 THEME 8:
THE FULLNESS OF CHRIST IN AN ADVERSE WORLD
TEXT:
LETTER TO THE EPHESIANS

BIBLICAL KEY
1.
HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. The Letter to the Ephesians
The Letter to the Ephesians is original in many ways. Its style and form make it seem less like a letter an more like a blessing-exhortation meant to be read in the liturgy, but later redrafted in letter form. In fact, the greeting is very brief. The reference to the addressees as "of Ephesus" is an addition. Its other historical elements, such as the reference to Tychicus, seem to be copied from Colossians.

Like Romans, Ephesians is expository, but it does not seem to be motivated by the concrete problems of a local church. Rather it addresses, in a succinct but overall way, both Christian dogma and Christian praxis.

To situate the letter historically, we can only rely on its undeniable literary and thematic kinship with Colossians and, in a general way, with Paul. However, compared with the Paul of the classic letters, the themes have notably evolved, and above all the literary style is quite different.

Thematically, the importance of the unity of the universal Church and its central role in salvation --which shapes the whole letter-- is also a central concern of certain 2nd-century Fathers; who show no concern over Jewish problems, but a great deal over the dangers of schisms and heresies, which does not appear in Ephesians. The whole letter moves within an ideological milieu better suited to the end of the 1st century than to the 60s.

Nevertheless, it is a risky business to draw conclusions based on the themes that appear in the letter, since our knowledge of the cultural milieu of the 1st century and of Paul's last years is quite limited.

1.2. Addressees and Author
It seems reasonable to place the addressees, like those of Col, in Asia Minor. This is shown by the very mention of Ephesus in the letter as we now have it. The second-century writer Marcion believed that Eph was the lost Letter to the Laodiceans (cf. Col 4:16), which would again indicate a place in Asia Minor. At any rate, if the letter is by Paul, it can hardly have been addressed to his beloved Ephesians, among whom he had lived for a long time, since the letter itself indicates that they do not know one another (cf. 1:15; 3:2).

There are all sorts of opinions regarding the author, although they generally agree that he is different from Paul and from the author of Colossians. But positing a different author for Ephesians and Colossians creates more problems. It is hard to imagine an imitator of Paul and of Colossians, who could pass so readily from the "slavish literalism" of Colossians to the author of Ephesians' great originality in shifting focuses and developing themes with perfect inner coherence. The question is, then. still under debate.

It is very hard to pin down the author of this letter, although there is an undeniably strong kinship between him and the "Pauline tradition."

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. Literary Genre: Doxologies, Blessings and Hymns
Doxologies, blessings and hymns figure among the first forms in which the contents of Christian faith were crystallized. Many of them are prior to written tradition and are therefore generally shorter or more rhythmical for reasons of memorization. They arose spontaneously or were formed in settings of prayer, of baptismal or eucharistic liturgies, of catechesis and of evangelization. Their original forms derive from Judaism.

2.1.1. Doxologies and Blessings
A blessing can be regarded as a secondary variation of a doxology properly so called. Its specific aim consists in raising awareness of the divine origin and transcendent scope of a revelation or of a salvific act on God's part which is experienced in time and has normally been described earlier.

The essential form of the doxology consists of adding to the name of God "to You (to whom) (be) Glory forever and ever (Amen)."

The blessing, eulogy or euchology, instead of the word "Glory" (dóxa), uses "Blessing or bless": "(May He/You) be blessed forever and ever/world without end (Amen)."

Both types of doxology are always addressed to God. But in 2 Tim 4:18, the doxology is addressed to Christ. In the Book of Revelation it is sometimes addressed to God and Christ together and doxology and blessing are mixed in a single formula that may, moreover, contain other epithets or verbs that are juxtaposed (Rev 5:13).

To these formal patterns we can add other secondary elements that convert the doxology into a long and rambling sentence with a wide range of contents (cf. Rom 16:25-27). At other times a eulogy is used in place of a thanksgiving at the beginning of letters, and this can be amply developed in the manner of a hymn (cf. 2 Cor 1:3 ff.). Both the doxology and blessing had their proper place in worship, but because of their brevity and flexibility they were also used in personal prayer.

