A. 31st Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                                1Thes2: 7b-9, 13

Background

Paul has finished the customary Thanksgiving part of his letter (1: 2-10). However, in 2: 1-16 he returns to his reason for thanksgiving and gives more details. In doing so Paul gives us the most complete description of his evangelizing a pagan community that has come down to us. He highlights the absolute necessity for the preachers to live what they preach, to show by their lives the power of their words to change lives. He is thankful to God because he sees the same pattern emerging in the lives of his converts. He suffered (for the sake of the gospel); they suffered. He remained faithful; they did too. In this context we get a rare look at Paul’s psyche, much like we do in the “confessions” of Jeremiah. We get to see how Paul understood and acted out his own principle that “the person must mirror the message.”

In vv. 1-7a Paul emphasizes that his motivation is from God, as is his commission to preach. He does what he does not to impress humans or to receive any recompense either by way of money or fame. He accepts the consequences of his commitment, both positive and negative. He accepts his position as “father,” as the authority figure of the community, but exercises that authority with gentleness, as did Christ.

Text

v. 7b Rather we were gentle among you, as a nursing mother cares for her children: Paul used both parental roles as his model for leadership and authority, that of the ruling father and of the doting mother. Combining them in one person is the secret to Christian leadership and his success in first converting and then sustaining others. Paul was authoritative without being authoritarian. As such he is a role model for all Christians, but especially leaders in the community.

v. 8 With such affection for you: “Such affection” actually translates a participle, Gk homeiromenos, a rare word in Greek expressing emotional warmth. No other passage in the entire Pauline corpus has such deeply affective language. Paul was as capable as anyone else of loving people emotionally. However, he subjected even that love to his gospel purposes.

We were determined to share with you not only the gospel of God, but our very selves as well: For Paul the gospel was not merely intellectual content or even content plus power. It was also personal and insinuated itself into the very fabric of a person’s psyche. It came alive and merged with the former person, transforming that person into a new creation. Here Paul is speaking of his inner emotional life (Gk psyche) that he opened up and shared with his fellow human beings, the Thessalonians in this case. He did not aloofly preach; he lived what he preached. Paul knew that “agape” love was distinct from emotional love, i.e. friendship love, and that that enabled him to love people he did not like. But he also knew that the two types (or three types when “erotic” love, in-love love, is added) could coexist. Paul apparently was grateful when the people he loved in the “agape” sense were also his friends.

So dearly beloved had you become to us: “Beloved” translates the Gk agapetoi, “agape” love. Their mutual, two-way, affective, emotionally fulfilling, friendship love served to make their one-way, unaffected by emotions, sacrificial love for one another all the more powerful, since it was already based on a human-level love to begin with. The combination of friendship and “agape” love intensifies both and is a most pleasant as well as joyful experience.

v. 9 You recall our toil and drudgery: Despite the emotional and spiritual highs that life in Christ brings, it is still not a cake walk and not quite heaven on earth. There is work to be done. Christians cannot afford the luxury of retiring from life on earth prematurely. And no one worked harder than Paul, another example for Christians to imitate. He supported himself by working with his own hands and was not a burden (financially or otherwise) on anybody. Paul was a tentmaker by trade (Acts18: 3) but probably did other types of leather work as well. (After all, how great was the need for tents in Europe?). Necessity probably dictated that he worked at whatever was available. In those days workers worked all day and even at night in order to make enough money to eke out a living. Paul was very skittish about accepting charity himself, even though he was very generous in bestowing it. Traveling philosophers and teachers were notorious for sponging on naïve followers and Paul would have none of that, even though he recognized that Jesus taught the preacher was worthy of being supported by the “preached to.” A person hearing the gospel for the first time might be put off by the thought of being financially obliged to help support the preacher and, so, not convert. Paul did not want to give the impression that he was in it for any other reason than salvation.

