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Putting the Letter to the Romans in Context
Why did Paul seek the support of the Christian community in Rome?
"But now. since I no longer have any room for work in these regions..." (15:23).  Paul regards his mission in the eastern part of the Roman Empire as being finished, and wants to search out new fields: an opportunity has opened up for him to work in the extreme west, in what was then known as Hispania. That is where he wants to go. But before doing, he first seeks the support of the community of Rome, a community he neither founded nor evangelized. To gain the support of the church of Rome, he has to make himself known to it, so he offers it a presentation of his mission and the theological grounds on which it is based. That is to say, he tells it about his "Gospel." This he does in a long and well-reasoned letter, which touches on practically all of Pails main theological themes and is considered to be Paul's great spiritual testament to the universal Church. It was written around 55 AD (or around 57, according to the accepted model of Pauline chronology), in the city of Corinth. And although Paul knew that the Christian community of Rome was made up of Jewish and non-Jewish converts, and addressed the letter to all of them (1:7), he nevertheless lays a special emphasis on the non-Jewish members (1:5-6).

What is the specific theme of this letter?
"I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish; so I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome" (1:14-15).  In the verse immediately preceding this, he already told the Romans that he had wanted to visit them "in order to reap some harvest among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles" (1:13). What was this special harvest for the Church that Paul had been reaping among the Gentiles? We believe that it was the harvest of a faith which, by not passing through the law, more clearly revealed the merciful and independent action of God on behalf of all human beings. In this way the newness of Christianity stood out more boldly: in no way was it a reform of Judaism; it was a totally new Gospel that opened to everyone --even to the strangest persons and cultures-- the gates that had heretofore been shut. The Gospel (the Good News, the newness) that Paul was announcing, was this: Through Jesus, what the world needed most had taken already taken place, namely, a possibility for all human beings to be brothers and sisters, all of them on a equal footing, including those who had always been marginalized and looked down on because of their social status or culture.

Then what about the theme of justification through faith?
"Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom we have received grace and apostleship to spread his name and bring to obedient faith all the Gentiles, among whom are you who have been called to belong to Jesus Christ" (1:4-6).  For a very long time we were led to believe that the main theme of the Letter to the Romans was that of justification through faith. This was one consequence of the Catholic/Protestant controversies over justice or righteousness, which originated with Luther. But now, thank God, the air has cleared and the field is much more calm. The times of Lutheran polemics have passed. Now all of us, Catholics and Protestants alike, are agreed that God alone can save and that no human beings can save themselves. But because of the polemics that raged over the centuries, the Letter to the Romans came to be so closely related with justification through faith and with Protestant/Catholic quarrels, that we have all been marked by it spiritually. But now it is time for us to take a deeper look and see that in the Letter to the Romans there is a more fundamental theme that affects the very existence of the Church and is still quite relevant today, namely: What was to be done about Christians who came in out of paganism, whose customs were abhorred by all Jewish converts who were still faithful to the Law? How could these former pagans join in brotherhood with Jewish Christians for whom the Law was still the norm for all relationships, whether with God or with other human beings? For these Jewish Christians the law had not lost its worth, owing to the promises that God had made to their fathers.

Then what was to be done with those who had recently been coming in from "barbarian, heathen or pagan" (i.e., "non-Jewish") nations?
"For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you, that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by each other's faith, both yours and mine"(1:11-12).  The birth of the Christian Church, which was by definition the church of all those who confessed faith in Christ, no matter where they came from, gave rise to a major problem: Where were the recent arrivals from among the nations going to fit into the Church? The Church had to respond to this problem, since the future of the nascent Church was going to depend on it. It had to establish just what was to be the point of union among all Christians, Jewish and non-Jewish alike. Some Jewish Christians wanted to incorporate recent converts from paganism into the Church by means of circumcision; others --and among them, Paul-- wanted to do so by means of faith in Jesus Christ. Paul held that faith in Jesus was the act that created Christianity. Not being clear on this point would at once lead to the relativizing of the person of Jesus and the establishment of the Law as the supreme norm of Christians. For Paul, the very idea was utterly absurd. Moreover it would entail the establishment of an equally absurd and blasphemous separation between Christians: those born of faith and those born of circumcision. As we can see, the problem touched on the very essence of Christianity. Christ --not the Law-- must be the one and only principle of salvation. This is why Paul, during his visit, longed for one thing above all: to have the mutual consolation of their shared faith. He was a Jew, they were barbarians, pagans, heathen foreigners. What a great grace it was for all of them, who had heretofore been kept apart by history, cultural diversity and religious divisions, to be able to live together as one! This was Paul's great dream, a dream that is still so relevant for our present-day world.

Even non-Jewish converts were legitimate Christians
"For I am not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek" (1:16).  Underlying this whole polemic, one thing was clear: it was an attempt to give a reason for the Gospel that Paul preached. But the heart of this Gospel was to legitimize the existence of the new Gentile Christian communities. Thus it did not aim at presenting a treatise on grace (i.e., on justification through faith), but rather on highlighting an ecclesiological theme, namely: What is it is that defines a Christian and, based on the answer to this, how should Jews and "barbarians" relate to one another? The answer is clear: every relationship within the Church should revolve around Christ. This is a christological theme, but it is closely related to ecclesiology. And since ecclesiology was being affected by the intransigence of certain Jewish Christians, the theme of this letter had to be set forth in these terms: What stance should we take regarding the Mosaic Law? The answer to this would give rise to a series of questions: How could the Hellenist-Christian church come to birth without breaking away from Judaism and even from the Jewish-Christian church that had still not separated itself from the law? This also involved the area of culture, for there is always one culture that tries to impose its hegemony on the other, and this is what Jewish culture was trying to do.  How could a Jewish Christian totally abandon his culture? What remains clear from this letter is that Paul was searching for a new point of reference that would unify the nascent Church. And this point was indubitably Christ. It was around the person of Christ, and not around the law or anything else, that this unity was to be built. Paul's great fear was that within the Church of Christ, people would come to live in the same situation of exclusion that was going on outside it, whether on the part of the Jews, who excluded others on the basis of the law, or on the part of Roman citizens, who denied all rights to those who did not have the privilege of Roman citizenship.

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. Jewish legalism and its marginalizing force
1.1.1. Legalism as a cultural heritage
When Paul was converted, he had to change the whole aim of his life: from being a servant and defender of the law, he became a servant of Jesus, the Crucified, whom God the Father had raised from the dead. Paul then began a long journey of identification with Christ crucified, and in the measure that he was faithful in following, discovering and assimilating him, he became aware of the degree of radicalism that this demanded of him. His norm of life could no longer be the law, but rather the justice or righteousness of God. The law could not be the norm of life for a follower of Jesus, for the law made the universal love of God useless. The law was at the service of a group that excluded from the love of God all those men and women who were not of Jewish descent, or did not belong to its history. The point that was most strongly stressed in the Judaism of last centuries of the OT was precisely its "legalism." Judaism had come to the conviction that salvation was accorded only to those who fulfilled the prescriptions of the law, precisely as these were explained in the tradition of the teachers of the law. And this law could only be practiced by those who belonged to the Jewish group, by family or by alliance, but always by way of circumcision. In other words, at least as far as males were concerned, only a circumcised Jew who faithfully practiced the law could achieve salvation. All the rest remained excluded from it.

1.1.2. Christianity vis à vis the exclusionary dynamics of the law
This exclusion of others, of "infidels" or "pagans" or "heathens" or those of the "other nations" (the "gôyîm," called "ethnoi" in NT Greek), was something that Jesus himself had not accepted. His Father loved all human beings without exception and offered his love to everyone. God the Father's love was a universal love. Jesus had demonstrated all of this both in word and in deed. Hence he immediately met with hostility on the part of Jewish leaders, who regarded his conduct as a threat to the existence of Judaism. The same thing happened to the first Christian community of Jerusalem. Paul first appeared on the scene of this Christian community as a worthy representative of Judaism. He persecuted the newborn Church as a real threat, as something that had to be done away with, lest it do away with Judaism. This explains his zeal as a persecutor. The parties had to face off in terms of the law, which some regarded as an instrument of "exclusion" (excluding non-Jews from the gift of salvation) while other regarded it as the sign of the "privilege" of salvation, acquired over the course of many centuries.

1.1.3. Through justification in Christ, nobody was excluded
Once he was converted, Paul had to change his principles, as transmitted and received in one of the schools faithful to the traditions of the law (cf. Acts 22:3). As a Jewish "insider," he knew that if Jesus were accepted, the law could not subsist as a means that excluded many from salvation. Accepting this was by no means easy for a Jew, since it entailed a fundamental cultural change. All of this can be seen in the long, symbolic Lukan account of the conversion of Saul (Acts 9:1-19) and in Paul's experience of being reborn in Christ (Rom 7:4). From that moment on, the aim of Paul's life changed, since his position on the law, the very basis of his theological life, had changed. It was then that Paul became aware of the negative force of the law as an instrument that excluded many of his brothers and sisters in Christ, and of the need to open the way to salvation for all human beings on earth. Jesus had not excluded anyone. On the contrary, he had justified all that all might be saved. We all know the story that happened from this time on: Paul began preaching universal salvation in synagogues (Acts 9:20); they opposed him (Acts 13:44-45), and he ended up proclaiming the Good News of the justification and salvation of all to non-Jews (Acts 13:46-48). The Gentiles received his message with joy, and the Church began to spread to the ends of the earth, or of the Roman Empire. The aim of Paul's life had changed. He could no longer remain in service to the law, offering salvation to a limited number of people. Rather, he had to be in the service of justification in Christ, which offered salvation to all, especially to those who had formerly been excluded from it. Thus, beginning with his conversion, Paul's aim was to draw near to the world of those who had been excluded or condemned by the law, in order to offer them salvation or justification in Christ, and thereby to include them in the people or community of God.

1.1.4. The aim of Paul's apostolic life: to include the excluded
When Paul wrote to the Romans, he had long ago made his decision to evangelize the world of the "Gentiles" or "pagans," viewed by Israel as a world "excluded" from salvation, because it was excluded from belonging to the people of God. To understand the Letter to the Romans, we have to start out from this fundamental evangelizing option, because all of the theological points made in this letter are aimed at giving the reasons for this option. Why could nobody be excluded from salvation? What role had the law played in excluding others from salvation? What role had justification in Christ played in order to include all in salvation? Why did the Gospel have to be proclaimed to non-Jews? Why should the Church of Jesus, born of the Jewish people, have to be opened up to other peoples whom Judaism regarded as excluded? Did its opening up to other traditionally excluded peoples spell the exclusion of Judaism?

