to bring the Kingdom to its full realization.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. On the threshold of the third millennium,  we are being called to examine, in the light of the Spirit, both the new evangelization and the model of Church that we are developing. A Church that is called day by day to incarnate Christ who accompanies and walks with us, who gives us his Spirit to spur us on, like him, to assume the condition of being tired, scorned, and marginalized, and not just to work for others, but to feel compassion for them. It will be helpful for us get together and run through the guidelines that we find in the pastoral plans of the churches in which we live and work, highlighting their riches and their difficulties.

2. Evangelizing from a standpoint of weakness.  There is a subtle yet serious temptation: to ally ourselves with the powerful (in money, politics and the communications media), or to strive to be a powerful church or congregation in order to spread the Christian message more rapidly and effectively. This stance identifies us with paganism and makes void the incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth, who chose to live in the uncertainty of the human condition. Today we find ourselves facing new scenarios for evangelization such as those that were opening up in Europe for Paul and the community of Philippi. Our missionary eagerness could become a strategy for occupation and conquest. In this light, let us seriously examine the plans and orientation of our new presences in non-Christian countries.

3. The struggle against evil. The present time is marked by dependencies. These range from the most personal to the most structural, for example the dependence of certain nations on the great economic powers (World Bank, International Monetary Fund, etc.) in order to sustain their projects for development, which are not always beneficial to others. All of these dependencies beget outrages against life and forms of oppression. The announcement of liberation attacks the very heart of these evils and criticizes the systems that generate and maintain them.  Are we critically aware of all this? Do we tend more to soft-pedal difficulties than we do to resolve problems by searching out their causes? Where and how do the Church and the Congregation stand today regarding these problems?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. The experience of our own limitations.  We feel imprisoned and wounded by our weakness (shortage of personnel, increasing average age, lack of means, both in the Congregation and in the Church). Does all of this produce in us a posture of holding back or of flight, or have we, rather, learned to transform our woundedness into a wellspring of life? Are we aware that the original root that identifies our being Christians is our conformity with Jesus, over and above all our works, despite any possible weakness on our part? This leads us to examine whether Jesus is our reason for being, the vital atmosphere that surrounds us as makes us breathe.

2. Limitations: an opportunity. How is this experience of "imprisonment" helping us to constantly change our inmost selves, our model of community, in order to live a joyful itinerant poverty? What reflection or echo does this experience find in our life, our communities and apostolic positions? Is this same condition educating us to seek the help of others and to recognize the complementarity of charisms? What models of relationship is it leading us to live with those employed in serving our works (schools, colleges, activities)?

3. The Christian quality of our relationships. Tenderness, joy, trust, abandon, cordiality and intense relationships among the disciples, as well as the lively and human communication that Paul maintains with his communities, are aspects that stand out clearly in this letter. Are these the characteristics of our personal life and of the missionary community we form part of?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Phil 3:3-14

3. Dialogue on theme 6 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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