THEME 7:
EVANGELIZING: PROCLAMATION AND DIALOGUE
TEXT:
COLOSSIANS

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. Socio-religious Context
1.1.1. The city
Colossae lay in the valley of the Lycus river, a tributary of the Meander, in the southern part of ancient Phrygia, today's southwestern Turkey. As it was situated on a main trade route from Ephesus to the east, it is not surprising that ancient historians mention it in their descriptions of the military campaigns of great rulers such as Xerxes and Cyrus. The historian Xenophon describes Colossae as a populous city, both wealthy and large. Its commercial importance derived largely from its being an emporium for textiles. The name "Colossian" (Colossinus) was applied to a particular color of dyed wool produced there. However, later on, in the Roman period, its importance diminished with the expansion and growing prosperity of the neighboring centers of Laodicea and Hierapolis. In Paul's time the commercial and social importance of Colossae had declined even further. What effect this depression may have had on the Colossians, and on the Christians among them, we have no means of knowing.

1.1.2. The People
When the letter to the Colossians was written, the city's population consisted mainly of indigenous Phrygian and Greek settlers, and of Jews. According to burial inscriptions in the area, Jews had settled in this region by the first century BC.  In 62‑61 BC, an order of the Roman Governor Flaccus prohibited Phrygian Jews from sending twenty pounds of gold from this region as part of the Jerusalem temple tax.

1 .1 .3. Religious practices of the Colossians
The religious scene in Phrygia was marked by several characteristic elements. The cult of Cybele, the great mother‑goddess of Asia flourished there. This cult had originally been a nature-religion tied to fertility rites that culminated in enthusiasm and ecstasy. Ascetic practices were also part of this religion. The worship of the Egyptian goddess Isis was also widespread and, in an atmosphere of syncretism, it was natural enough that as Isis became a pancosmic figure, her attributes were fused with those of the primordial divine mother, Cybele. This region was also famous for its oracle of Apollo, and the cult of Ascanius, the chief god of Pisidian Antioch, was also very popular. This was also called the cult of the most high god, which, in the cult of Isis was related with the divinity's control of the elements of the world.

1.2. The founding of the Church
1 .2 .1 . Epaphras
The Christians of Colossae, who are addressed as faithful brothers and sisters in Christ (Col 1:2), were not converted through the ministry of Paul. This Christian community had come into existence during a period of vigorous missionary and evangelizing activity associated with Paul's Ephesian ministry (around AD. 52‑54) recorded in Acts 19. But during his missionary work in Asia minor, the Apostle himself had not reached as far as Colossae in the upper valley of the Lycus (cf. Col 2:1). Although this missionary work was directed by Paul, he was assisted in it by several fellow workers through whom a number of churches were founded in the Province of Asia. Among these were the congregations of Colossae, Laodicea and Hierapolis, which can be assigned to the evangelizing efforts of Epaphras (Col 1:7; 4:12,13), a native of Colossae (Col 4:12) who may have become a Christian during a visit to Ephesus. He became a "faithful minister of Christ" and, as Paul's representative, he had taught the Colossians the truth of the gospel (Col 1:7)

1.2.2. The Christian population
The many allusions to the non‑Christian past of the readers suggest that most of them were Gentile converts. They had once been utterly out of harmony with God, sunken in idolatry and enslaved to sin, hostile to God in mind and godless in action (Col 1:21; cf. 1:12,27). They were "spiritually dead because of their sins and the uncircumcision of their flesh", a statement which also indicates that they were Gentiles. In baptism they experienced the creative power of God who raised them to new life (2:2), forgave their sins (1:14; 2:13), and raised them with Christ (3:1), in order that they might henceforth conduct their lives under the dominion of Christ (1:13f). The proclamation of the Gospel, which they discerned to be true (1:5f), had taken shape in a distinct form of tradition (2:6f). In general, the community had indeed remained faithful to this teaching.

1.3. The second generation of Christians  (AD. 60‑100)
1.3.1. The imminence of parousia
The earliest days of the Christian community were marked by a high degree of eschatological fervor. It was not insignificant that they chose to use the apocalyptic category of "resurrection" to express their new faith. Clearly, they believed that Jesus' resurrection was the beginning of the resurrection of the dead, the first fruits of the eschatological harvest now being reaped (Rom 1:3f; 1 Cor 15:20, 23; cf. Mt 27:52). Evidently too they lived in daily expectation of the Parousia of Jesus. This is clearly implied by the primitive invocation presented by Paul in its original Aramaic in 1 Cor 16:22 ‑ "Our Lord come". The degree of reworking that the "son of Man" tradition had undergone indicates that it was a topic of vital interest and concern in the earliest churches. (cf. Lk 12:8 ff., Mt 10:32f.; Lk 11:30; Mt 12:40). Hence Christianity came to be regarded as an eschatological sect within Judaism.