1.2.  Roman "social legalism"
1.2.1. Rome, capital of an Empire that excluded others by its own inner dynamics
Whereas Judaism had stated the problem of excluding non-Jews on the basis of salvation, the Roman Empire stated its policy of exclusion on the basis of society and of human rights. The only person who had full rights was a Roman citizen. But the greater part of those who made up the Empire were peoples who had been invaded, subjected by force, and made servants or slaves of the Empire. This reality of servitude and slavery was so predominant in Paul's time that he raised it to the level of a Christian metaphor, proposing that his readers become servants of Jesus Christ (1:1) or slaves of righteousness (6:18). We already know the exclusionary principle on which the Empire was based: whoever was not a Roman citizen was excluded from all rights.

1.2.2. Some of the Imperial forms of exclusion
Let us briefly indicate some of the imperial forms of exclusion or marginalization. We will not look for them in Roman law, but rather in the social reality that mercilessly ground the weak under the heel of the strong. Rome was not only the capital. And the Romans to whom Paul wrote were not all Romans born in Rome. They were Christians living in Rome, but most of them had come from the so-called Provinces of Rome, and many of them had simply been displaced by the Empire.

a) Impoverishment in their own land.  Invasions often led to a change in landholders. Many farmhands were displaced, new landlords appeared, services lent to the invader were repaid with lands, etc. The harsh reality was that many remained without land, reduced to poverty in their own homeland, where they soon became servants, beggars or potential emigrants.

b) Impoverishment by defeat: servitude or slavery.  The price of the defeat won by the invader was servitude or slavery. But these were not always cause by direct action. Sometimes the conquered people themselves decided to become servants or slaves because they could find no other way to survive in the midst of the misery into which they had fallen.

c) Victims of famine throughout the Empire.  During the first century there were some long-lasting famines that led to vandalism in the streets. History records various famines: due to natural causes,  in the years 5-7, 51 and 62; due to civil war,  in 62;  due to war outside Rome,  also in 62; due to various causes (speculation in foodstuffs, negligence, bad legislation), in 39-41 and 68; due to transportation problems,  in 39-41; due to the great fire,  in 64.

d) The insecurity of the city due to overcrowding.  In Rome, the capital, impoverished farmhands and people without work throughout the Empire, sought refuge, thus increasing the number of the marginalized, which was high enough already, given the already huge number of slaves in the city. All of this contributed to a greater sense of insecurity in the capital.

e) Military repression to protect the system.  The social system we have thus far described explains why Rome had to retain 20,000 armed men to defend the city. Only repressive force was able to control a society that was for the most part impoverished and dehumanized.

f) Slum dwellers.  According to recent investigations, most of the Christians in Rome lived in the most unhealthful and populous neighborhoods of the city (in the Trastevere district and on the Appian Way, from the Capena Gate to the river Almone). It is also true that some Christians lived in well-to-do neighborhoods.

g) A social class burdened with taxes.  Those who belonged to the class of "peregrini" were obliged to pay regular taxes (= phórous, 13:6) and customs duties (= télos,  13:7). Citizens did not pay regular taxes; the rich only paid them in accord with their inheritance.

1.3. Paul and his reaction against Jewish legalism
1.3.1. The long shadow of Jerusalem-based legalism
The main body of the Christian community of Rome was made up of non-Jewish converts. Nevertheless, Jewish converts to Christianity had a strong influence in it. These Jewish Christians came from Jerusalem. The history of Paul's relationships with his compatriots had not been very successful. For Jews faithful to the law, Paul was a traitor (Acts 9:23-24). For Jewish Christians, he was still suspect, since he had been a persecutor (Acts 9:13-14). Moreover, Jewish Christians from Jerusalem had come to Antioch, insisting that circumcision was necessary for the salvation of non-Jewish converts. "This  created dissension and much controversy between them and Paul and Barnabas" (Acts 15:2), and it also caused quite a stir in Jerusalem.  We should not forget that Jerusalem was the religious capital of exclusionary legalism, and that the shadow of this legalism was always in some way present not only among the Jewish leadership of Jerusalem, but even among the Jewish Christian leadership. Now when Paul decided to address the Romans, he was, in fact, speaking to Christians who came from a radical and marginalizing form of Judaism that had considerable influence in the capital of the Empire. But he was also speaking to Christians who came directly from the Roman Empire, which was a marginalizing society by definition. This was the social background of the Christians of Rome.

1.3.2. Paul's great endeavor: to draw closer to the world of the excluded
The vocation-mission of Paul and Barnabas to announce the Gospel to non-Jews began in Antioch (Acts 13:1 ff.). It was a special vocation, under the direct assistance of the Spirit (v. 2), accompanied by prayer, fasting and the laying on of hands (v. 3). Paul was faithful to this vocation-mission unto death. In it, he proved the supreme value and power of the Gospel. There were brothers and sisters marginalized or excluded from what the Jews called salvation or from what the Romans called citizens' rights. In both cases human beings were being treated with indignity. They were marginalized or excluded from the process of salvation-humanization. Paul took up this task as his great mission and challenge. Being faithful to this task meant confronting not only Jewish legalism, but also Imperial dehumanization, which found its justifying principles in Greek philosophy. With this, we have clearly identified the enemies of the apostolic mission of Paul, and with it, too, we find the justification of the themes that the Letter to the Romans had to deal with.

1.3.3. The evangelizing logic of Paul: all justified, none excluded
The logic which Paul employed in his life and embodied in this letter is as follows:

a) If all human beings are children of the same Father God, all should have the right to be saved. The first right, then, that Paul claimed for non-Jews, was the right to be evangelized. Hence the announcement of the Gospel should include the whole world, without exception. At the beginning it was only announced to Jews. Why not to pagans? In God's sight no one could be excluded from the salvation and humanization that were offered by Christianity.

b) The inclusion of all in the salvation-justice of God had been achieved historically by means of the justification obtained through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ on behalf of all human beings. From Jesus' resurrection onwards, there should be no such thing as an excluded brother or sister. Paul became the standard-bearer of the proclamation of the Gospel to the non-Jewish world, which had heretofore been excluded from Christian preaching.

c) When the first Jews became Christians, they tried to carry on in their same religious values within Christianity: the law of circumcision, dietary laws, etc. Above all, they tried to impose these laws on non-Jews who became Christians. This was a threat to Christianity, since it meant that it was the law, rather than Jesus Christ, that justified or saved. But Christ had come not to reform or renew Judaism, but to establish in the world a new relationship with God his Father.

d) According to Jewish Christians, relations within the Church should be based on fulfilling Jewish traditions (circumcision and food laws). According to Paul, relations with the Church should be regulated through faith in the justification achieved by Jesus.

e) The second right that Paul claimed for non-Jewish Christians was their freedom regarding the Jewish law. In order to make people Christians one did not have to convert them to Judaism, rather one had to give them freedom in Christ. Christianity could not be a kind of Judaism in disguise or some sort of reformed Judaism. Christianity was the practice of the righteousness that goes beyond every law and every sort of exclusion. Judaism always ran the risk of being and excluding religion: anyone who did not observe the law or practice the works of the law remained outside. What then would become of Jesus? And of faith in Jesus? And of the works of justice of non-Jews?

f) On entering Christianity, non-Jews were again running the risk of being excluded, of being second-class Christians, if they did not submit to now-Christianized Jewish practices.

g) The preamble of the Letter is already a cry against all exclusion: Paul greets the Romans (both excluded Gentiles and people without civic rights) as "called to belong to Jesus Christ" and as "God's beloved" (1:6-7).

h) In his analysis, Paul sets out from the fact of the marginalizing and excluding injustice that dominates both the non-Jewish and Jewish world (chs. 2-3).

i) Then he goes on to establish the revolutionary fact of Jesus, who justifies those who believe in him (he enables them to practice justice). Since it is a matter of faith, it includes all the excluded within God's saving embrace, even if they do not know, let alone practice, the law (ch. 4).

j) For that very reason, faith-justice is construed as an act of salvation accessible to all through the reception of baptism.  Since this baptism is received in the death-resurrection of Jesus, it is capable of transforming the structures of death that are at work within us (chs. 5-7), because it opens us up to a commitment toward others.

k) This faith, this justice or righteousness, this universal salvation beyond all marginalizing laws, are made possible by the Spirit who dwells in us and has been given to us as a gratuitous gift (ch. 8).

l) This doctrine of inclusion-exclusion gives rise to a question which is at once an objection: If non-Jews excluded by legalism are now included, doe this mean that Israel has to be excluded? Doesn't the inclusion of the excluded mean the exclusion of the people of the Old Covenant? Paul explains this in his own way in order to prove that Israel has not been excluded and that its future still lies open to it (chs. 9-11).

m) Paul goes on to point out the consequences of everyone's being justified, of everyone's being included: the necessity of practicing koinonía, communion, fellowship, with its pros and cons (chs. 12-15).

n) In his farewell, he ends with a significant mention of women, who were ordinarily excluded (16:1-20).

o) Summing up: The Letter to the Romans is addressed to the heart of the "excluded." They are the raison d'être of Paul's work and of his thesis against any unjust exclusion of a brother or sister, whether it came from the Greco-Roman or Jewish worlds. This exclusion has been generated, in the Greco-Roman world, by the practice of unrighteousness (Rom 1:18: "those who impede the truth by their unrighteous conduct"), and in the Jewish world, by the practice of a legalism that sacrifices the human person. Both injustices have been destroyed by Jesus' practice of justice, through his death and resurrection. By faith in Jesus Christ all can enter into a sharing of this kind of justification that makes us brothers and sisters of Christ and frees us from the structures of death that are officially generated by the Greco-Roman and Jewish worlds. Faith in Jesus, by destroying all chains, does not allow us to marginalize or exclude anyone, Jew or non-Jew. Christianity is, by definition, the community of integration and of fraternity.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The language of injustice: the language of exclusion
Paul wants his communities to have but one law as norm: that of faith in the justification achieved by Jesus Christ. Neither the Jewish nor the non-Jewish world can be the Christian norm. He starts out from the historical fact of the invasion of the world by injustice. This world is dominated by injustice and by the unjust. All, both Jews and non-Jews, are under sin (3:10). Hence one part of humanity does not love the other, but rather exploits and oppresses it, marginates and condemns it, and strives to impose its own conditions on it. In the likeness of Jesus, someone should stand up for these oppressed brothers and sisters. Paul describes this reality with a fitting terminology: injustice, sin, law, death, slavery, flesh, etc. Let us try to put these concepts in order.