2.1.2. Hymns
In 1 Cor 14:26, Paul gives us an idea of the richness of Christian celebrations, and in Col 3:16 and Eph 5:19, he exhorts the faithful to sing "psalms, hymns and spiritual odes." Jewish tradition played an important role in the origins of this sort of religious and liturgical expression in Christianity. But as they came to focus mainly on Christ, they underwent a radical transformation, further enriched by elements taken from Hellenistic culture.

The few hymns of the primitive Church that have come down to us, by the mere fact of their being incorporated into other writings, where they were shortened, glossed on or taken apart, make it hard for us to analyze them. Add to this the fact that they were not written in meter, but rather in an elegant and rhythmic prose, which is not always easy to distinguish from the rhythmic prose of the author of the surrounding context.

The three hymns in Lk, the Benedictus (Lk 1:68-79), the Magnificat (Lk 1:46-45) and the Nunc Dimittis (Lk 2:29-32) are Jewish in structure and in provenance. In contrast, the Christological hymns of Phil 2:6-11, 1 Tim 3:16, 1 Pet 3:18-22, Col 1:12-20 and Heb 1:3 are formally Christian. The same may be true of Rom 11:33-35, 1 Pet 21-24, Eph 1:3-14,20-23, 2:14-18, Col 2:9-15, Heb 5:5-10 and 7:1-3,26-28. We should also cite the hymns of Rev 5:9,12-13, 12:10-12 and 19:1-2,6-8. Practically all of them are written in a descriptive or proclamatory style, in the third person rather in the second person of prayers or psalms.  Their life-setting was the liturgical assembly, although we cannot be much more precise than that.

Despite the scarcity of these hymns and the difficulty of reconstructing them, many of their expressions are highly significant, rich and theologically daring, and they have been the object of innumerable studies. Nevertheless there are still many fundamental aspects of them that still need to be clarified.

2.2. Literary Relationship between Col and Eph
The Letter to the Colossians is without doubt earlier than Ephesians. However, the close literary relationship between them demands some sort of connection or dependence between them.

2.2.1. Likenesses
A simple reading of the Pauline letters manifests the distinctiveness of Eph and Col as regards the other letters of Paul, as well as the similarity between the two letters themselves. Despite this, both contain such a solid Pauline base that their authenticity was unquestioned until the 18th century. If we simply open the critical text of the Nestle-Aland NT and focus on the lateral column of citations and parallel passages, we find that in the 97 verses of the first 4 chapters of Eph there are 70 reference to Col and 89 to the other letters commonly ascribed to Paul.

In a more careful analysis we see that more than a third of the verses of Eph appear in Col and furthermore that they appear in a similar order. More than 30 Phrases of Col are found in Eph. Half of Eph contains vocabulary from Col and the verbal coincidence usually exceeds five words per line. If we take into account parallels with the other letters of Paul, the verbal coincidence goes beyond 80% of the verses of Eph.

A literary repetition or imitation of this sort would seem to rule out the composition or development of anything original. It would seem that Eph should amount to nothing more than anthology of superficially connected Pauline expressions. But this is not the case. Eph displays a rich, original and coherent vision of its own.

2.2.2. Differences between Ephesians and the other letters of Paul
The first difference that stands out is the style, which is even more high-flown than that of Col. It revels in very long and densely charged phrases, linking verbs by way of participles, relative pronouns and conjunctions. It is also fond of synonyms linking substantives by way of several genitive phrases in a row. It attempts to say a great deal in a small space, which is typical of a liturgical setting. The number of new words is not exaggerated compared to the other letters of Paul, but one can clearly detect a greater kinship with the vocabulary of Qumran and Pre-Gnosticism.

Despite the deep Paulinism that impregnates the whole letter, it is not limited to repeating things already said; rather, many fundamentally Pauline concepts are focused in a new vision and perspective, as is likewise the case in Col. The theological differences between Eph and other Pauline letters are notorious. Even if one admitted that the letter was by Paul, one would have to acknowledge that it, like Col, is addressed to a different readership and from the standpoint of a considerably evolved personal experience.

* In contrast with the historical vision of the salvific will of the Father and of salvation in Christ that is in tension between past and future, Eph features a salvation of cosmic scope, that is in tension between its consummate realization in heaven and its continuing development here on earth.

* Salvation by means of faith, out of pure grace, is no longer a theme for discussion in Eph, but rather a reason for contemplation and thanksgiving.