Paul too shared this apocalyptic orientation. He believed that the end was near at hand. He saw himself as one of the heralds of the Gospel promised for the end time (cf. Rom 10:15). Paul first thought that the second coming of Christ is very near (1 Thes 4:13‑18; 1 Cor 15:51; 11:32). Therefore, he felt himself under obligation to Greeks and barbarians as well as Jews, in order to convert and save as many as possible before the imminent end (Rom 1:14). Later on, when the expected end of history was delayed, he still continued to vigorously spread the gospel, for he felt that God was giving sinners a final chance to repent by delaying the second coming (cf. Rom 11:11 ff.)

But later on, as the expectation of an imminent parousia slowly receded from the forefront, the second generation of Christians began to become more settled in their ways. They began to organize themselves and their doctrines in a more lasting way.  In Colossians, we can already see this development beginning to take shape. Jesus is referred to as being handed down and received (2:6); ministry is defined as God-given office (1:7,23,25). It could therefore be called the beginning of "early Catholicism," which some define as "a logical reaction to the failure of hope in the imminence of parousia."

1.3.2. Jewish Christians versus Gentile Christians
We know from Galatians and above all from Acts that the question of whether the law was binding on all believers, including Gentiles, was a hot spot of controversy within first-century Christianity. Against many, and probably against most of the Jerusalem-based believers, Paul maintained that those who are in Christ have been liberated from the yoke of the law. One of the key factors in Peter's loss of influence in the Jerusalem community (where James' pro‑Jewish tendencies made him more acceptable) was very likely Peter's ambivalence or openness on this issue. What is more interesting is the fact that among the NT documents themselves we find two writings that clearly express a Jewish Christian attitude toward the Law (in contrast to the Pauline view), namely, Matthew and James.

The majority of the Hellenists (Jews who could probably only use Greek as their lingua franca and had been influenced by Greek culture) who settled in Jerusalem came from the Diaspora (cf. Acts 2:5‑11; 6:9). They were not keen on practicing all the Jewish customs and were more inclined to cultivate sophisticated Greek customs. Therefore the Hebrews (Aramaic-speaking Jews) considered them to be inferior and had few interactions with them. According to Acts 6 the Hellenists maintained separate synagogues, and proselytes tended to associate more with the Hellenists.

The persecution following Stephen's death seems to have affected the Hellenists, who then scattered abroad (cf. Acts 8:1, 495; 11:l9 ff.). The Jerusalem church consisted almost entirely of Hebrews, and formed the bastion of more conservative Jewish Christianity. The rapid spread of Christianity was largely due to the work of the Hellenists and to Paul's apostolic labors. Meanwhile, Jewish Christians also were doing a lot of proselytizing in the same places as Gentile Christians, and this brought both churches into direct conflict. One need only peruse the later books of the NT and the writings of the Apostolic Fathers, in order to realize that the new churches were being perpetually harassed by pro‑Jewish elements. Thus the Pastoral Epistles (composed perhaps c. 65‑75) refer directly to the empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision party who, though claiming to be Christians, were disrupting the life of the community (Tit 1:10). In 1 Tim, Timothy was urged "to remain in Ephesus so that you may instruct certain people not to teach any different doctrine, and not to occupy themselves with myths and endless genealogies"' (1 Tim 1:3‑4). These "myths and genealogies" can only refer to Jews or Jewish Christians. Similar disputes motivated the writing of the Letter to Colossians.

In a similar way, as the churches spread into pagan territories they were exposed to the danger of forming a syncretism with diverse religious and mythical traditions. They seem to have been most open to and influenced by categories and concepts drawn from incipient Gnosticism.

1.4. The Occasion of the Letter.
Although the community's life and conduct offer no cause for reproof, the author of the letter is deeply worried that since the community is so unsuspecting and innocent, it may be led astray by false teaching and fall victim to deceivers. Hence the community is urgently warned and admonished to be on its guard to discern between correct teaching and false teaching.

1 . 4 .1 The false teaching
The letter does not offer a formal exposition of the false teaching as a system of thought. Its chief features can be detected only by piecing together and interpreting the author's counter-arguments. These suggest that the converts at Colossae were under external pressure to conform to the beliefs and practices of their Jewish and Pagan neighbors. It was a problem of religious syncretism.