2.1.1. Injustice, a reality that breaks the harmony of the world, because it divides it.
a) Injustice (adikía), the disturber of harmony.  Injustice upsets the just balance (díke) that ought to exist in creation. This harmony refers to the right relationship that ought to exist between human beings and God, and between human beings mutually. The right relationship that Christianity establishes between human beings and god is that of filiation: every human being is a child of God. The right relationship that Christianity establishes between human beings and god is that of fraternity: every human being is a brother or sister of all the rest. The role of injustice is to break down this harmony which the God of Jesus Christ wants to exist in creation, because it is the only thing that humanizes it. If justice is the harmony of creation --by divine filiation and universal fraternity-- then injustice is the breaking of this harmony. Excluding others from what is their right is an injustice: it breaks down the harmony that should exist between human beings. When harmony is broken down, imbalance appears. This in turn begets violence, because of the sheer inertia of history, which seeks to level all forms of imbalance.

b) Division, the fruit of intransigence.  Division (dichostasía), of which Paul speaks in the Letter to the Romans (16:17), refers to an attitude of division or dissension, which comes etymologically from dis, dícha,  meaning divided into two parts, and stásis, meaning position. It is the attitude that people take when they want to exclude someone from their company: excluded persons are set apart and put in an opposing group. This is one of the concrete forms of injustice that damage the relationships that God wants to exist in society. Sharing in this same wicked reality are other synonyms for division such as schísma  and haíresis,  which Paul uses in other letters.

2.1.2. Means that open the way to injustice or exclusion
a) The flesh is the first means of injustice, because of its grasping tendency.  Flesh (sarx ) basically means one of the fundamental aspects of the body. It is ordinarily used in a metaphorical way, as opposed to spirit (pneûma ). It means the weak reality of human beings, who want to possess whatever they lack or crave. The desire to grasp, which comes from within human beings (from their flesh), leads to sin, because it leads to injustice: to an amassing or accumulation of things that breaks the balance that ought to exist in creation, the right of all people to have whatever is necessary for their living and their humanization.

b) The law is another means of injustice, because of its tendency to exclude.  Law (nómos ) means usage, custom, prescription or teaching. However, due to legalism or a fanatical use of the law, it grew to be an ensemble of prescriptions that ended up imposing itself on true human values. In this sense, Paul regarded it not just as a transitory and ineffectual rule, but as an instrument of injustice. Those who wanted to exclude others from salvation based their claims on the law in this sense.

2.1.3. The distinctive mark of injustice or exclusion
Sin (hamartía), the great mistake.  The root of sin (hamartía ) lies in an "error" regarding the point one needs to reach, whether in relation to the truth (to mistake the goal) or in relation to action (to mistake the way that leads to the goal). Those who practice injustice, who break the harmony that God wills, by concretely condemning or excluding others, has totally gone astray. Hence both Judaism and the Roman Empire were in sin. Sin (mistaking the goal or mistaking the way to the goal) is therefore the distinctive mark of injustice.

2.1.4. The effects of injustice or exclusion
a) Slavery: the denial of dignity.  Paul uses the word slavery (douleía ) figuratively, in order to express the spirit of servitude of those who were under the law, or to indicate the opposite of filiation. To exclude others from the possibility of being children of God, of denying them their dignity in the name of the law, meant reducing them to the worst form of slavery, thus committing the worst of all injustices.

b) Death, or spiritual self-destruction.  For Paul, death (thánatos) in its most basic meaning, expressed both the natural death of every human being, and the death of Jesus on the cross. Moreover, thánatos  also meant destruction, perdition, misery, the opposite of life (zoé ) and blessing, the situation that follows upon sin and disobedience. Death is the logical consequence of injustice. The action of excluding others from salvation turns back upon the excluder, who in the moment of truth will be the one who is excluded.

2.2. The language of justification: language of inclusion
The relationships between Jewish and non-Jewish Christians who come from a world in which injustice reigns, should have their starting point in the justification offered by Jesus Christ. If it is a fact that injustice has invaded the world, it is likewise a fact that Jesus Christ, through his passion, death and resurrection has destroyed the power of injustice and has justified humanity (giving it the ability to practice justice). In destroying injustice, he likewise destroyed its instruments (sin and the law), annulled its effects (death and slavery) and transformed our mortal flesh into a reality of resurrection. What had been life without Christ is now transformed into life in Christ. How does Paul's terminology express this new life in Christ that should regulate the Christian community?

2.2.1. The justification won by Jesus Christ leads to fraternity
a) Justice: scales and a sword.  Justice (dikaiosúne ) means relating to what is just or upright (from díkaios =  just + súne = an abstract ending). In turn, the word díkaios comes from Díke,  the daughter of Zeus. Iconography represents her as a feminine figure holding a scales or a sword and scales. The scales weighed the actions of both gods and mortals. Scales are the best expression of the root of social balance. Social balance is upset by the division among classes, by the inequality of rights, and by the unleveling effect of non-solidarity.  The sword relates to the violence of this underlying inequality, non-solidarity, marginalization and exclusion. Social balance is maintained by the opposite conditions: equality, solidarity and fraternity. This happens when all human beings are considered and included as brothers and sisters. This is why "justice" can also mean holiness, forgiveness and love. Deep down, a human being is pardoned, sanctified and loved by God, when God in His goodness includes him or her in His company, as a son or daughter. Fundamentally, justice is a gratuitous act of inclusion: in filiation with God and in universal fraternity in the great family of humankind.

b) Justification: an order established by a higher power.  Justification (dikaíoma ) presupposes that there is a higher power who establishes the rules whereby others acquire the right to relate with this higher power. In the case of those who follow God defined as universal Father, this means the rules of fraternity imposed by God the Father. Hence justification is the act whereby a man or woman is declared just or beloved by God, their Father, and by other human beings, their brothers and sisters. In contrast, for those who follow a selfish system, it is this system that imposes the rules whereby they can be considered true followers of this system, which in practice becomes their supreme god. In this model of society, inclusion in it is gained by doing just the opposite: excluding others who do not have the clout or social class imposed by the ruling power. For Jesus Christ, this way of being --contrary to that of his Father and of himself-- is not justice, but just the opposite: injustice, sin and death.

c) To justify is to enable one to act in the established order. The verb "to justify" (dikaióo) means to enable another to practice what is right or established. In the Bible, this act always depends on God. Human beings can by no means justify themselves. God gives each justified person the grace to be his son or daughter, to be included in His fatherly love. This fatherly love means that these persons have the right to humanization and acquire the capacity to be saved. No one can exclude anyone from either of these twin poles of love. In Paul's day, Rome, with its conquering and enslaving imperial system, excluded millions from the right to be fully humanized, while Judaism, with its legalistic religious system, excluded non-Jews from the possibility of being saved. Both were exclusionary systems. God the Father, in justifying humankind through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, included all human beings in the right to be humanization and salvation. 

2.2.2. The language of the means for justification and inclusion: the language of fraternity
a) Vocation is a call to be included in the privileges of salvation.  Paul himself says so (Rom 11:29). Vocation (klêsis) comes from the verb kaléo,  which means to call someone to come along, that is, to introduce or include someone in one's own life. This is not a matter of some herd-like following, but rather of a sharing that leads to an intimacy of souls. This call, this vocation, this act of including another in the same life, is a universal act of God, which includes Jews and non-Jews. No one should feel excluded from or exclude anyone else from the calling to share in the intimacy of God the Father and of his children.

b) Faith, the gateway to justification and inclusion in God's life.  Faith (pístis ) comes from the verb peítho,  which means to acquire a conviction regarding what another asks us to do. Thus, following this Greek etymology, faith is the conviction that one should do what a higher being has established. Metaphorically, this means basing one's decisions on the will of another, lovingly and totally entrusting oneself to another whose decisions are deemed to be better than one's own. Accepting the norms established by God as our own norm enables us to do what is right, to practice righteouness or justice. Since God is our guide in this, there is no room for being mistaken in this.. Hence faith is a gift that equips and enables us to do good. When God extends this gift and a human being accepts it, the way is opened to the most intimate dialogue possible, which is adapting one's own will to the will of another. Faith leads to intimacy with God, to sharing his life, because by yielding to God's proposal, one shares in God's own thought and will. Faith has the power and gives the privilege of including a human being in the very life of God. Sharing and doing what God wills is entering into his very life. The gift of faith, through the passion and death of Jesus Christ, is something offered to all: to Jews and non-Jews.

c) Baptism: inclusion in the plan of another.  In Greek, baptism can be referred to in three ways: baptísis (the ending -is expresses the act of one who baptizes), baptismós (the ending -os expresses the act of being baptized), and báptisma (the ending -ma expresses the result of the act of being baptized). The New Testament uses only baptismós and báptisma.  This latter word became a technical term exclusive to the NT. To be baptized in the name or person of another, or to receive the baptism of someone, means that the baptized person is identified with the plan or project of the one who baptizes, or with the plan or project of the person in whose name he or she is baptized. That is to say, baptism, as a spiritual and sacramental gift, gives the baptized access to (includes them in) the project of the one in whose name they are baptized. Hence baptism is another symbol of the access that Christians are given to God's project or plan of life. This inclusion in the plan of God the Father, of his Spirit and of his Son Jesus Christ (for every Christian is baptized in the name of the Trinity) is the result of the fact of baptism. This is what the ending -ma in the word báptisma signifies.