* The historical perspective of reconciling the world with God by breaking down the barrier between Jews and Gentiles has disappeared. Eph presents this as a fait accompli.

* The ministry of Paul is still a service to the Gospel entrusted to him by the Father on behalf of the Gentiles, but in Eph it is centered more on the Apostle's chains and on his task as revealer of the Mystery, than on his missionary activity proper.

* The Church is still the people, family and temple of God and the body of Christ, but in Eph and Col, Christ is the Head of this Body. Moreover, local communities no longer appear as churches.

* Matrimony is seen in a more positive light than in 1 Cor 7.

But the fundamental difference between Ephesus and the rest of the Pauline corpus, a difference which already appears in Col, is the fact that, without entering into juridical explanations, it gives is a "mystical" vision-experience of salvation. From this standpoint, life's concrete and varied realities are seen, lived and expressed, in the light of the simple transcendent (and realized) fullness that impregnates them and gives them meaning.

2.2.3. Differences with Colossians
Despite the close connection between Eph and Col, each of these letters has its own identity and there are notable differences between them.

The fundamental difference lies in the very aim of Eph. It is not concerned with polemics, as Col is, but rather with communicating a knowledge "that surpasses all understanding" (3:19), a knowledge that is not revealed to all (3:3 ff.), but is destined to be known by all "the saints," according to the meaning attached to this word (3:18). The ineffability of this knowledge --which is identified with the love of Christ (3:19), and the attempt to transmit it through prayer (3:14 ff.) and a brief description of it (3:4), lie at the base of the whole letter and explain all its peculiarities.

Eph deals comprehensively with the Mystery of salvation, something not even attempted in Col, which hardly speaks of the Church and of the Holy Spirit.

One of the differences most stressed is the sense which both letters attach to the same term. For example:

* In Col, "Mystery" has a sense more centered on Christ himself, whereas in Eph it is more centered on the result of Christ's exaltation.

* Eph once mentions the struggle against "Powers" (6:12), in the same way that Col --where it is perfectly logical-- does, but Eph does not explain why it mentions them in this context. 

*  In both Col and in Eph 3:2, "Oikonomía" (Stewardship/Ministry), means the ministry entrusted to Paul. But in Eph 1:10 and 3:9 its realization is carried out by God himself..

Nevertheless, we should relativize these differences, since a similar diversity of meaning occurs within the letters themselves. Each time a word is used, the author does not mean to offer a definition of it. This is all the more true of Eph, which is so inclined to accumulate a diversity of nuances in relation to the same reality.

2.3. Structure of the Letter.
2.3.1. Greeting (1:1-2)
The salutation is brief but normal within the range of Pauline letters (Recalling what we said about the author in 1.2. above, we situate Eph in the Pauline tradition or school, and we will therefore make references or comparisons either to other letters of that tradition or to Paul himself). The only thing we would stress is the absence of the name of the addressees in some of the best Greek manuscripts, and that the words "apostle" and "will of God" take on a new meaning in Eph. In other letters, Paul replaces the blessing with a thanksgiving after the greeting. In Eph, after the blessing, the author has a brief thanksgiving, which serves as an introduction to the thematic petition.

2.3.2.  Doctrinal Section of the Letter (1:3-3:21)
a) Blessing (hymn): chosen in Christ for the Glory of the Father (1:3-14)

1) The Father predestined us to divine sonship (1:3-6).

2) In Christ we have the forgiveness of sins, and the Mystery of God's will is revealed: to recapitulate all things in Christ (1:7-12)

3) Sealed with the Holy Spirit (1:13-14).

b) Thanksgiving and Prayer:

That the "knowledge" of the Father may be revealed to the faithful (1:15-23) and that they may understand the hope to which they have been called and the richness of their inheritance, as well as the power shown in the heavenly enthronement of Christ.

c) Application:

 
1) The faithful exalted with Christ through grace (exposition): 2:1-10.

2) Christ, our peace, makes Jews and Gentiles one people who in one Spirit have access to the Father: the Church (exposition): 2:11-22.

d) Paul, the servant of the Mystery: 3:1-21.

1) Autobiography: Paul's knowledge of the mystery; his role as servant of the Gospel: 3:1-13.