The author quotes slogans and catchwords of the false teaching. These enable us to compile a sort of 'identity‑kit' to help us picture the teaching against which the author inveighs. He calls it a "philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ" (2:8). Its main features seem to be 'veneration given to principalities and powers, (2:15), worship of angels (2:18), dietary control, observance of such festivals as the New Moon and Sabbaths (2:16), self abasement, taking stand on visions (2:18).

a) The elements of the world (2:8)
The basic meaning of these 'elements' (stoicheîa) is 'objects which stand in a row or form a series,. This term is also applied by the Greeks to the physical substances that compose the totality of the world (cf. 2 Pt 3:10,12), namely, earth, water, fire, air, and the aether. These were treated as divinities in some religions of the East. In India there are temples dedicated to these five elements. In some Hellenistic circles it was believed that human destiny was linked to them. They determined man's lot by fate, and God's fullness was communicated through a series of emanations from the divine, stretching from heaven to earth through these elements. Placating them by ascetic practices enabled persons to escape the toils of fate (in astrological bondage) and to break free from their imprisonment in matter and ascend to the higher realms of the spirit (to enter into a trance: 2:18).

b) The worship of angels (2:18)
The worship of angels was connected with the stars, which were considered to be spiritual powers. From second temple Judaism there is ample evidence of speculation on the universe and how the heavenly bodies were related to angels. The book of the heavenly luminaries in 1 Enoch 72‑82, a work dating from perhaps the first century BC., testifies to Jewish astrological ideas and the association of an angel, Uriel, with the stars. This is set within a context in which particular attention is paid to times and seasons. Stephen in Acts 7:42‑43, points to Israel's worship of the 'heavenly hosts' as evidence of Israel's disobedience in rejecting God's Law and appeals to Amos 5:25‑27 where idolatry and star worship resulted in Israel's exile. Evidence for an important place accorded to angels is now forth coming from Qumran.

c) Principalities (archaí); Powers (exousíai); Dominions (kyriótetes); Thrones (thrónoi)
The term principalities occurs in Rom 8:38; 1 Cor 15:24; Eph 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col 1:16; 2:15. Arch‑ was the most frequently used prefix for Greek words denoting positions of human power. In Dan 7:27 it refers to the earthly kingdoms that serve the Most High. But in 1 Enoch 61:10, it means spiritual powers in the service of God.

Power (Col 1:16; 2:10,15) is most frequently used in the NT for the right or authorization to use power bestowed by an office, as is clearly illustrated in Paul's usage of the word in Rom 13:1‑3. An example of a usage of the word roughly contemporary with the NT, and referring to spiritual beings, is found in the Testament of Levi. Here the Powers occupy the highest heaven and are privileged, along with the Thrones, to be in the very presence of God (cf. 1 Enoch 61:10).

Dominions (Col 1:16; Eph 1:21), are part of the heavenly host of the seventh heaven in 2 Enoch 20:1. One possible connotation is that the Dominions represent spheres of spiritual influence understood to be ruled by the gods of the nations. When Paul, referring to idolatry, speaks of many gods and many lords (1 Cor 8:5), he probably means these creatures, associated with demons (1 Cor 10:20).

Thrones (Col 1:16), seem to be a metonymy for spiritual powers that occupy thrones. In Dan 7:9 it means thrones set in place in the heavenly tribunal of the Ancient of Days, clearly indicating positions of transcendent authority. In 2 Enoch 20:1 they are called the "many-eyed Thrones" which, along with the Cherubim and Seraphim and heavenly Powers occupy the seventh heaven.

All of these may have been the different astral deities that were venerated in a theological or theosophical system that had crept into the church at Colossae. Thus, the "philosophy" advocated at Colossae could have been a syncretism of a type of Judaism influenced by gnosticism and of some elements drawn from pagan religions.

1.5. Possible influence on the Christian community
The degree to which this whole theosophical system originated a divergent brand of Christian teaching can only be indirectly inferred from certain verses in the letter. In 2:9 we read: "For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily," and in 1:19: "For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell." These are important polemical statements made by the author about Christ. As we have already explained, Hellenistic religious traditions believed that the fullness of God was distributed to many different deities. Thus, some members of the church might mistakenly regard Jesus as one of these deities who possessed a share of the divine fullness.

Secondly, it could be also inferred from 2:13f., that this false system may have held that Christ's death liberated us only from sin, but not from the elemental spirits, because he was merely one among many of them. Accordingly, along with a devotion to Christ, the worship of angels and the practice of a rigorous asceticism were required in order to be liberated from the bondage of the principalities and powers. That is why the author asserts that Jesus disarmed these powers in 2:15.