2.2.3. The language of a community without "condemnation" or exclusion
a) A community that has the dynamics of a body.  In the long run, the Old Testament (pace the efforts of some writers or circles of thought to the contrary) officially imposed the concept of nationhood as a structure of its social theology. Hence it was always dependent on monarchies, dynasties and kings, leading the people to believe that this way was the will of Yahweh. The New Testament, although for obvious reasons it makes reference to the concept of nationhood, for all practical purposes replaces it with the concept of community, assembly, family of God, mystical body of Christ... This new reference allows for a total change of outlook. No longer does it think in terms of a Christian society presided over by a king, but rather in terms of a community, and assembly of brothers and sisters who accept one another equally, value their diversity and help one another in solidarity, as co-functioning members of a body.  Paul manages to combine nearly all of these concepts in a single text (Rom 16:1-2), where he speaks of a sister, of a deaconess and of a community, stating that this sister ought to be received and helped, because she has done the same.  In a text like this one can sense the dynamics of a body, which includes a diversity of members, gifts and services, wherein its riches lie. Here he is speaking of a woman, of a foreigner or pagan, of a roman woman who ought to be "included" with all her rights in the community or mystical body of Christ.

b) In Greek, the church community came to be called ekklesía, meaning a group of persons convoked or called together.  In secular usage, ekklesía  meant a group of free citizens called together by a herald. This meaning perfectly suited the uses of the early Christians, who were aware of the freedom granted them by the Gospel and of the fact that they had been called together by Jesus Christ, the best Herald of God the Father because he was the Father's Son. In general, the Jewish community was called the sunagogé,  as opposed to the Christian community, which was called the ekklesía. Moreover, this ekklesía  could be animated by women, as Paul's farewell greeting in Romans shows (e.g., 16:1).

c) The community was ordinarily marked by fellowship among its members.  The word used for this in NT Greek is koinonía, which means communion, sharing, fellowship, confraternity, etc. It was not just a matter of being gathered together, but of having a reason for being united and for fostering bonds of union. All of this was connoted by koinonía.
d) A community of this sort conferred a special rank on its members,  namely that of be "beloved of God" or "saints" (1:7). In Greek, the word for "saint" is hágios, fundamentally meaning set apart as belonging to the divine sphere; hence it also means sanctified, consecrated, holy and pure. It can also have a ceremonial or liturgical application (holy in the sense of being destined for a sacred use), a legal application (holy in the sense of being faithful to the practice of the law), a theological application (holy in the sense of being perfect in the eyes of God), a moral application (holy in the sense of being virtuous, blameless in heart and life) and a social application (holy in the sense of being worthy of reverence). Calling someone a saint meant including him or her in the world or sphere of God.

2.3. Literary-theological structure of the Letter to the Romans
2.3.1. Introduction
A greeting that establishes a new relationship among Christians beyond the limits of the law, and a project that entails favoring the excluded (1:1-15).

a) Addressees and greetings (1:1-7).

b) Thanks and plans (1:8-15)

(At the end of the letter, Paul again takes up these same two themes, but in chiastic form):

b') News and travel plans (15:22-32)

a') Farewells and doxology (15:33; 16:25-27).

2.3.2. Theological-doctrinal section:
The revolution of the Christian world: relationships with new Christians coming from a pagan background should be governed by a universal principle, namely, justification through faith in Jesus Christ, not through the Jewish law (1:18-11:32).

1) Since they are dominated by exclusionary injustice, neither the non-Jewish nor the Jewish worlds can provide the norm for community relationships. This norm is found in Jesus Christ, inasmuch as by justification through faith he has established a principle that includes all (1:18-4:25). Paul also develops these principles in chiastic form:
a) The exclusionary injustice of non-Jews (1:18-2:8)

b) The exclusionary injustice of Jews, based on the law (2:9-29)

c) Injustice that excludes all (3:1-20)

c') Justification through faith includes all (3:21-30)

b') Abraham's justification through faith includes all (3:31-4:12)

a') Justification through faith includes non-Jews in the promises of God (4:13-25)

2) Relationships should be regulated by what implies life and not by what implies sin. In Jesus, injustice could not stifle justice: life triumphed over death (5:1-8:30).
a) Relationships must be governed by justification that destroys sin (5:2-21)

b) through baptism that annuls death according to the flesh (6:1-7:6)

c) there must be and ongoing interior struggle (7:7-23)

c') but with an awareness of the indwelling Spirit (8:1-11)

b') baptism is a proof of the living presence of the Spirit (8:12-21)

a') For justification is the offspring of the Spirit (8:22-30)

3) Undoubtedly, relationships with new Christians coming from the non-Jewish world are to be regulated by the universal mercy of God (9:1-2)
a) Although the mercy of God keeps calling the Jews (9:3-13),

b) This mercy remains a mystery (9:14-29)

c) though the Jews keep rejecting this mercy (9:30-10:21)

c') rejection highlights mercy to the marginalized (11:1-15)

b') but non-Jews should not be puffed up at this mercy (11:16-24)

a') Mercy remains a demand for non-Jewish Christians (11:25-32)

2.3.3. Practical section:
The concrete way of living relationships between Christians coming from Judaism and Christians coming from paganism: never exclude each other. Rather, try to include each other on the same horizon of fraternal living (12:3-16).

Paul also expressed this practical thesis in chiastic form:
a) Include those who are culturally diverse on the same horizon of live (12:3-13).

b) Include those not of the same faith (enemies, authorities) (12:14-13:14)

b') Include those of weak faith (14:1-23)

a') Strive to achieve the same horizon of thought and sentiment in Christ (15:1-13)

2.3.4. Conclusion:
The conclusion is linked with the introduction, thus:

a) Addressees and greetings (1:1-7).

b) Paul's thanks and plans (1:8-15)

b') News and travel plans (15:22-32)

a') Farewells and doxology (15:33; 16:25-27).

2.4. Observations on this literary scheme:
2.4.1. The technique of chiasmus
Chiasmus (Greek chiasmos =  shaped like the letter chi = X) is a rhetorical device for arranging the elements of a composition concentrically in the form of an X (e.g., a b c X c' b' a'). This way of developing and arranging thoughts and words in a concentric form was common in ancient literature and very much favored in biblical usage. It is important to recognize this literary device, since our western way of developing thought is linear. Ordinarily we unfold our thought by stating a thesis and then developing it. Thus the most important thought is stated at the beginning, in the thesis or topic sentence. The Bible does not always work this way. When its uses the chiastic form, the most important thought is often in the center, or in a series of parallelisms in which the first element is tied to the last, the second element to the next-to-last, and the middle elements to each other. This way of developing thought is quite different from ours. In his letters, Paul inherited this same way of thinking. In the measure that we understand the chiastic form of thought, the more surely we will grasp Paul's thought and even discover some surprising new things in it.

2.4.2. Antithetic parallelism
In the Letter to the Romans, Paul often uses antithetic parallelism in developing his thought. He counterposes, always in a complementary way, a number of opposing pairs: justice-injustice, grace-sin, life-death, faith-law, spirit-flesh, etc. In thus speaking of contraries, he is in fact speaking of the same subject.

2.4.3. The why and wherefore of the language of exclusion-inclusion
Paul's basic thesis is aimed at defending before the Romans the norm for community relationships, which ought to be Christ, through justification by faith, and not the Law, through the practice of its works. The law was a force for exclusion, since only those who practiced it could be saved. Thus all non-Jews were excluded from salvation. In the Jewish law there was no room for non-Jews. In contrast, in the justification through faith offered by Jesus, there is room for all, all are included, Jews and non-Jews. Justification through faith is a universal offer, based on the mercy of God.  Hence speaking of exclusion and inclusion is not just an artful ploy. Quite the contrary: it means seeing the goodness or badness of opposing theses, grasping the fatal consequences of false theologies. For the world is still divided between those "included" in salvation and those "excluded" from it or destined to condemnation; between those who have no rights and those who have all the rights. Today more than ever our world is divided by several different causes, among them the ruling socio-economic system which, even among Christians, "excludes" other brothers and sisters. In the world being planned for the near future, there is not enough room for all human beings. There is an annoying surplus of poor people. We truly need to return to the spiritual power of the Gospel, which includes all human beings, without exception, in the fraternity of Jesus Christ.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

I. INTRODUCTORY SECTION: ADDRESSEES, GREETINGS AND PROJECTS
3.1. Paul's vocation: a vocation to serving the excluded
3.1.1. The greeting: "No to exclusion!"
"To all God's beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints"  (1:7). Paul has been working to include Gentiles in the Church with full rights. Hence his greeting to them, which is a résumé of his whole thought on the matter: they are beloved of God  and they are saints by vocation.  This means that they are the direct objects of God's love, apart from all mediation of the law. They are beloved and holy simply though the love that God shows them. Their strength lies not in the law, but in God himself, who accepts and includes them in salvation. Those who according to the law were not loved, are now loved. Those who according to the law were impure, are now saints, the greatest expression of purity. Things have changed. A whole revolution has been born of Christianity. Relationships between human beings and between them and God have been totally changed.

3.1.2. Fidelity to his vocation on behalf of the excluded
"I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish: so I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome" (1:14).  Paul feels proud of his vocation to evangelize non-Jews. He is not sparing in expressions of his approval: he gives thanks for them, praises their faith, thinks of them constantly, prays for them, wants to get to know them, wants to share his own charisms with them, longs to share their mutual faith, and laments his failed past attempts to visit them (1:8-13). That is to say, Paul has not given up the vocation he believes he has received from God. He does not bear it as a burden, nor does he shrink from his task of evangelizing foreigners and barbarians.

II. THEORETICAL SECTION: RELATIONS BETWEEN JEWISH AND NON-JEWISH CHRISTIANS WITHIN THE CHURCH (1:18 - 11:32)

A. What principle should govern relations within the Church arising from the admission of non-Jewish Christians? (1:16-25)
3.2. What is urgently needed is a non-excluding principle that regulates the relationships of all members.
3.2.1. A principle that goes beyond group interests
"The gospel is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith: to the Jew first and also to the Greek" (1:16).  Since both the non-Jewish and the Jewish worlds are dominated by injustice (which is by definition exclusionary), neither of them can draw from their own culture a principle that includes everyone. Justification through faith in Jesus Christ has revolutionized history: the excluding world of injustice has come face to face with the justice achieved through Christ, which is an inclusive force, since it is extended to all and gives all persons the same right to be children of God, all equal in dignity. According to Paul, the world in which human beings ordinarily live is an upside-down world. Instead of reflecting justice, it reflects injustice, and in this fermentation vat it develops persons. This applies universally, both to the Jewish and the non-Jewish world.