2) To know the love of Christ leads to fulfillment (prayer): 3:14-21.

2.3.3. Moral Parenetic Section: 4:1-6:20
a) To grow in unity, within the variety of ministries: 4:1-16.

b) Imitators of God as beloved children. The Christian life: 4:17-5:20:

1) passing from the old man to the new man: 4:17-5:2.

2) from being darkness to being light: 5:3-20.

3) domestic duties: 5:,21-6:9.

4) spiritual warfare: 6:10-20.

2.3.4. Conclusion
Chains; news of Paul. Farewell.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Realized Eschatology
The aim of the letter appears clearly in its petitions: that the faithful may come to know the depth of the Mystery at last revealed, the unfathomable depth of the love of Christ and of the hope to which they have been called, as well as that of the Father's plan of salvation.

The Church, the (realized) holy people, already have knowledge of it (3:18), but the faithful need the gift of "a spirit of wisdom and revelation" (1:17) in order to be able to grasp it, since it surpasses all understanding.

This knowledge comes simultaneously with the root and consummation of the divine initiative of salvation, which are, in reality, one and the same thing, expressing the powerful and intimate closeness of God. The author, from the perspective of the root, refers to this reality as "mystery and will," and from the perspective of consummation as "fullness." The experience of it on the part of the faithful is called "knowledge: gnósis, epígnosis," and it can only be the fruit of a revelation.

The need to express the ineffable, the complex steeped in unity, the transitory anchored in eternity, earth experience from the standpoint of heaven -- all of these shape both the theology and the complicated formulas of Eph, which can often mean many things and always aim at surpassing the limitation of any concrete meaning.

3.1.1. The universal saving plan of God
The author sets aside the historical unfolding of salvation and takes its conclusion as his starting point: The exaltation of Christ above heaven and earth has consummated and revealed the primordial mystery, which is the universal salvific will of the Father (1:11), consequent upon his work as Creator (3:9). This will is a gratuitous decision which is presently realized in making Christ the Head of the Church and of all things, of the cosmos. He is the demonstration of the Father's wisdom, revealing all his power and all the riches of his glory (1:18-20).

To describe this initiative of the Father, which lies at the root of every saving act and of all created reality, the author uses the term "fullness," pléroma (1:23, 3:19), which was surely already present in the usage of the addressees and which would soon become a technical term in Gnosticism. This fullness is the same as the divine inner dynamic that grounds all created being and orders it toward its saving consummation (1:23). This has been realized in Christ and becomes present in the Church.

3.1.2. A saving plan totally realized in Christ
The Christology of Eph, which was already traced out fundamentally in Col, no longer sets its prime focus on the salvific relationship between Christ crucified and risen and the believing community awaiting its consummation in the parousía.

In his letters, Paul himself goes beyond this immediate experience. The resurrection of Christ acts on believers not only by raising them up in the parousía (Rom 6:5 ff.), but by already communicating to them in the present the Spirit and a new life (Rom 6:4,11, 7:4,6; 2 Cor 5:17-18; Phil 3:10). In Phil 2:5 ff., Paul takes up the parallel of the Cross-Resurrection, the humiliation-exaltation of Jesus (cf. Rom 1:3-4). From a divine, pre-existent situation, the Son empties himself out and is exalted over all. This citation takes on a special relief by its use in a hortatory rather than in a dogmatic context. Paul limits and accommodates his theological reflection to the demands of existing problems. Moreover, Rom 8:29-30 could be imported as it is into Eph.

In Eph, the exaltation of Christ is primordially cosmic: it is a definitive and consummated fact, the realization of the universal saving plan of the Father. Christ has been enthroned above all existing things and all epochs or eons, penetrating everything, dominating everything, consummating everything (1:10) and taking up everything into the fullness of God.

This vision of the work and person of Christ was not merely the fruit of contemplation, but was rather a demand of the presentation of Christ to the Hellenic world, whose universe had already degenerated from the classic cosmos to a real anthill of chaotic forces:

* Apparitions of gods in human form -- easily identifiable with the Jesus of faith. Paul and Barnabas were accorded such honor (Acts 14:11-12).

* Gods, angels, stars, heavenly beings and primordial elements, locked in strife, manipulated both nature and human beings for good or ill.