1.6. Origin of the letter:  Authorship
Even though the letter gives some indications that Paul wrote it (Col 1:1,23; 4:18), its Pauline authorship has been questioned for the past hundred and fifty years. The grounds for questioning it involve the language and style of the letter and the supposed differences between the theology of Colossians and of the main epistles of Paul. Colossians has a distinctive vocabulary and style. Twenty five words do not occur in Paul's other letters, and thirty four are not found elsewhere in the NT. Synonyms are heaped together, (e.g.. "praying and asking", 1:9; "holy and blameless"' 1:22), genitives are linked together (e.g.., "of the mystery of God" , or "of Christ", 2:2). The style is often cumbersome, wordy and overloaded almost to obscurity with dependent clauses, participial and infinitive constructions (e.g., in Greek both 1: 9‑20 and 2:9‑15 are only one long sentence each). This is clearly not the way Paul wrote. Similarly, themes like righteousness, justification, law and salvation are absent in this letter, while many new concepts representing significant later developments occur. Therefore, we can conclude that this letter was written by someone else, may be a disciple of Paul after his death. Moreover, we can say that this letter may have been written from Ephesus.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. Some literary genres
2.1.1. Parenesis
Parenesis is a genre that touches on themes or topics of moral concern and offers clear-cut, down-to-earth advice and exhortation on them. The central part of Colossians presents an elaborate paranesis (3:1‑4:6), consisting of traditional ethical material, expressing conventional wisdom approved by society. As in Jewish parenesis (Prov 4:1819; Ps 1:6; 1 Kgs 3:13‑4:26), ethical dualism is reflected in the author's call to put off certain characteristics and put on others (Col 3: 8‑17).

2.1.2. Catalogues of virtues and vices
It was a common device in the ancient world to delineate community values. In contrast to the individualistic emphasis of typical Hellenistic exhortations, the author's lists tend to focus on social virtues and vices such as envy, slander etc. Col 3:5‑17). Household codes specified reciprocal duties between husbands and wives, parents and children and masters and slaves (Col: 3:18‑4:1). The Jewish roots of these Haustafeln appear in the fourth commandment and in wisdom literature. Household codes reflect the church's concern to maintain stability and order in the face of enthusiastic tendencies and heresies.

2.1.3.  Apology (Col 1‑2) 
The polemic here is between two traditions: a human tradition and Christ. It is significant to note that in this letter Jesus Christ is called a tradition as opposed to a human tradition (2:6,8). The Gospel is the word of truth (1:5), but the philosophy taught by the adversaries is empty deceit (2:8) and beguiling speech (2:4). The gospel bears fruit and grows (1:6), and can fill the Christians with the knowledge of God's will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, whereas human precepts and doctrines (2:22) have only an appearance of wisdom. Christians, who have accepted Christ Jesus as their Lord, can live in him, being well rooted and built up in Him and remaining solid in the faith just, as it had been taught to them (cf. 2:6), but merely human traditions are of no use in checking the impulses of the flesh. (2:23).

2.2. Structure of the letter
Colossians hews most faithfully to the epistolary form set in circulation by Paul. One of the author's outstanding characteristics is his predilection for chiasm or concentric structure: he is a veritable "master architect" in balance and symmetry.

I. HEADING

A. Inscription: sender, addressee, greeting.

B. Thanksgiving-Prayer

Announcement:
a) We always give thanks... (1:3a)

b) In our prayers for you... (1:3b)

c) For we have heard... (1 4b)

Development:
c') Concrete news: faith, love, hope... (1:4-9a)

b') Contents of prayers (1:9b-11)

a') Contents of thanksgiving (1:12-20)

II BODY

A. Teaching, exhortation, apostolic autobiography (1:21-2:15), also in concentric form:

Announcement:
a) Transformed by God's work in Christ (1:21-22)

b) Be on guard against dangers (1:23a)

c) Universal proclamation  of the Gospel; Paul is its minister (1:23b)

Development:
c') The mystery revealed to all through Paul's work (1:24-2:3)

b') Dangers to guard against (2:4-8)

a') God's admirable action through Christ (2:9-15)

- from uncircumcision to circumcision (2:11 f.)

- from death to life (2:13a)

- destruction of record and of powers (2:13b-15)

B. Varied Parenesis (2:16-4:1)

a) Application to certain practices (2:16-3:2

b) Application to morality in general (3:3-17)

c) Application to different states of life:

- Wives-Husbands (3:18-19)

- Children-Parents (3:20-21)

- Slaves-Masters (3:22-4:1)

III. CONCLUSION

a) Various counsels (4:2-6)

b) Personal news items (4:7-9)

c) Particular greetings (4:10-17)

d) General farewell and blessing (4:18)

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Christology
3.1.1. The Mystery of Christ
In Col 1:22, the message entrusted to the apostle is called "the Mystery". The content of the mystery is described as "Christ proclaimed among the nations." The mystery once hidden has now been manifested. Since the revelation concerns the whole world, the public announcement of the mystery is carried out in the proclamation of the good news to all the nations (cf. 1 Tim 3:16). The concepts "mystery," and "to reveal" have been taken into the primitive Christian language of preaching from apocalyptic tradition. The word 'mystery, means the secret of God's eschatological decree. God discloses to seers or to angels what things must come to pass in the latter days, for it is he alone who reveals the mystery (Dan 2:28f). According to Qumran, this revelation was granted to the Teacher of Righteousness.