3.2.2. This principle cannot be the kind of injustice that dominates the world and excludes many (1:18-3:20).
As a point of departure, Paul sets forth the situation of injustice that has seeped into all social levels. For Paul, society is represented in two great structures: the Roman world and the Jewish world. Both are dominated by injustice.

a) The exclusionary injustice of non-Jews (1:18-2:8).  "The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the ungodliness and unrighteousness (adikía ) of men who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth" (1:18). Paul establishes that the non-Jewish world cannot be the norm for relationships, since it is steeped in injustice. The god or gods who regulate its principles are gods that favor the powerful. Despite the revelation they received concerning God, non-Jews perverted the idea of God and were unable to grasp his true essence. Hence it is not surprising that they falsified the reality of God, replacing it with all the idols they could, in keeping with the interests of those who wanted to manipulate God. Therefore Paul sees the official non-Jewish world as being full of all manner of "unrighteousness (adikía ), perversity, envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity... foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless" (1:28-32).

b) The exclusionary injustice of Jews (2:9-29).  "That is why every one of you who judges another is inexcusable. By your judgment you convict yourself, since you do the very same things" (2:1).  When judgment is passed on others, if the judgment is negative, it excludes. And when the one who judges others does the same thing that he condemns, the judgment he basses is not only exclusionary, but also unjust and wicked. This is the situation that Paul attempts to describe and for which he condemns Jews.

c) The exclusionary injustice of all  (3:1-20). "Jews and Greeks alike are under the power of sin" (3:9). To this text Paul adds a concatenation of Scripture texts from Psalms, Isaiah and Proverbs to bolster his thesis. The texts speak of people who practice deceit, are full of bitterness, shed blood, bring ruin and misery to others (3:13-18). After showing the reality of both Roman and Jewish social structures, which unjustly marginalize others, Paul concludes several times that the whole world is guilty before God (3:10,11,12,20).

3.2.3. The requisite principle must be justification through faith, an alternative that includes everybody (3:21-4:25).
Paul now gives, in antithetical parallelism, the adequate response to the injustice in which the world is steeped. Since the world's response is an exclusionary force, it cannot be a norm for relationships. Paul's response is "justification through faith," which is at the disposal of all, excluding no one. Nobody can or should be excluded on this basis, which is a higher one than human self-sufficiency. We all need to be justified by Christ. If we all accept him through faith, we all remain on an equal footing.

(Note that the three following theses correspond, in antithetical form, to the three preceding theses, thus demonstrating the chiastic form already indicated: a-a', b-b', c-c').

a) Justification through faith is accessible to all (3:21-30).  "But now the justice of God has been manifested apart from the law... that justice of God which works through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe" (3:21-22). [This thesis is in antithetical parallelism with the thesis of paragraph "c" above.] Although all humanity is sinful, it does not remain dominated by sin, so long as it has faith in Jesus Christ. Hence a new law appears in the world, a law higher than any other law: "the law of faith" (3:27). Beginning with Christ, faith is the only means for doing away with the inequality existing between Jews and non-Jews. That inequality had been created by the law, which led to the belief that every Jew achieves justification simply by the practice of the works of the law.

b) The justification of Abraham, springing from a faith that included everyone (3:31-4:12).  "Abraham, our ancestor according to the flesh... believed God and it was credited to him as justice" (4:1,3). [This thesis is in antithetical parallelism with the thesis of paragraph "b" above.] Abraham, the father of the Hebrews, was not, Paul argues, justified by circumcision or the practice of the law, but rather because he put his faith in the word of God (Gen 15:6). Abraham's faith, which antedated circumcision and the law, was what made him the father of the Jews, but also of all non-Jews. This type of fatherhood in faith, which is attained only through the mercy of God, gives nobody a reason for boasting.  Faith is revealed here as a force of immense social scope: it breaks down barriers and eliminates all division between the sons and daughters of God. Hence faith continues to be an indispensable element for peace or for war in the world.

c) The justification of non-Jews through faith includes them in the promises of God (4:13-25).  "Hence, all depends on faith...the promise holds true for all Abraham's descendants, not only for those who have the law..." (4:16). For Paul, faith is something that transcends the closed circles of cultures. When a culture feels superior to others, it surrounds itself within the circle of communication and excludes other cultures. Faith follows a contrary logic: it opens up new ways of communication, and only those who are ready to go beyond their own circle receive the reward of incorporating others into their own life and incorporating themselves in the life of others. Hence those who share Abraham's faith are incorporated into his life as sons and daughters, and Abraham is incorporated into the life of others as father. There cannot be any transcultural dynamics that are more beautiful, more fruitful and peace-making than the dynamics of this faith. In a certain way faith does not allow us to die, because it prolongs our life in the life of others. This was what happened to Abraham. His own body, already withered with the years, came to die without leaving a trace. But faith prolonged his existence, not only in his own body, but in the memory of other peoples who even today call him their father in faith. Faith prolongs his memory even to our own day. This is a good lesson for every evangelizer, who by mission and vocation should behave as Abraham did.

B. Relationships within the Church should not have sin for their starting point, but rather baptism and the Spirit (5:1-8:30)
3.3. Relationships should be governed by principles of life and not by principles of sin (5:1-7:23).
3.3.1. The need for ongoing conversion, even for Christians
"For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him by the death of his Son, it is all the more certain that we who have been reconciled will be saved by his life" (5:10). Christians should be aware that between their former life and there present life there exists an abyss. The principles that governed their former life were principles of enmity with God and with their brothers and sisters. In contrast, the principles that govern their present life as Christians should be principles of life. For Christians, this life is expressed under the signs of baptism and the Spirit. To allow ourselves to be governed by baptism --as we shall soon see-- means allowing ourselves to be governed by the commitment of our own life to others, since baptism is carried out in the passion and death of Jesus. And to allow ourselves to be governed by the Spirit --as we shall also see-- is to transform our selfish tendencies through a commitment that goes as far as surrendering our own life for the sake of the Gospel.

3.3.2. Sacramental life: regulator of relationships within the Church
"Now that we have been justified by faith, we are at peace with God..." (5:1). In Paul, "peace" (Greek eiréne, Hebrew shâlôm) is a sacramental term. The shâlôm  of God only comes with the incorporation of a human being in the life of God. Every Christian, whether Jew or non-Jew, had come from the same reality of sin (the injustice dominating all society) and now possessed the same reality of gratuitous justification granted them by God through Jesus Christ. God justified them (enabled them to practice justice) by forgiving them and enabling them to forgive. To be reconciled with their brothers and sisters meant entering into the shâlôm  of God. And because this shâlôm,  this peace of God existed, no one had a right to feel superior to others or to impose their own laws on them. The norm was not to be one of superiority, but rather one of fraternity. And people entered into this fraternity through reconciliation: all were sinners and all had been gratuitously reconciled through Christ. If the law had not reconciled Christians with God, neither could the law be the norm that regulated their relationships. But besides reconciliation, their sacramental life also included their baptismal life and the struggle to cast out their inner selfishness so that God might possess them more fully.

a) Reconciliation, an effect of justification, destroys sin and death (5:2-21).  "We go so far as to make God our boast through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation" (5:11). A first effect of justification is reconciliation. Without reconciliation there can be no true life within the Church. But Paul has no doubt that injustice can be reproduced within Christianity. This happens when real reconciliation does not take place, when relationships are not relationships between brothers and sisters, but between people who feel that they are superior and try to impose their imagined superiority. The danger for Christianity was that Jewish culture would impose its ritualism as a norm and that human beings would return to being sacrificed under the law: the very thing that Jesus himself had already rejected. To leave human beings under the law meant sacrificing them, it meant allowing death to reign and sin to be imposed. The only thing that could overcome this reality of death and sin was the practice of justice. And this demanded, as its first effect, reconciliation. Justification is made palpable in reconciliation. For, as we have said, justification is nothing more than receiving from God the capacity to practice justice, to practice forgiveness.

b) Baptism, another effect of justification and a destroyer of death according to the flesh (6:1-7:6).  "Through baptism into his death we were buried with him, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might live a new life" (6:4).  According to Paul, being baptized is nothing less that agreeing to reproduce in one's own life the suffering and death of Jesus, in order that other brothers and sisters may have a share in the new life. Regulating relationships within the Church on the basis of baptism means taking mutual commitment, not the law, as the norm. Mutual commitment annuls the effects of death produced by our own ambition. Hence baptism, by fostering commitment to others, annuls the effects of death that our selfishness, our own flesh, tends to inflict on our brothers and sisters.

c) Ongoing inner struggle: an element of conversion and revision (7:7-23).  "But I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my members" (7:23). The fact of being a Christian does not destroy human nature, which will always be inclined to follow its tendencies and impose its own interests as a norm within the Church. We must permanently struggle against this tendency which marks our earthly condition. Group interests lead some to impose their own norms on others, and these norms are not always in keeping with the justice of the gospel. Roman and Jew alike were capable of imposing the principles that were viewed as pressing in their own culture at the time (dominion by conquest or dominion through the practice of the law, libertinism or legalism, respectively). However, one's own interests or concupiscences were surely not an adequate way to form an "ekklesía." A permanent struggle not to be superior to others, a struggle that entails striving to tame our innate tendencies to dominate others, is the only thing that will enable us to build an ideal Christian community.

3.4. The work of the Spirit in building up the Church (8:1-30)
3.4.1. The Spirit makes possible the seemingly impossible
"So that the just demands of the Law might be fulfilled in us who live, not according to the flesh, but according to the spirit" (8:4b). The norm of a Christian is not the flesh, but rather, the spirit. We are not alone the struggle against our own tendencies to grasp power and dominate others. We must go back to the point of departure of creation, when human being appeared as the resultant of an earthly element, adamáh, and of an inner spirit, a principle of life an vital activity, nishmát hayyím (Gen 2:7; although in Gen 6:3 we find rûah,  instead of nishmát hayyím). The role of the adamáh is to point us toward all the earthly things that our body needs for food, security and reproduction, the role of the spirit is to point us toward the values that humanize us. Whereas the former draws us toward the material elements of creation, the latter draws us toward its spiritual elements; the former needs matter and is led by it, and the latter needs the Spirit of God and inclines us to be led by that Spirit; the earthly is the anchor of the spiritual, and the spiritual is the animator of the earthly; and whereas the earthly is the field in which the work of the spirit is revealed, the spirit is the field in which the earthly leaves its mark of humanization or dehumanization. Paul knows all of this. Hence his norm for Christians cannot be that of the earthly, of the flesh, of the power of dominion, but rather that of the Spirit, which is surely contrary to the superiority of the law.