* Fate did as it pleased with gods, heavenly beings, elements and human beings.

Christ also had to be a response to this culture, which Paul regarded as his own special field, in the same way that in his time he tackled conflicts with the Jewish world. If the Jews regarded the incarnation, death and exaltation of Christ as something unheard of and verging on blasphemy, the Hellenic world might calmly interpret it as one more adventure among the gods. Some small communities, sustained by their faith and hope in the second coming of the risen Jesus, as revealed to Paul and other apostles, could not be an adequate response to the complex Hellenistic universe, unless it was made quite clear what position Christ occupied in it. Moreover, the very fact of the resurrection seemed rather ridiculous within that culture, as Paul himself found out in Athens.

3.1.3. A saving plan that gave life to the faithful
The faithful form an essential part of the saving plan of the Father, who chose them since the creation to be saints, to be his children in Christ, the praise of His glory, the visible manifestation of his mysterious will (1:4-6).

In Christ is the forgiveness of sins and the revelation of how central and incomparable his exaltation is. For those who believe, this revelation is not limited simply to an item of knowledge. It is a living experience of a hope that entails their election, of riches that are set aside for them. On the Father's part, the realization of this hope and this inheritance suppose a power similar or identical to the power He used to raise and exalt Christ (1:19). The very life of the faithful forms part of this exaltation (2:5-6).

3.2. The Church, the Fullness of Christ
In 1 Cor and Rom, Paul compares the churches with a body in order to explain the relationships between the faithful, in much the same way that Hellenism understood relationships between the members of one and the same society or state.

In Col and Eph. however, it is not relationships between the faithful that are on the first level, but rather the relationship between Christ and the Church in its totality and the universe. The exaltation of Christ to the right hand of the Father, above all the heavens, involves the subjection of every power to Christ (1:2) and His being constituted head of the universe; but it culminates in the fact of His being constituted Head of the Church.

Seen from this perspective, the Church participates fully in the fullness of Christ and, as such, is heavenly and brought to consummation, since it is as indissolubly united to Christ as body and head are united. But the image of Head of the Body subordinates the Church to Christ, who gives it life, governs and directs it, cares for it and makes it grow. In a word, Christ is the origin and goal of the Church.

3.2.1. The Church brings about the fullness of Christ in the World
Together with this heavenly dimension, the Church also has another, temporal, aspect, namely the mission to keep realizing, in and for the present age, the fullness that comes from Christ. The Church is the space within which the world has access to the mystery realized in Christ.

Hence the Church is the space in which human beings, who were dead because of transgressions and sins, are vivified, glorified in Christ through sheer grace and made into a heavenly creation (2:1-10).

The Church is the place in which the Cross of Christ unifies the two otherwise irreconcilable worlds of Jews and Gentiles (2:14-18). In the Church humans are graced with a new life that acts through faith and love. Thus the faithful can work according to God's design (2:8-10). In the Church, the Spirit makes the faithful the dwelling place of God (2:22) and conforms them according to their future inheritance (1:14; cf. 2:18).

In Eph, the description of the Church is not limited to the image of the Body of Christ. In 2:19-22 there is a succession of images of being fellow citizens with the saints, members of household of God, and God's temple --images that throw light on the diversity and interrelationship of the faithful in the Church. Only the image of the temple is developed a little, to describe elements of the Church on earth, such as its being founded upon the apostles and prophets. The Church experiences constant growth (growth, not upbuilding: a mixture of the images of temple and body), despite the fact that it is a building already complete, with Christ himself as its cornerstone.

3.2.2.  For the Praise of God's Glory
The Mystery of the will and fullness of the Father, which is realized by and in Christ, and animates the heavenly Church, gives meaning and finality to the hope and life of the faithful. Faith and charity open the faithful to the knowledge of the fullness of God and of the love of Christ (3:16-19), which in turn enables them to work in this world according to the Father's will and thus bring humankind to the fullness to which it was destined from the beginning.

The revelation of any of God's saving works evoked in the Jews, and later in Christians, a eulogy or blessing. To some this might seem to be an inadequate response, but wonder and thanksgiving are the only reactions open to a human being faced by the Transcendent. Praise, blessing and glory are practically synonymous terms that the author piles up within his doxology (1:3-14). By these terms the author wants to signify something more than our own reaction. Glory and praise in themselves form part of the work of God, and our praise is merely an expression of or participation in that work. Hence, praise forms part of the good works to which we have been destines, and these works, in turn, are a realization of the praise of God's glory.