But the primitive Christian proclamation gave witness to the revelation of a mystery that does not concern a future event that lies hidden in God's plan, but rather to an act of God that has already became a reality . The recipients of this revelation are the saints, the faithful brothers in Christ (1:2;3:12) and not the angels or charismatics. To them the mystery has been made known in the apostolic proclamation (1:25,27). The content of the mystery is "the presence of Christ among you." This does not mean the pneumatic indwelling of the Lord in the hearts of the faithful, but rather Christ preached among the nations. Therefore, when one is in Christ, he does not need to worship angels in order to know this mystery.

3.1.2. Christ the Head of the Body
The notion of Christ as the Head of the Body, the Church, is said to reflect a post Pauline development. In 1 Cor 12:12‑27 and in Rom 12:4‑5 Paul uses the terminology of the body and its constituent parts to refer to the mutual relations and obligations of Christians. In these references the 'head" has no special position or honor; it is counted as just one more member of the (1 Cor 12:21). In Colossians (and Ephesians) there is an advance in the line of thought from the language of simile (as in 1 Cor and Rom) to that of a real and interpersonal involvement. This advance has probably been stimulated by the author's reflection on the issues involved in the dominant philosophy at Colossae, and it is entirely appropriate.

In Col 2:19 the metaphor brings out the new element of growth: Here, Christ as the Head of the Body is the source of the body's growth. The idea that follows from this, presenting the whole body as being knit together and growing harmoniously, is appropriate, in view of the fact that leadership involves direction and control. Although the notion of their harmonious union and functioning of the Church is implied in the description of Col 2:19, the explicit application of the image to the mutual relationship among the faithful is dropped, and in its stead the notions of Christ as Head and of the growth of the church as a living organism are introduced 

Moreover, while the church (Col 1:8), is usually taken to refer to the people of God throughout the world --the universal church in which Christ exercises his cosmic lordship in the different parts of the world-- it is best understood here as a heavenly assembly gathered around the risen and exalted Christ (Co1 3:1‑4). This heavenly gathering, with Christ at its center, is manifested and realized here and now in the diverse parts of the world. The same word, "church," can be used to designate the local community at Colossae or a smaller house-community (Col 4:15‑16). The heavenly assembly is manifested and becomes visible as a place for the exercise of Christ's Lordship, as a place where the saints, the faithful brothers and sisters, gather together in the name of Christ (Col 1:2; 2:20). This church is tied not only to its confession of faith, but also to the apostolic ministry (Col 1:25), and it is a church that has received a tradition (Col 2:6), opposed to any merely human tradition (Col 2:8).

3.1.3. The cosmic Christ (Col 1:15‑20)
This hymn presents Jesus as the cosmic Christ. Christ, it says, is the image of God, the one in whom the fullness of the divine essence resides, an essence in which the elemental spirits have absolutely no share. In contrast, those who are members of Christ share in the fullness that resides in him; hence they need not seek for perfection elsewhere, since it may be found nowhere else. It is in Christ that the fullness of wisdom and knowledge are present and are made available to his people, for He is the sole mediator between God and humankind.

Far from the angels playing a part in creation, Christ is the only one through whom all things were created, including the principalities and powers which figured so prominently in the Colossian heresy. Why should people who were united by faith with the creator of these powers think it necessary to pay them tribute? Again, the death and resurrection of Christ show him to be the Victor, against whom all these powers can do nothing. 

In its reply to the Colossian heresy, the letter develops the doctrine of the cosmic Christ more fully than any of the other Pauline letters. Hints of it can be seen in some of the earlier letters. For Paul there is but "one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist" (1 Cor 8:6); this Christ is "the power of God and the wisdom of God" (1 Cor 1:24). And the liberation from hostile forces, which Christ achieved through his death, is not restricted to his people alone, but will in due course reach out to the whole cosmos (Rom 8:19‑22).

The language in which the letter portrays Christ as the One in whom all things hold together, is generally recognized nowadays to be based on an early Christian hymn or confession in which Christ is celebrated as Divine Wisdom. A wisdom Christology can be traced in various strands of first‑century Christianity, the most notable evidence of it in the NT being Col 1:15‑17, Jn 1:1‑3 and Heb 1:1‑3, three independent yet mutually related passages. This christology must have emerged from the "wisdom sayings"' of Jesus transmitted to us in the Synoptic Gospels (Lk 7,35; Mt 11,19).