3.4.2. So that there may be no condemnation against anyone
"There is therefore now no condemnation [exclusion] for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit...has set me free from the law of sin and death" (8:1-2). In Paul's time there was a powerful struggle going on within the Church. We need to insist on this: there was an effort to resolve once and for all the problem of opening or shutting the doors of the Church to non-Jewish cultures. It was a matter of life or death. If Judaism imposed the OT Law as the norm, then the antilegalist project of Jesus would be nullified.  The tendency of the Jewish law was to condemn non-Jews and to set itself up as the norm of salvation, excluding and condemning other cultures as being unrighteous. Preventing the Jewish law from becoming the norm of life for Christians, meant opening the doors of Christianity and granting free entry to the new cultures that were pounding at them, admitting them with full rights and above all full respect, without excluding or condemning anyone as being less worthy of God's love, reconciliation and mercy.

a) In their inner struggle, Christians can count on the help of the Spirit (8:1-11).  "If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit who dwells in you" (8:11). Paul now completes the thesis set forth in paragraph "c" above. Paul knew how hard it was for persons of different groups and cultures to live together in fraternity, equality and solidarity. He had also witnessed the Jewish tendency to impose its law as a norm, not so much by ill will, as by an inner (cultural) conviction of the worth of its principles of cleanness and uncleanness. To fail in one of these principles made a Jew feel alienated from God. Hence the torment it meant for a Jew to have to share life, prayer or table with anyone whom his own culture labeled "unclean." The most natural thing for a Jew was to assume that his culture, from which Christianity had sprung, should hold the leadership in intra-community relationships. It was then, a strong inner struggle facing one's own culture and foreign cultures. Was it possible for each culture to give up being the supreme norm of the group and to accept Christ alone as the norm of human relationships? This seemed impossible at first sight, but for Paul it was indeed possible, since each Christian had at his or her disposal the presence of the Spirit of God. And in this inner struggle, the Christian could count on the help of the Spirit.

b) In baptism Christians can count on the Spirit's witness on their behalf (8:12-21):  "The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God..." (8:16. Paul now rounds out the thesis set for in paragraph "b" above. Here we must bear in mind the account of the scene of Jesus' baptism, of which the three Synoptic Gospels tell us (Mt 3:13 ff. and parallels). The three coincide in presenting the reason for the baptism of Jesus as the hearing of a testimony of the Father concerning Him: "This is my Beloved Son in whom I am well pleased." The reason that Paul gives for Christian baptism is no different; rather, it explains what it means to be a "Son of the Father," namely, to do His will, which is nothing else but to entrust one's own life as Jesus had done, by taking up his passion and death. Paul feels and states that this is precisely the role of the Spirit within us: to bear witness that we are children of God, since the Spirit gives us the power to live that reality, which is nothing else than handing over one's own life, like Jesus, our Elder Brother (Rom 6:3-4).

c) In their inner struggle, Christians also count on the reconciling power of the Spirit (8:22-39):  "Not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for the adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies" (8:23). Paul has in mind the thesis of paragraph "a" above, and rounds it out here. "Redemption" (or ransom or rescue) translates the Greek apolútrosis. Thus redeeming here means liberating, buying back (L. "red-emere" means "to buy back"), an action whereby one's debts are canceled or reconciled. All human beings who are really sincere recognize that they are sinners, enslaved by their passions, held captive by their strong drive to dominate and possess. These tendencies, which derive from our being, from our flesh, chain it down and hem it in, so that we can find no way to free ourselves.  Then the Spirit comes to our aid.  And what we believed to be impossible, we achieve through His power: we can be set free. For Paul, then, Christians can live with others of different cultures, and they can do so without imposing their own cultural principles on others. That is to say: through the Spirit, it is possible for them to live with others without trying to dominate them through their own willfulness.

C. The Mercy of God toward Jews and non-Jews (9:1 - 11:36)
3.5. Mercy, the regulating principle for relationships within the Church
3.5.1. Apparently, this principle was not fulfilled by Jews
"I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off [anáthema] from Christ for the sake of my brethren...the Israelites [who are now anáthema]" (9:2-3). Mercy and compassion always arise from the sorrow one feels in one's heart over a negative circumstance afflicting another. Here, Paul feels a very deep sorrow over his brethren, the Jews, who are officially separated from Christ. It must have seemed that all of his theses on amiable coexistence would come tumbling down. How was it possible to speak of universalist principles if, in order to live them, a whole people would have to remain marginalized from the salvation offered in Christ Jesus?

3.5.2. Neither mercy, nor any other gift of God, can usurp human freedom:
"Vessels of wrath made for destruction [Israelites]... Vessels of mercy prepared for glory [non-Israelites]." Paul, speaking of the hardening of Israel against Jesus Christ, poses a problem about which our own people are quite sensitive. There are phrases like this that speak as if God were the one who arbitrarily predestined human beings to salvation or damnation. For example: "God's election depends not on works, but on Him who calls [God]" (9:11-12); God "has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens the heart of whomever he wills" (9:18). It would seem that God is the one who establishes who will be saved and who will be condemned or, as we said above, God is the one who predestines, one the margin of the freedom of human beings. This theme will be taken up in 3.5.3.(b) and 3:5.4. (c).

3.5.3. How God's mercy is fulfilled in the Jews:
a) The mercy of God still stands, though a part of those to whom it is offered may fail (9:3-11):  "But it is not as though the word of God has failed..." (9:6). If God has not failed, then it is the Jews who have failed. The proof of this is that the Jews continue to think of themselves as the "lawful children of Abraham," whereas in fact others have taken this right away from them, for "not all are children of Abraham because they are his descendants" (9:7). The lawful descendants of Abraham are not those born according to the flesh (9:8), but those who act as he acted, who believe in God's word of promise and live by it (9:9). A great part of the Jewish people lost this right by not believing in the Word of God Incarnate, Jesus Christ. In contrast, "a remnant" of the Jews have believed in this Word: these are the Jewish Christians. In this remnant --the true children-- the promise of God is maintained and His mercy remains palpable in them. Paul adds another argument drawn from the life of Esau and Jacob. The younger brother (Jacob), who did not have the right of primogeniture, was preferred over his elder Brother (Esau). And thus took Jacob and with him inaugurated a new history, just he would also inaugurate another new history with faithful Israel, the Jewish Christians, who had believed in Christ, the Son of God by definition. That is to say, God found away to open up a new history with "remnants": with Jewish Christians, marginalized from the Law by believing in Jesus, and with non-Jewish Christians, officially rejected by Judaism as "heathens." These are the mysterious ways of God that keep cutting through history. Later on, Paul will again take up this theme of the rejection of the Jews by God (3:5.4. (c), following the chiastic logic indicated earlier).

b) Mercy, a universal salvific gift, depends on the free will of God (9:14-29):  "So then he [God] has mercy upon whomever he wills and he hardens the heart of whomever he wills" (9:18). Paul handles the theme of God's mercy and human freedom according to the primitive scheme of OT thinking. He knows that in history things depend on human will, but he also knows that history somehow carries out the sovereign will of God. And he resolves the conflict between human and divine will in history in a prophetic way: by giving God the primacy and by viewing the overall outcome of human actions. God enlightens or blinds, blesses or curses, although it is human beings who blind themselves or seek the light, who deserve a curse or a blessing. The same may be said whenever Paul speaks of the "hardening of Jewish hearts," as if it were God himself who hardened them. The outcome of human life, what human beings themselves sow in history, Paul assigns to God, so that it is God's sovereignty that chastises or rewards human beings.  Hence we should not be surprised when Paul lays the initiative at the feet of the Jewish people, stating that they did not attain righteousness "because they did not pursue it through faith, but as if it were based on works...and stumbled over the stumbling stone" (9:32), yet immediately goes on to say that it was God who laid this stumbling stone (9:33). Like any good Israelite, it cost Paul too dearly to shake off the conviction literary genre?) of God's taking the initiative in history. Finally, as we shall never tire of repeating, from the OT on (cf. Ex 33:19) God seems pleased to give primacy of place to one who does not have the right to it. Thus there is nor room for boasting on the part of any human being, for what remains clear above all is God's freedom in granting his grace. Nobody can buy God out on the basis of works. But this was the temptation that Judaism had fallen into regarding the practice of the law.

c) Never losing hope of mercy regarding an obstinate Israel (9:30-10:21): "My heart's desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved" (10:1). Paul tirelessly returns to the theme of mercy. And he is right to do so, because mercy is the soul of Christianity. One of mercy's first roles is to grant pardon. And once pardon is obtained, one reaches unity or recovers it. Without mercy it is impossible to long for unity. But mercy also has another role: not only does it forgive the offense, but draws one closer to the sufferings of others, to the cause of marginalization, to whatever it is that makes others seem different and thus marginalizes them. In human society it often happens that due to cultural differences a foreign culture is perceived as inferior and hence deserving of rejection and condemnation. Only mercy --which begets understanding-- brings both camps together. Paul knows that Israel has no excuses. Paul does not defend Israel by overlooking its sin. Paul defends Israel by appealing to mercy. He condemns Israel, insofar as he rejects its tendency to exclude others. But insofar as he has mercy on Israel, he leads other cultures to understand the role that Israel has played in history, which is, either directly or indirectly, the role of salvation. In order to live worthily as a community there is no other way than to have the sincerity of truth and the understanding of mercy. In this way, a person who is not yet fully our brother today, can become so at a later moment in history.  [According to the chiastic structure of Paul's outline, this theme will be taken up again in the following paragraph "a"].