3.3. In a Wicked and Hostile World
The mystical vision and knowledge that impregnates the doctrinal part of the letter is realistic and far removed from mere idealism. It is true that the expressions of Eph, drawn from the life that animates them, might sound Gnostic or idealistic. But this is something common to every life-giving discovery: justification by faith, seen from the standpoint of a faith such as the kind challenged in the Letter of James (Jas 2:18-19), seems to be a kind of empty folly. Indeed, there must have been good reason for Paul himself to condemn those who condemned him by misinterpreting him when they asked "why not do evil that good may come" (Rom 3:8).

The hortatory part of the letter testifies to this realism. Soberly, yet clearly, it describes the Hellenistic world in all its wickedness. This does not deter the author from his intent to join deep knowledge with daily realism. It is the faithful, united and holy, who bring the victory of Christ to its fullness.

3.3.1. In the unity of one God, Lord and Spirit
Given the absence of polemics, it is all the easier for the reader to see that the author's intent of considering the unity of the faithful, based on kindness and humility, as the fundamental and distinctive point of Christian conduct, since it allows the gifts that they have received to bear fruit and come to their fullness in one only Christ and in the Father. This unity allows the Body, which is the Church, to participate in the maturity of its Head (4:14-16).

3.3.2. Turning away from error and from an evil life
The pagan world lives licentiously because of its ignorance or because of the emptiness of its ever-insatiable spirit. Christians must strip away this "old man" or nature with its cravings, and put on the "new man" or nature created in the image of God, as was already described in the doctrinal section (3:16-19). This new way of Christian living is described in terms of truth, mutual forgiveness, work and charity. And it is summed up in "not saddening the Spirit of God" with whom we have been sealed (4:25-32).

Christian life is not the result of morality, but it entails morality. This reality is stressed in the traditional baptismal image of the contrast between light and darkness. After giving us a long list of vices, the author tells us that the fruit of light is found in all that is good and right and true (5:9), whereas the  works of darkness are unfruitful (5:11).

3.3.3. Christian family life: 5:21-6:9
The description of Christian family life in Eph is the best example of what Paul (and the Pauline tradition) attempts in the exhortations of this and other letters. The author does not seek to bring about a revolution in social or family duties --although he may have done so-- but rather to present all of the Christian's daily life from the standpoint of the inner mystery that enlivens it. The beauty and mastery with which he brings this off makes it clear just how deeply Paul was immersed in this mystery.

It is important to note that this whole section is based on a fundamental presupposition of all Christian living: mutual subjection out of respect for Christ (5:21; cf. 4:1-3). No human authority is exempt from this rule. In contrast with Col, which focuses on the master-slave relationship, Eph puts the relationship between husband and wife in the forefront. It is interesting to note that the procedure here is the inverse of the traditional one in the OT, where God's love for his People is described in terms of a marriage. In Eph, the love relationship of Christ with his Church becomes the archetype of the marriage relationship, to which it gives fullness of meaning, as it does to every other aspect of Christian existence.

The obedience of children seems to need no other support than the Decalogue. In contrast, the obedience of slaves is related with obedience to Christ. Likewise the authority of parents and masters is referred to the Lord's way of commanding, which discloses the relative character of human authority and its great responsibility.

3.4. Struggle against the Evil One: 6:10-20
Principalities and Powers have been dethroned by Christ (1:20-22), who has been constituted as Head of all (1:10). In his exhortation to a well-fulfilled Christian life, Paul has already begun to show us the reverse side of the coin. The action of God through the faithful and through the Church is what is now bringing the divine plan to its completion. This realized eschatology be no means doing away with responsibility and tension in the life of the believer. On the contrary, it is the basis for understanding the tremendous importance of daily life, rooted in the fullness of God and in the victory of Christ, which the Church is carrying forward.

In order to become the inner man (3:16), the perfect man (4:13), the new man, means struggling to put off the old man, who grows corrupt according to deceitful lusts (4:22-24). The author also insinuates that the devil lies behind all evil desires (4:27). At the end of this exhortation, in a relatively sober but clear way, the author also warns us of the tremendous opposition that still exists toward the plan of God, and opposition that goes far beyond mere human possibilities.