One OT text in particular has influenced those NT passages in which Christ, as the Wisdom of God, is said to have created all things. That text is Prov 8:22f., where wisdom personified speaks in the first person as the beginning of God's work, his dearest first‑born child and his assessor in the creation of the world. The wording of this passage underlies the description of Christ in Col 1: 15 as the "first-born of all creation," and in Col 1:18 as ''the beginning'". Later rabbinical exegesis used the word "beginning" in Pro 8:22 -‑"the beginning of creation"-‑ to explain the "beginning" of Gen 1:1. For them the "beginning" meant wisdom. Therefore, when they read "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth," they understood "In wisdom (identified with the Torah) God created the world." This analogy explains the use of the preposition "in'' in Col 1:16a ("in him were all things created"). This "in" is the ''in" of Gen 1:1. If "in the beginning God created heaven and earth," then Christ, as the wisdom of God, is the beginning ''in' whom all things were created.

But the hymn of Colossians celebrates Christ not only as the head of the old creation but also as the Head of the New Creation. In the new creation as well, Christ is the "beginning," -- this time not as the "first begotten of all creation'' but as the "first‑born from the dead'' through his resurrection. If in the old creation he is '"head'' of every principality and power, in the sense of being their author and ruler, in the new creation he is the "Head" of his body, the Church, not simply in the sense of being its origin or ruler, but in the sense that he is so vitally united with his people, that the life they now live derives from the life he lives as first‑born from the dead.

3.2. Eschatology
Future eschatology has receded in Colossians. None of the typically Pauline ideas like parousia, resurrection of the dead, judgment of the world (except for a lone reference in 3:6) is encountered in this letter. Further, unlike the genuine Pauline letters, Colossians states that the faithful have already been raised up with Christ (Col 2:12,13; 3:1,3). In Rom 6:1‑4, in baptism, Christians die to sin with Christ and are buried with Christ. But Romans does not say that they are already raised with Christ. The same may be said of 2 Cor 5:14‑15. In the genuine Pauline letters, the resurrection of the faithful is a future eschatological event. But Colossians states that we have been already raised up with Christ (3:1). Thus Colossians presents a realized eschatology, although, according to Col 3:3 this risen status is not publicly manifested, but is hidden with Christ in God, and its public manifestation will take palace when Christ appears in his glory (3:4).

3.3.  Characteristic christian ethics
3.3.1. The practice of faith in personal and social ethics
The ethical life is founded on the fact that Christians have been raised up with Christ. Therefore, they should set their mind on the things that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God (cf. Col 3:1). In other words, they should act as persons who have been raised up, and lay aside malice, anger, slander, etc. This state is the inheritance of the saints in light (1:12) in which we have been delivered from the dominion of darkness and transferred to the kingdom of his beloved Son (1:14). Thus, everyone must live a life worthy of the Lord and fully pleasing to him, bearing fruits in every kind of good works (1:10). This ethical life is an imperative, because the grace of resurrection which Christians have received needs to be publicly manifested.

Those who held fast to the Colossian philosophy were living on a lower plane. They still belonged to this world, and had not yet experienced the change that is carried out in Christ. Therefore they still had to rely on visions in order to understand the mystery of God. They had not yet discovered that in Christ, the whole hidden mystery has been revealed. And therefore they still had to have recourse to self‑abasement and other ritual practices, whereas Christians should spend their time in doing good deeds, because they are already filled with this mystery that had been revealed to them.

3.3.2.  A New Fraternal Humanity
Another important principle on which Christian ethics is based is the fact that Christ is "the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows with a growth that is from God" (2:19). That is why the letter, after enumerating all the virtues that Christians ought to practice, says, in 3:15: "And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body". Therefore, the author says in 3:11, "In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!' The virtues mentioned thereafter, in verses 12‑15 are very much oriented to social life and not merely to self growth.

In contrast to a spiritual solipsism that seeks self-realization through a solitary leap into the divine, true Christian growth is achieved through a life of sharing in community. The Colossian "philosophy" promised a special knowledge and wisdom concerning the hidden mystery, but this has already been revealed in Christ. By practicing the virtues and putting off the old nature, Christians put on "the new self which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator (cf. 3:10). Ascetical practices are discouraged because Christians are members of the body of Christ and have no need for severity toward the body.

3.3.3. Domestic duties
The Colossians do not yet live "above," where Christ is (3:1), but only anticipate the ''hope laid up for them in heaven" (1:5). They must live in the midst of the very real social structures of the world, which do not precisely correspond to the demands of the kingdom of God. Hence the author turns to mutual household duties (3:18‑4:6). He does not propose a specific Christian social order, but suggests means whereby to come to grips with the real and resistant structures of the world (as opposed to 1 Cor 7:29 ff.) which should be christianized.