Working day and night in order not to burden any of you: This does not mean that Paul and his companions worked continuously, but that they worked both at night and during the day. During the day Paul’s preaching would be done where he worked, among his coworkers and anyone else he happened to become involved with. At night, the preaching could be more formal, at a prearranged meeting. Also, there would be teaching, teaching the already baptized.

vv. 10-12: (not in the liturgical text) Besides paying their own way, Paul and his fellow missionaries led lives beyond reproach. They kept all laws, divine and human, and excelled in charity. Not only did Paul’s official position in the Church of Thessalonica give him authority, but his own exemplary life gave him the moral authority to act as a father does with his children. The father in the ancient world was responsible for the moral instruction and behavior of his offspring and for socializing them into the socio-economic and cultural way of life into which they were born. Of necessity Paul had to resocialize his “children in the faith,” for their new way of life was radically different from their former one. While grace made earning one’s way to salvation as unnecessary as it was impossible, Paul does exhort his "children" to live a life consistent with the life within them. He calls it a “life worthy of the God who calls you." Behavior “worthy of God” reflects the very character of God in terms of his love, patience, joy, justice, mercy, etc. Failure to do so results in exclusion from the community (2Thes3: 6-15).

v. 13 And for this reason we too give thanks unceasingly: Vv. 1-12 were about Paul (and his companions). How Paul conducted his life was an example to be imitated. He backed up his preaching, especially his moral exhortation, with his own personal example of living it. Paul is no run-of-the-mill traveling preacher, out to fleece gullible people. Now Paul turns his sights onto those who actually did follow him and are imitating his behavior. Again, as in his opening remarks, he thanks God. It is, after all, God’s doing. He rejoices that the Thessalonians got it. They are faithful in the midst of opposition, just as Paul has been, undaunted by adversity and hardship. He rejoices that they got the unique character of his words, not human but divine in origin. The word (of God) they received was not some airy idea or academic doctrine; it was a source of power in the lives of those who accepted it. They did change by its power. Paul is delighted that his word was not in vain or empty as he remarked in 2:1. As Is55: 11 says, “It (God’s word) shall not return to me void, but shall do my will, achieving the end for which I sent it.” Their changed lives were proof that accepting God’s word brings along with it the power to make it happen. Those who accept it as God’s word, and not merely a human message, experience its transforming power.

Reflection

Exactly how Paul went about converting so many people is unknown. It is not out of the question that he might have used some of his own tents to have a sort of mass meeting (similar to revival tent meetings in the American Bible belt). However, the picture we get in this text is that one of Paul’s methods is still very much alive today in the example of ordinary Christians. Paul would have had to work long and hard at his trade, all day long and maybe some nights, in order to make enough money just to live on. None of these trades paid much. It would be while at work that Paul’s uncommon joy would beam, attracting the attention of those he worked with and for, customers and would-be customers. That joy would raise questions about its cause. Those who saw Paul consistently would learn that that joy did not come and go like a “good mood” but remained even in difficult times. Furthermore, when people shopped in those days or entered into contracts for services or goods, they talked a whole lot more about other matters than we do today. It was not uncommon to exchange both news and views on every and any topic. Thus preaching while working was rather normal. Then, at night, Paul might lead a prearranged formal meeting, having invited people he met during the day to come. Also, he would teach the already converted, explaining the fine print of Christian life in more detail, answering questions, exhorting, correcting, leading the baptized community. Later, he might dictate or write a letter to other churches, founded by him or not, to answer their questions or exhort or even scold. That would be pretty much Paul’s typical day (and night).

Well, that’s not terribly different from what the average committed Christian does today. Christians go to work and give good example. Their joy, uninterrupted by business, undiminished by adversity, shines out in the workplace. Maybe some will ridicule them (as Paul was).  Some might undermine their effectiveness by gossip, plots, and obstacles (as Paul was). Some might even actively persecute them (as they did Paul). But others will be attracted to them, wanting to know their secret (of constant and uncommon joy). They might strike up a conversation at lunch or on break, start probing, and then the Christian might invite the questioner to a meeting held at church that night. It could be Mass, or devotions or a bible class, adult class or even one of the social meetings parishes have. That’s how it’s done and has been done for centuries. And how about that? Our ordinary way of doing things- giving good example and attracting others to the Lord by it- was Paul’s way too. And look at the results he got!