3.4.1. Resistance against those who dominate this world of darkness.
In the ancient world it was common to think that evil transcended the human sphere, and it was often associated with divinities or at least with malignant angels or spirits in constant struggle with gods and men, in heaven and on earth. Apocalyptic literature, the Qumran scrolls and Gnostic writings are full of this thinking. Often, there were descriptions of the final struggle and the triumph of God, who condemns the Evil One and his hosts. The author was doubtless acquainted with this endless imagery, since he uses its terminology.

Paul speaks to us of our world of darkness, dominated by the devil and other princes and spirits of wickedness in the heavenly places, who will show they full fury in "that evil day" (6:13).

The armor of God that he speaks of reminds us of the battle gear of the legionaries. The virtues, or better still, the gifts of God associated with this armor, though not in a systematic way, recall elements of the doctrinal exposition: faith, truth, justice and peace.

What is really significant is the fact that, with these arms, the faithful will not only resist the snares of the Wicked One, but will win total victory over every evil power, even on the evil day, the ultimate onslaught of evil.

Moreover, the author does not even insinuate anything on one theme that fascinated the apocalyptists: What would become of the evil beings who were routed? The end is already in view: The fullness of God will fill all things.

3.4.2. This struggle is waged in the world and against the world.
Besides summing up an unfathomable insight into the Mystery of God, Ephesians draws come practical consequences for the daily life of the faithful, so that this Mystery can be incarnated in the communities born in the Hellenistic, syncretistic world of Asia Minor.

On the one hand, he helps believers see the temporal reality in which they live from the unifying viewpoint of the mystery of the enthroned Christ, which penetrates everything. Paul also makes this connection in other letters when he speaks of life in Christ, but here in particular he extends its meaning to the defenses and explanations of his apostolic ministry. At any rate, he does so in a much more systematic and complete way in Ephesians.

On the other hand, he sets forth the change that the revelation of the Mystery of God has introduced into the world and into peoples' lives. Hence he cannot ignore existing moral and cosmological notions, however incomplete they might be, or else people could not understand his message. But this very fact also relativizes some of the images he uses.

We have already seen, though rather sketchily, how Paul describes evil as a superhuman, heavenly and spiritual kingdom, as it was understood in his time. For us today it is hard to grasp the meaning of these expressions, and the only thing we can take away from them is the idea that evil, as a rejection of grace, exceeds humanity's abilities to overcome.

Moreover, in our own society, there are malignant structures erected by human beings, structures by which individuals are often entrapped and cannot escape. These are new dimensions on which we cannot shut our eyes. Rather, we must be aware of them in our struggle, in which we, too, are bolstered by the armor of God.

Many of the concrete moral norms that Paul uses, with his lists of vices and virtues, are not specifically Christian. Most of them come from Judaism and from Stoic Philosophy, both of which are based on experience and common sense. In Paul's time there was nothing better, and he presents them as the concrete way in which the faithful can manifest the divine life that has been granted them. They are the fruit of long experience and have to be taken seriously, but not absolutized, since they could them become a source of serious harm. Every incarnation of transcendent salvation suffers more or less from the ambivalence of the temporal forms in which human life keeps embodying it. Eph, for example, contemporizes with the inherent contradiction of a Christian fellowship, with the essential dimension of mutual service that it entails, and the existence of the master/slave relationship within it. Its image of woman's subordination to man in matrimony is quite culturally determined and debatable. In 1 Cor 14:34-35, Paul order that women be silent in church, modestly appealing to custom. But in 1 Cor 11:3 ff., he runs into a snag in trying to establish grounds for another custom of the times: women wearing veils.

Neither can the Church limit itself to repeating what was an adequate norm in the past. Life changes, is transformed and presents new problems and possibilities that demand new statements and solutions. For this, Eph has given us a brief but irreplaceable vision of the Mystery of God's will, which constitutes a challenge and an invitation for each new generation of the followers of Jesus


CLARETIAN KEY

A RECONCILED AND RECONCILING COMMUNITY
The Constitutions, speaking of our missionary community, tell us: "Love for God and for our brothers and sisters has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit and builds up our communion" (CC 10). Our community, born of this action of the Spirit, has been sent to proclaim the mystery of Christ to all people, sharing their situations and collaborating with them "to transform the world according to God's plan" (CC 46). The Letter to the Ephesians sets out for us the identity of this community,  which is united in "one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in all" (Eph 4:5-6): a community that is possible because Christ, breaking down the barriers that separate people, has made all peoples into one (cf. Eph 2:14-16).