He takes for granted the societal framework of the Hellenistic world, which has the paterfamilias at its peak, with slaves and servants at the bottom, and depending on the submission of those of a lower level to those of the next higher level. But in contrast with this, the Pauline version is noteworthy for its emphasis on reciprocity between the members. Wives are to be submissive to their husbands, but husbands are to love their wives. Children are to obey the parents, but fathers, who are responsible for discipline, are to show their children understanding in turn (3:20‑21). The author pays most attention to the relationship between slaves and masters, undoubtedly because of the circumstances in which he wrote the letter: singleness of heart is expected of a slave, but masters are to show justice and equanimity towards slaves. Thus we can say that the letter brings measure of transcendence to bear on regulating social relationships and even on attitudes toward them. Submission is conditioned by whether it is fitting "in the Lord" ( 3:18). Obedience is shown to parents in order to please the Lord (3:20). Slaves are to serve as fearing and serving the Lord and not men (3:22‑24). Thus all these relationships are placed ''in the Lord'' ( 3:18). No social structure or authority can claim absolute allegiance from anyone, whether wife or child or slave, because they are part of the body of Christ, of which He is the Head.

3.4. Attempts at dialogue and inculturation in Colosians
Due to diverse religious practices and traditions which the author of the letter had to reckon with in his time, he opts to dialogue about them, rather than brushing aside all other religious traditions as satanic or resting content with a mere syncretism. A few allusions throughout the letter shed some light on this theme

First of all, up to that time the church was tied to its "confession of faith" but in Colossians it is also tied to the apostolic ministry and the tradition received (1:25; 2:6). For those who want to enter into dialogue it is essential that they define their own faith carefully, otherwise they might end up in some sort of religious syncretism. The authority which was given to Paul was handed on to his disciple and fellow worker Epaphras, whose authenticity was thus guaranteed (1:7,8).

When dealing with the so-called "philosophy," the author does not reject their standpoints out of hand as devilish, as happens, for example, in Galatians. The confrontation is not as critical as it is in Paul himself, but is more open to dialogue. The victory of Christ is extended to a broader sphere so that, instead of completely cutting Christians off from people of other religions with whom they have to live together day by day, the author understands these people in terms of Christian faith. The dialogue here is just at its beginning, and we cannot say that its outlook is complete. But what remains clear, is that the religion of Colossae will stimulate a reinterpretation of the mystery of Christ.

At first, the author seems to borrow expressions proper of the philosophy of Colossae. Terms like "fullness" and "knowledge of the mystery of God" are used to express the author's faith in Christ. It is an indication of his inclination to adopt elements drawn from Hellenistic circles. On the other hand, in 2:11‑12, the author likens baptism to circumcision a formal sign of membership in the community, thus showing signs of a willingness to dialogue with Jewish circles. In earlier letters, circumcision was in fact a Jewish rite now abandoned by the Christian community (Rom 2:25‑29; 3:1, 30; 4:9‑12). And the very notion  of resurrection as having already taken place, again shows us that the author is open even to certain pre‑Gnostic viewpoints. In view of these data, we can conclude that the author sincerely engaged in dialogue with the other religions held by his contemporaries, critically assuming from them whatever was compatible with Christian faith.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE MISSION "AD GENTES"
In the decree of missions to non-Christians, the XVII General Chapter states: "Although the Congregation does not have missions to non-Christians as its exclusive goal, the Institute is essentially missionary and properly so, by virtue of its orientation to the ministry of the Word and the catholicity of its spirit" (Decree on Missions to Non-Christians, n. 1, 1967). There is no doubt that the expansion of the Congregation into new geographic and cultural areas, where Christians are in the minority, has helped it to deepen its ever-present missionary awareness, and to reflect on the meaning of the mission "ad gentes." Word like "inculturation" and "interreligious dialogue" now form part of the vocabulary of Claretians (cf. MCT, CPR, SW, etc.).

The Letter to the Colossians spurs us on to reflect of this dimension of our charism, and above all, to live it. In Christ we have come to know the great Mystery of the love of the Father, the creator who guides history to its fullness. It is a love that surpasses all frontiers and limits, a universal love poured forth abundantly on all peoples. And the Church, precisely, is called to be a sign and sacrament of this love.

Our missionary being and our concern for mission launches us toward new geographic and cultural spheres, where we can be signs of the Father's love and walk together with persons of other religions and cultures toward the moment when "all" will be "reconciled with Christ" (Col 1:20). We have kept clarifying the meaning of this mission dimension of our charism from this new perspective. The dialogue with cultures and religions, as well as evangelization understood as service to the Kingdom rather than an effort to implant the Church, are the natural outcome of this new view of the mission "ad gentes."