3.5.4. What attitude should the non-Jew take regarding God's mercy on behalf of the Jews?
a) One must always be ready to start from mercy (11:1-15):  "I ask, then, does their stumbling mean that they are forever fallen? By no means!" (11:11). In the passage we are citing (11:1-15), Paul speaks of mercy without ever using the term. And he speaks expressly of the most fundamental element in biblical mercy: the example of God himself. It is God himself who will open Israel's way to forgiveness. Israel should not be condemned a priori for its conduct. History has many roads, and all along them many surprises await us. In opening up the example of a merciful God, Paul is also opening up an historical pathway full of surprises. Accepting and practicing mercy as a norm of life allows us to have hope in a history that is not all bitterness, violence and death. Intransigence in condemning others never paves the way to peace. To spend one's life condemning others --as is sometimes done in the name of Christ!-- only opens the way to intransigence and to a lack of values in the Church. Wanting a group to be condemned or annihilated means desiring the destruction of gifts that God has given to the world in order to enrich it.

b) For their part, non-Jews should not be puffed up, because they, too, are the object of God's mercy (11:16-24):  "Do not be haughty on that account, but fearful" (11:20). Paul believes that the Christians might fall into the same temptation as the Jews: becoming an elitist group, believing that they are the chosen, becoming closed in on themselves, despising others, shutting the door on others and depriving them of the possibilities of a sound pluralism. Against the Jews, Paul had defended the existence of the Christian group precisely as an alternative to Jewish elitism, and he by no means wanted the Christian group to fall into the easy and stupid contradiction of forgetting that they had been the object of mercy, while denying the same mercy to others. If Christianity is the fruit of mercy, its whole activity should always be along this line: to work so that the mercy of God should embrace the largest possible number of brothers and sisters. The continuous task of the whole Christian group should be to be enriched by the plurality of other groups and not to grow old in its own little ghetto. One of the greatest current threats to our Christianity is precisely this: If God did not spare the pride of the natural branches  of Judaism, which was cut off, neither will he spare the pride of the grafted branches, since their very life is an act of mercy (11:20-22).

c) God's mercy toward Israel will be fulfilled in God's own good time (11:25-32):  "So they [Israel] have now been disobedient in order that by the mercy shown to you they also may receive mercy" (11:31). Paul, following the dictates of his hear and his convictions, believes that Israel will be converted. The argument is that "God's gifts and his call are irrevocable" (11:29). But when will human freedom be ready to allow the saving will of God for humankind to become effective? This problem is resolved by mercy. In verse 11:30-32, Paul uses the verb eleéo,  which means to show mercy or compassion, or to give help to those in sin, rather than "hardening" them in it. Biblical mercy is not just a feeling, but mainly a concrete action that leads to a solution of the cause for my feeling of sorrow regarding my brother or sister. Mercy can never abandon others in their sin, or become hardened as to their conversion. This helps us understand the "hardness" of which Paul speaks, not as a direct action of God, but as the result of a free action of a human being, which is interpreted as a direct action of God with a basis in the prophetic literary genre that construes the result of human freedom as a direct action of God. Hence we not be surprised that Paul should tell non-Jewish Christians: "you were once disobedient to God" (11:30), and then goes on to tell them that "God has imprisoned all in disobedience" (11:32), giving the impression that the only one who acts in history is God. Paul often speaks of the hardening of the Jewish people. But he is careful to distinguish. This hardening can be a passing action that depends on the human-divine coordinates between freedom and grace; but mercy is an eternal quality of God that flows from his very essence. Paul wants to draw Christians away from the notion of hardening as a permanent norm, in order to bring them into mercy, which should be a permanent attitude in Christians, as it is in God. If history were governed by this hardness of heart, then fraternity would be ruled out. It must rather be defined by mercy, so that it might be a field for an encounter of God with human beings, and of human beings with one another.

III. PRACTICAL SECTION: HOW TO LIVE RELATIONS WITHIN THE CHURCH, STARTING FROM JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH (12:3 - 15:13)

3.6. "No" to excluding others.
3.6.1. The unity of the Christian body:
"We are members one of another..." (12:5).  In this practical part of the Letter to the Romans, Paul wants to show them the concrete way in which relationships between Christians must be lived. We have already said a number of times that the great problem for the primitive Christian communities were their twofold origin. There were Christians who came from Judaism and there were Christians who came from the Hellenistic Greco-Roman world. The obvious tendency was for Jews to impose their own lifestyle and customs on the rest. After all, hadn't they been the chosen people? Time and again Paul reacted against this tendency, which he viewed as a betrayal of Jesus and an entrenchment in Jewish legalisms, whose negative results were palpable in the death of the Lord. Hence the only possible rule regarding the cultural diversity of the members of the Church was to choose Jesus as their center. Jesus Christ, the Lord, had justified them all by his death and resurrection. Therefore, the reason for their unity had to be placed in him and not in the Jewish law. Justification attained by faith in Jesus Christ was the reason for everything. Both Christians coming from Judaism and Christians coming from paganism proceeded from the same source: faith in Jesus. There was no reason, then, for one to exclude the other. On the contrary, each must strive to include the other in the proper framework of fraternal living.

3.6.2. Including those who are culturally diverse in the proper framework of love (12:3-13).
"Just as each of us has one body with many members..., so too we, though many, are one body in Christ..." (12:4-5).  Paul arrives at this conclusion after telling the Romans "Do not conform yourselves to this age" (12:2a). That it, only by rejecting the reigning society can Christians come to accept their culturally different brothers and sisters. This reigning model had no room for brothers and sisters who were 'different.' The social scheme in which we live is like a matrix that molds us in its way, that forms us since childhood and shapes us in its likeness. When Paul asks Christians "not to be conformed to this age," the Greek verb he uses is suschematízo= to let oneself be shaped according to an apparent model.  But appearances are not necessarily true. Many times they are false: they are outwardly seductive, but inwardly void of content. They cannot pass the test of criticism and would lead us to conform ourselves to something that lacks substance. Paul tells the Romans to destroy this vain "conformism" in order to be "transformed by the renewal of your mind" (12:2b). We are steeped so deeply in racism and prejudice that we need a true interior transformation in order to accept our culturally diverse brothers and sisters and to incorporate them into our own horizon. The word that Paul uses to indicate this transformation is metamorphóo,  which means to be inwardly changed or transformed. Only those processes that are internalized are truly transforming. The reason is simple: these processes are rooted in the symbolic scheme which is definitively what shapes and defines culture. Our way of thinking and being, our inner world, which is where sin is begotten, has to do with our cultural processes. So long as our way of seeing and thinking of others is not healed, human coexistence will continue to be difficult, violent and almost impossible.

3.6.3. Including those who do not share the same faith, enemies and civil authorities in our own horizon of love (12:14-13:14).
"If possible, so far as it depends upon you, live peaceably with everyone" (12:18).  Here, Paul goes beyond the bounds of relationships within the Church. He wants, quite logically, to demonstrate that love should impregnate all human relationships, so as to achieve a society in which all can live.

a) A Christian should not be a person of a double standard, with one set of principles for the inside and another for the outside. Our entire life --that developed inside and that lived outside-- should be steeped in the same reality: the universal love of Christ. However, this is not an easy passage. At first blush, Paul would seem to be setting too much value on civil powers, reinforcing the power of the state with theological arguments: "being subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God" (31:1). There are some weighty interpreters who hold that this pericope is an added gloss or an interpolation. Their usual arguments are based on the absence of any specifically Christian argumentation, its lack of connection with the themes the letter has been dealing with, the strange terminology it uses and the fact that the issues dealt with appear nowhere else in the genuine letters of Paul. However, we will here be dealing with the passage as if it rightly belongs to the letter. In the analytic method we have been using (the chiasmus, quite proper of Paul) the passage is perfectly logical, as we already indicated at the beginning of the paragraph. Other interpreters have attempted to relativize the arguments we just presented, holding that the passage is an interpolation. We prefer to adhere to the contrary opinion.

b) Some historical reasons.  There are also some data that might lend some support to Paul's defense of civil authorities:

1) Before going to Rome, Paul could have had some interest in erasing the bad image that came with his being labeled as one of those men "who have turned the world upside down...acting against the decrees of Caesar..." (Acts 17:7).

2) Perhaps Paul did not want a repeat of the struggles between Jews and Judeo-Christians that had provoked their expulsion under the reign of the Emperor Claudius in 49 AD.

3) Some suggest that Paul was trying here to correct the tendency of some Roman Christians to do without any socio-political commitment.

4) Finally, some have suggested that Paul may have been correcting the zealot tendency of some Christians who favored armed resistance against Rome.

c) The relativizing of civil authorities.  We cannot consider this passage on submission to civil authorities to be finished, without noting the following:

1) The context in which Paul sets this theme is that of the practice of love in extra-ecclesial relationships with the structures and powers that were deemed lawful in society. Hence, this context along legitimates Paul's statements.

2) Paul is focusing here on the duties of Christians who question him. He is not engaged in a polemic on when authority is lawful or when it may merit disobedience in given cases. When he is engaged in such polemics, the thesis held here could totally change.

3) The authorities serve God (13:4) in serving the people. Hence the authorities are desacralized and relativized. In the measure that they lose their character of service, the situation necessarily changes. According to the gospel, there is no kind of power that legitimates authority except its capacity for service (cf. Mk 10:41-45). 

4) Authorities are there to approve the write and punish the wrong (13:3-4). This is there reason for being and they can easily lose it. Hence for Paul, authority is not an arbitrary structure.

5) The Christian's reason for obeying is not just fear, but also conscience (13:5), that is, the interior acceptance of the aim of authority, namely, to do good.

6) The day authority loses this aim, conscience has full right to change relationships. In this letter, Paul is assuming that the authorities in question fulfill their aim of service.

3.6.4. Including the weak in faith in our own horizon of love (14:1-23):
"Extend a kind welcome to those who are weak in faith. Do not enter into disputes with them" (14:1).  The Greek verb for "to be weak" is asthenéo (from "a-" privative + sthénos = strength), referring to those who lack strength, are of wavering heart or mind, or are doubtful or scrupulous. Relationships within the Church should exist on all levels. Not all of the brothers or sisters have reached the same degree of liberation: some were utterly liberated, some were weak in their faith and tied down to outdated cultural ways. When our minds are caught up in fascination with the freedom of the Gospel, yet we are unable shake off the old structures that hold our conscience thrall to fear, we become scrupulous. Practically speaking, what Paul examines and proposes in this letter is just this: We must show great understanding toward out scrupulous brethren, due to the fact that their mental structure is still bound by ties to the past. The way to must deal with the scrupulous is to work on these symbolic structures to combat and overcome them by infiltrating them with the ideal of Christian freedom. Paul expresses this very well near the beginning of this passage: "Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them" (14:3). Scruples do not always disappear simply because they are understood.  The scrupulous also need to understand and experience the contrary practice. Hence the need to practice freedom in such a way as to aid scrupulous consciences.