Paul was no aloof preacher either.  He had friends and made friends and they meant a lot to him. Here in this text he expresses his human-based affection for his friends. Christians today have friends who are not Christian. These are wonderful, enriching and fulfilling relationships. Yet, every Christian knows that there is something missing in a friendship (even a marriage) when the other party is not Christian. There is just nothing like friendship between Christians. The one-way “agape” love Christians have for people whom they do not like or do not like them is enhanced and multiplied when it combines with two-way friendship love. Paul knew the joys of Christian friendship and it sustained him. It is simply so much easier to remain joyful, faithful, alive in the Lord with a network of mutual friendship among Christians. Christ does not command us to be friends with everyone. He knew he couldn’t, for that is impossible. But in Jn15: 11-17 he commends and celebrates such friendship. Jesus had it. Paul had it. And Christians today have it. Paul’s friendship with however many Thessalonians did not prevent him from acting as the father of the family when need be. He knew his role and lived it faithfully. But the converse is also true. Being the father (and the “nursing mother”) of the family did not prevent him from also being friends with his family. The pagan world may deem those roles incompatible, but the Christian world proves them wrong. It is the divine word, not the human one, which rules Christian society. Like Paul, we are grateful for our friends, all our friends, but especially our fellow Christian friends who “mirror the message” to us and for us.

Key Notions

1. To be preached effectively, the gospel must be lived authentically.

2. Doing an honest day’s work gives good example to others.

3. Having special friends does not take away from loving everyone else.

4. A person who works hard, has good friends and lives authentically is a magnet as well as a mirror for the gospel.

Food For Thought

1. Friendship Love vs. Agape Love: Those who think that the love Christ commands, namely, agape love, negates the need for and the rightness of having friends misunderstand the different kinds and levels of love. Christ does command us to love everyone with the same devotion, but not the same emotion. Agape love is devotional. That is to say, it proceeds from our devotion to God, to Christ, to their Spirit. It proceeds from faith and obedience, not from good feeling or emotion. Friendship love, however, is rooted in good feeling. It must be mutual, whereas agape love can be, often is, one-way. One can be friends with someone and have no agape love whatever and vice versa. One can love in the godly sense and actually have intense dislike for the one loved. Such extremes may be rare, but they are possible nonetheless. However, when friendship love and agape love combine, they create a synergy that enlivens the relationship and oozes out beyond the two people involved, influencing and eventually encompassing the wider world. Such a union is not unlike the Trinity itself. If we think of God as agape love and Christ as friendship love and the Holy Spirit at the union of the two, we easily see how that triune love is spreading (thanks to the spread of the gospel) over and throughout the entire world. Some, thinking too logically or not theologically enough, would maintain that having friends takes away from loving everyone in the agape sense. It is as if love were a quantity and each of us has only so much. If we expend it on a special friend we are thereby using it up, leaving less for others. This position misunderstands love and, worse, would turn Christians into robots or cold fish. Actually, the opposite is true. Friendship is a teacher. It is the school of compassion. It teaches us how to love others minus the emotion that friendship entails. When we understand how compassion works in the interaction with our friends, we can apply that same compassion to people we do not like or know personally. Removing friendship from a Christian’s life (in the name of agape love) would de-humanize a person, thus removing the very basis for God’s special love.

2. Authenticity: It is possible for a person to be a good doctor, lawyer, mechanic, plumber, etc, without necessarily being a good person. It is better if they were also good people, but their craft does not absolutely require them to be morally upright and privately authentic. Such is not the case with the Christian preacher (or priest) or even with the Christian. A person who is not living an authentic Christian life simply cannot effectively preach the gospel. That is because the message and the person cannot be separated. True, referring to Pharisees, Jesus says in Mt23: 3: “Do and observe all things whatsoever they tell you.” But he also says, “Do not follow their example. For they preach what they do not practice.” (See today’s gospel section for a fuller discussion.) While it is theoretically possible to preach the gospel without living it oneself, Jesus goes on to illustrate how distorted that gospel can become in the hands (and mouths) of inauthentic people. The subsequent history of Christianity has proven his point many, many times. Besides the power Paul received from Christ, including the power of good friends, he lived the life, walked the walk, with such consistency and joyful enthusiasm that he was more successful than most others. Paul was hard on himself, yet gentle with others. People had to see that extraordinary combination and be both attracted to it like a magnet and want to reflect it (like a mirror) in their own lives. Whenever we see someone who is joyful all the time, even in adversity, we want to know his or her secret. Someone might be able to fake it, but not for long and not forever.

1
4