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. In the storm. When we have overcome the temptation to take refuge in faith, in a world of privacy, we have to face the storm that is involved in popular culture, without falling into the temptation of bygone eras, when secular autonomy was ignored and religious freedom was rejected. Today, a new temptation is at work: the temptation to neoconfessionalism, based on a Christian subculture endowed with all the institutional resources and aids that make its maintenance possible. Centers to our own liking, our own communications media, etc. A Christian culture isolated within another, secular, culture. The danger of a culture of a cultural "ghetto" in which we may rest secure from the storm. Do you believe that this is the right way to follow, or does it not deepen the abyss between church and world today? Where do you think that the solution lies?

2. The fable of the bees.  In 1714, Bernard Mandeville, a rather cynical philosopher and physician, wrote a well-known satire,  Fable of the Bees; or, Private Vices Made Public Benefits, criticizing the state of England in the 1700s, and in particular, Shaftesbury's idea of the natural goodness of man. "There was a beehive resembling a well-ordered human society. In it there was no lack of rogues, bad doctors, bad priests, bad soldiers and bad ministers, not to mention a bad queen. Frauds were committed daily in this beehive, and judges, who were meant to repress corruption, were full of vices. In brief, each profession and state of life was full of vices. Yet the nation was no less prosperous and powerful for all of this. In fact, the vices of individuals contributed to the public felicity, which in turn redounded to the felicity of individuals.  But then a strange change took place in the bees. They conceived the odd notion of not wanting anything but uprightness and virtue. The love of goodness alone took possession of the bees' hearts, which very soon led to the ruin of the beehive. As excesses were eliminated, illnesses disappeared and there was not further need of doctors. As disputes ended, there were no more lawsuits, and thus there was no further need for lawyers or judges. The bees, who had become economical and moderate, spent nothing: no more luxury, no more art and no more commerce. Desolation became rampant. The outcome was inevitable: Therefore, cease complaining. Only fools strive to make a big loaf into an honest one. Fraud, lust and pride should live, if we want to enjoy their sweet benefits."  What do you think of false teachers? How should we free ourselves from those who want to seduces us with captious arguments (cf. Col 2:4).

3. The difficult way of witness. "Contemporary man listens more readily to those who bear witness to those they teach; if he listens to those who teach, it is because they bear witness." The language of Paul VI in the encyclical "Evangelii Nuntiandi" is still impressive today. The truth is, that nobody proposes to bear a life witness; it is something that emerges from faith.  At present we find ourselves in a swing of the pendulum towards reinforcing our own identity. We run the risk of forgetting that we should be leaven and salt of the earth, that we must take our place in the world. But we must do so with some characteristic notes, such as familiarity with God, equality among ourselves, the practice of sharing, and unconditional love, that is, a collective life-witness of the whole Church.  But alas, in this collective witness, vulgarity, routine and mediocrity tend to hold the edge. This is what shows, and this is what sometimes discourages people. Do you believe that these situations proper of low-level Christianity can be overcome? How do we bear witness is a Church that is at once holy and sinful?

4. Sticking to the score. We must acknowledge that at times we religious lack the characteristic note of a fulfilling family life, a climate of satisfaction. We are not living in an age that stresses domesticity. Those who push for an intense community life are suspect of fleeing from a commitment to present-day human beings, whose problems are important. And yet the little train of our history has to run on both rails to get anywhere. It is hard for me to acknowledge that perhaps the source of our daily happiness does not lie in my community. The recent Synod on Consecrated Life has rightly stated: "Fraternal life, understood as a life shared in love, is an eloquent sign of ecclesial communion" (VC 42). But sometimes, in practice, the music we make is out of tune, even though the score is perfect. We cannot forget that form me, my brother is a gift from God, that each one has his rhythm, that our mission is in common, and that in everything we do we are sent by the community. Let us ask ourselves: Are the gifts that God has granted us a cause of unity, and do they deepen our communion?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Dialogue with the world.  What opinion do you have of modernity? Are you prepared for a dialogue with the modern world?

2. In your ongoing formation,  is there a place for a deeper study of the culture in which your life unfolds? As for the people to whom your pastoral ministry is addressed: Do you have an in-depth knowledge of their cultural, family and religious background?

3. Our points of reference.  What are your cultural myths? What is it that fascinates you most in this world? Behind whom or what do you walk in your political, cultural and religious opinions? What place does the person of Jesus hold in your life and in your intellectual and moral structure?

4. An orientation for a retreat.  In some retreat you might take chapter 3 of Colossians as a guide for community examen.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Col 1:13-23.

3. Dialogue on theme 7 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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