3.6.5. In search of a common horizon of love (15:1-13):
"May God, the source of all patience and encouragement, enable you to live in perfect harmony with one another according to the spirit of Jesus Christ" (15:5). We have to include others in our own horizon if we want to achieve a common horizon of thinking or feeling in Christ. When this is achieved, the ideal of the Church exists. What Paul is talking about is nothing less than coming to have the same sentiments. The verb Paul uses is phronein,  from the root phren-, which means the seat of all mental and emotional activity. And it applies not only to the ability to think and feel, but also to the ability to control our own thoughts and feelings. Phren  was a sort of diaphragm that mediated the power of respiration. In the metaphor that Paul is using here, he is asking Christians to be so closely knit that they would have but one breath together, that they would form a single being in thoughts, feelings and wishes. This is precisely what will give them unity around a common cause. The cause of justice --which is the Christian cause-- achieves this. But it achieves it, in the first place, through "patience" or "steadfast endurance" (hupomoné), a quality which, since it comes from God, will not allow us to give up under any circumstance or to succumb under any judgment. It achieves it, in the second place, through "consolation" (paráklesis), which is the encouragement or stimulus that we receive from God when we work for his cause. Although it seems impossible to achieve a oneness of conscience with others, it is possible, provided that the point of reference is not our own principles, but rather, Christ Himself. When relationships within the Church reach this point, the ideal of Christianity will have been achieved.


IV. CONCLUSION
Based on the chiastic scheme we set forth at the beginning of this commentary, the conclusion is tied to the introduction. Thus:
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Conclusion

A) Addressees and greetings (1:1-7)
A') Greetings and doxology (15:33;

(16:1-24)

B) Gratitude and projects of Paul
B') News and travel projects

(1:8-15)



(15:22-32)

We have already dealt with 15:22-32 at the beginning of the letter, in order to give a reason for it. We have spoken about the section of greetings in Theme 2 on First Corinthians.

3.7. Finale: all justified in Christ, none condemned or excluded
3.7.1. Neither Jews condemning non-Jews...
The Letter to the Romans was addressed by Paul to Christians who were for the most part non-Jewish, so that they might understand the reason for his preaching among non-Jews, the gospel he preached to them and the reason why he did so. The Gospel that he announced was one of unity, since he knew that Jesus was Good News for all human beings on earth who experienced any sort of marginalization or exclusion. For historical reasons, Paul knew and experienced to the hilt that Judaism marginalized anyone who was not of their persuasion. For this reason he devoted his life to these persons, these non-Jews. For this reason, too, and in the name of Christ, he could not allow Judaism to set itself up as a norm within Christianity. For Paul, there could be no other norm than Jesus. And Jesus was to be reached by means of justification by faith in his person.

3.7.2. Nor brethren condemning brethren...
When we think about justification we can do no less than put these two points together: 1) the reality of injustice and sin that humankind has come to, and 2) Jesus, sent by the Father to confront and overthrow injustice and sin by his death. Each and every human being, on believing in Jesus Christ, receives from the Father the capacity to practice justice. And each and every Christian, whose life shows forth the justice of Jesus, commits his or her life for others. Everything else in Christianity derives from this: learning to live as brothers and sisters in equality and solidarity, and having Jesus as the only norm that overcomes every natural tendency to impose our own culture on others as a law. The outcome of any form of imposition is the exclusion or condemnation of our weaker brothers and sisters.

3.7.3. To build a society in which there is room for everybody...
True Christianity, one that is able to live intra-Church relationships on the basis of the practice of justice, is meant to provide the world with both the idea and the real possibility of building a society where everyone belongs, as opposed to the dynamics of the powerful, who hold that they and their people alone have full rights. To live Christianity in accord with the Jesus of the Gospel, not with that of historico-cultural group interests, is the only guarantee that we are offering the world and alternative to its traditional selfishness.

3.7.4. For faith entails a great social commitment...
There is an erroneous way of understanding faith in Jesus: isolating it from any social commitment. This happens when we understand justification as an action of God alone. Justification is indeed an exclusively divine action as a point of departure, but in reaching a human being it becomes a capacity for working justice. And here, this action of God --call it faith or justification-- takes on an immense social charge: a responsibility for humanizing existence and of transforming the society in which we live. Faith, with a divine dynamism in its origin, also possesses a transforming social dynamism. Thus it is impossible to think of a faith without works of justice, or of works of justice without a deep faith. The works that Paul wanted never to be related with justice are works of the law, since justice is not obtained through the law, but by faith in Christ. But the works of justice are not contrary to justification, but are rather its very reason for being, they belong to its essence. To want to be just without a social commitment to justice, would be like wanting a Jesus without a body. The incarnation, too, is implied in social transformation through justice.


CLARETIAN KEY

CALLED TO UNIVERSAL MISSION
Our mission is universal. We have stated it repeatedly and have striven to reflect it through the Congregation's presence in new geographic areas. However, universality is not a merely geographical concept. It also refers to the recipients (CC 2), means (CC 48; MCT 67), etc., of our mission. In us, universality is an attitude, a thrust that keeps us ever alert to challenges and missionary urgencies, in order to displace ourselves to go where the need is greatest, a thrust that impels us reorientate whatever has lost its missionary direction. Hence we must always be ready to define the sense of this universality, or else we will be in danger of letting this missionary quality become an excuse for immobility. Today's Claretians have established some safeguards against this by defining certain missionary options (MCT 161-179) and spelling out some very precise criteria for action (SW 10-12, 18-20).

The Letter to the Romans insists on God's universal plan of salvation and on the apostle's readiness to second it (cf. Rom 1:14-16). But this same divine universal plan of salvation, which includes all, demands that we work for the creation of a community (society, church) that ceases "excluding" those whom God himself has :included. Preferentially opting for those persons or groups who are living through experiences of "exclusion" in our selfish world, or in a church that has still not come to reach out fully to certain sectors, does not mean abandoning the universal dimension of the Claretian mission; it means updating it in the "here and now."


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Regarding the "excluded" in our world.  Paul's remarks about injustice hindering the truth, about wickedness taking over the world and about the whole creation groaning until it should be delivered, are all phrases that describe situations that have become widespread today. It is common knowledge that corruption and injustice have invaded all strata of society, and that "exclusion" is an essential component of the prevailing system (socioeconomic, political or military) of life. Never before have we heard so much talk about "human rights," but reports of "inhuman deeds" are truly atrocious. And the exclusion of more than a half of the world's population from the good things of life seems to be an increasing and irreversible trend.

As witnesses and heralds of a universal humanizing salvation, we should be concerned about the phenomenon of "exclusion," with its variants, throughout the world, which is the field of the Kingdom of God, who includes all in his project of living life to the full. In every place where we mission we should make a list of existing "exclusions" (situations of injustice, marginalizing forces, religious or lay exclusionary legalisms, and victims). And also a list of positive reactions, of alternatives for "inclusion" that are under way.

2. To give a reason for the Gospel of universal "inclusion."  From the exclusions that are presently dividing humankind and breaking the unity of creation, some crucial questions arise regarding the present situation of the Church and of our charism in the world.

- When so many millions of persons and so many peoples see themselves excluded from the worldwide process of humanization, what historical implications does have for "including" all in the salvation of God which universally humanizes life?

- And what about our Church and our missionary community? Are they in a real situation today to be witnesses, signs and instruments of the God who not only does not exclude anyone, but goes out of his way to include the excluded?

- And what about the Gospel that is preached in our local churches and communities? Does it show and transmit to our world today all its power for bringing about a change in relationships with God and among human beings?

- Both in the Church and in the Congregation, is evangelization now in a clear situation of "universality," aimed at including the whole world? Does it everywhere show the strongly integrating power of Christianity?

This last question could help to show us where we are overly present or absent in the real situation of the Church and of our Christian and Claretian communities in current contexts of exclusion.

3. Intra-Church relationships in today's "diversity." Cultural "diversities" as well as those between men and women, are strongly impacting societies, churches and religions today: they have settled in. They are creating for us situations of "maximum interest," not only because of the great potential and possibilities they open up, but also because of the enormous demands they make on us, and because of the risks and dangers that we as humans can run if we do not capitalize on this diversity but yield instead to one or another form of "exclusion." In this setting, isn't Paul's message of "including all" remarkably up to date? Isn't this also true of his teaching on faith in Christ as the only unifying center capable of making intra-Church relationships bear fruit in the midst of "diversity"?

With the same historical realism that Paul had, let us see which cultural processes and systems are "exclusionary" nowadays, and let us ask ourselves whether the Church, Christians and we ourselves are accommodating ourselves to the mindset of the "present world" (cf. 12:2a). Paul saw that there was a strong struggle within the Church over cultural diversities and over faith and the law. What is happening today? And in regard to all this, how do we see the situation of our local Church?

4. Has the centrality of Jesus Christ been relativized today?  Paul's enlightened insistence drives us to ask this decisive question. This is a life and death issue for Christianity in the world at all times. Only the Spirit of the Lord can make us breathe the same cause as Jesus in the "diversity" of the Church, with the patience and goodwill that are the seal of the God of Jesus Christ.

The biblical key of our vocational reading of Romans has underscored this, and the situational key has stressed that each Claretian Missionary and each community has to ask what shape the ecclesial centrality of Jesus Christ is in our Church and in our own Christian and Claretian communities. Is Jesus Christ in fact the center and soul of everything and of relationships in Church and outside Church, inside community and outside it? Or is His centrality being in some was relativized or replaced?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Guidelines for prayer. Our vocational reading of Romans leads us to pray in the Spirit of the God of Jesus, contemplating humankind and creation torn by the unjust and inhuman exclusions of yesterday and today; and also by thanking the Spirit for our baptismal faith and our vocation to announce the Gospel of "inclusion," through the universal love of mercy...

2. To give an existential reason for the Gospel.  As a "witness" of the universal love of the God of Jesus, what does it give me and what does it cost me in daily life to give a reason for the Gospel of the "inclusion" of everyone in salvation, integrating and uniting so many diverse, scattered and divided brothers and sisters in justice and fraternity? Both for Paul and for us this is not a merely doctrinal question...

3. Spirituality of inclusion.  As followers of a Jesus who excluded no-one and underwent exclusion himself in order to include everyone in salvation, it would be highly advantageous for each one of us, and for all of us in community, to try to view all aspects of universal salvation in the key of spirituality. This spirituality of "inclusion" would embrace our whole life (feelings, actions, relationships, prayer and all the rest) in the Spirit of the God of Jesus, who must be the center of our own hearts and that of others. If the non-exclusion of any and the inclusion of all are not lived as a daily spirituality, they will not be effectively transmitted in evangelization or in any pastoral ministry.

4. Under the test of mercy.  Mercy incarnate in daily history. A personal test that can become a community test, both for the Claretian community and for the Church. Not just sentiments, prayers and words, but also actions, until the word becomes a coherent verbal proclamation of the mercy that carries on, here and now, the whole of history incarnate in Jesus.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Rom 8:1-17.

3. Dialogue on theme 5 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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