To live the gift of unity in a missionary key demands that we strive to build community relationships (SW 7) that express reconciliation, the fruit of the redeeming action of Jesus, and that bear witness to it before the world. But at the same time it pushes us to be builders of peace and unity, shapers of reconciliation in a divided world (cf. MCT 149; SW 10.1, 25.1, 27.6, 29.5, 31.4, 33.3). But always from the standpoint of the poor (MCT 173-176), for it was through kenosis that Jesus achieved this reconciliation.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. The presence of Christ in the world and in history. In the ancient Byzantine cathedrals, the apse is totally dominated by the gigantic figure of Christ, the Pantokrator. The message that we deduce is no Christians will ever be able to hope to produce the stature of Christ in his totality; on the contrary, we are exhorted to tend as a community toward that totality. Christ always surpasses the reality of the Church. This is a reason for optimism in relationships between Christians and the world. Outside the Church not all is bad, because the dominion of the risen Lord also covers the extra-ecclesial space. Let us share the vision that we all hold on this today.

2. Seeking the truth. What is the "adverse world" today, in relation to the process of the ongoing fullness of Christ? The phenomenon of atheism, which has unleashed so many defenses in the analysis of the phenomenon of Marxism, should be read in a much more ample context: atheists and polytheists, pantheists, deists, those who do not know the God of Israel. The author of this Letter writes to the Christians of Ephesus: "Remember that you, once gentiles according to the flesh...,were once without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, having no hope and without God in the world" (Eph 2:11-12). A typical situation in today's world; all we need do is open our eyes to see this. Let us make an effort to read reality, with a view to discovering, behind the situations of disorientation and ambiguity of so many persons, a sincere attitude of searching for the truth.

3. Exclusion or dialogue? Another characteristic of our society is the resurgence of localisms and regionalisms, often marked by reciprocal exclusions that are expressed through violence and war. Atomism and insularity, with the consequent pulverizing of presences and initiatives, are phenomena that often enough also mark the reality of the church and of religious congregations. The lines along which this problem has evolved are not clear cut, but exclusions have quite often been confirmed. It is hard to win an acknowledgment of the need for the gift of unity or of the stimulus and support that one side can lend for the other. A dialogue is impoverished when the fundamental law of acknowledging the presence of others, their autonomy and individuality, is ignored, and when it unfolds through imposition. What is our own attitude and praxis regarding ecumenical dialogue, the presence of other religions in our society, the phenomena of new forms of religiosity or of atheism?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Dissatisfaction and self-sufficiency.  Let us examine two attitudes that are often present in our missionary life: dissatisfaction and self-sufficiency. Some of us are dissatisfied, as if Christ were not sufficient to nourish our life. Some of us are self-sufficient, taking refuge in ourselves, as if Christ had not "ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things" (Eph 4:10). How are these attitudes present in our life? How do we interpret this fact?

2. Toward the missionary frontier.  The Congregation is oriented as a priority to the "missio ad gentes." Not only its reflection, but its very strategy is to make our presence ever more missionary in a movement that is not just geographic, but from the center to the outer edge, from the consolidated to the new, from the secure to the insecure, from the strong to the weak. What resonance does this orientation have in your province> How does it question our style of life. Every concern for the universal Church passes through a concern for a concrete here and now community (universal thinking and local living). Every concern for the Congregation and the Province ought to pass through the attention we pay to each one of the realities in which we live; otherwise, it is insincere. How are we taking this step and what unity are we creating between the local and the universal?

3. Praying with the texts of the Pauline tradition. In the Liturgy of the Hours we often recite the hymns of Paul or of the Pauline tradition. What resonance do they find in all of us? Which of them is most familiar to us in personal prayer? In which of them do we find most encouragement and consolation in our faith experience and for our missionary commitment?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Eph 2:1-16.

3. Dialogue on theme 8 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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