B. 10th Sunday in Ordinary Time#2                                                                              2Cor4: 13 – 5: 1

Background

Paul uses the philosophical categories current in his time and place to reflect on the Christian mystery of resurrected life. He uses secular words, but endows them with Christian meaning.

Text

v. 13 we too believe and therefore speak: Paul gives yet another example of how Christians are to apply the ancient word of God to their present situation, to make present and make real (enflesh in their own lives) that word. So, applying the language of Ps 116: 10, Paul claims that he speaks with and out of the spirit of faith, as he contemplates the meaning of Christ’s resurrection for him and for all believers. Despite suffering, he still operates in a spirit of faith.

v. 14 knowing that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus: In the realm of eternity there will really be no time lapse or gap between the resurrection of Jesus and the resurrection of those who believe in Jesus. God will treat those who believe in Jesus in the same way he treats Jesus. He will raise them from the dead along with Jesus, just as he did Jesus. Those who remain on earth, those who have not physically died, can (must even) speak of a particular judgment (at physical death) and a general judgment  (at the end of all time). However, in eternity, the difference is not only inconsequential, it is non-existent. The “proof” that Christians will be raised is that Jesus has been raised. Admittedly, Paul knows that such “proof” is only proof to those who believe. Only believers speak this way (v. 13; Ps 116: 10).

And place us with you in his presence: “You” here means, first, the Corinthians to whom Paul is writing, and, by extension, all converts to Christ. “In his presence” can mean either the Lord Jesus or God or both (since Jesus is God). 

v. 15 Everything indeed is for you: Paul is specifically talking about his personal life, especially his sufferings (see last week’s second reading), and his ministry and its sufferings. He is saying that all his sufferings benefit others, because they can see them and how he “rose above” them (by the grace of God) and give thanks (and glory) to God. In other words, his sufferings cause others to see God at work in him and praise God for showing his power through Paul’s weakness. However, more generally, this is a principle at work in every Christian’s life.

So that the grace bestowed in abundance on more and more people may cause the thanksgiving to overflow for the glory of God: This is one of those “conundrum” sentences in Paul. There are problems with the grammar and with the construction. Thus, scholars continue to argue over exactly how to parse this part of the sentence. Simply put, grace (the gospel, especially when the gospel becomes incarnate, visible and tangible), when spread to more and more lives, makes it easier to see (being intrinsically invisible, but made visible through deeds) and thus makes it easier for more people to experience grace. The more the gospel is lived, the more people will give credit and thanks to God. The more people thank God, the more obviously his glory (presence, at first hidden, now [through deeds] manifest) is seen. God’s glory is acknowledged the more (through thanksgiving), not increased quantitatively. 

v. 16 Therefore, we are not discouraged: Paul summarizes the preceding section and picks up the stitch he dropped at 4: 1. Yes, he suffers, but he also experiences God’s presence and power within that suffering and so he does not lose heart.

Although our outer self is wasting away: Paul adopts the language of philosophy, the philosophy of his day. It was by now customary to refer to the body as the “outer man” and the soul as the “inner man. According to the current view, a view going all the way back to Plato, the soul, spirit, the eternal principle of good, was imprisoned in the body, matter, the principle of evil. Thinkers of Paul’s day considered the body and soul to be two separate entities, unfortunately combined in the human person. At death, the soul would be released from the body. Where it went depended upon the particular philosophical system in question. However, Paul only used the language. He did not buy the concepts behind the words, but changed their meaning to suit his purposes. For Paul the “outer self” refers to the whole person, not just the body, the person as subject to suffering. Likewise, the “inner self” refers to the whole person as open to God, subject to God, if obedient to him. This is the realm of the Spirit. For Paul, physical decay and death were only a part of what he means by “wasting away.” Any suffering undergone without confidence in God is “wasted” suffering.

Our inner self is being renewed day by day: When a person allows the Spirit to enter into his/her life, the sufferings (“wasting away”) are cancelled out by the renewal the Spirit brings. In Paul’s mind, this “renewal” is a strengthening of the person so as to be able to withstand the intensity of the moment when that person meets the Lord “face to face.” The debilitating effects of sin, for which one is responsible, as well as the debilitating effects of suffering, the consequences of one’s own sin and the sins of others, past and present, weaken the human person to the point where he/she would (figuratively) burn up in the presence of God. For a person in whose life sin has predominated, the experience of God’s presence will be like extreme heat, rather than embracing light, as it is for the one whose life was characterized by love. For such a person, suffering is a strengthening of the spirit, albeit a weakening of the body.

17 momentary light affliction: Paul is not talking about “slight pain,” like that of a headache. He really suffered great pain, more like a toothache (See 11: 23-27 for a catalogue of his hardships). However, he interpreted that pain in the light of eternity and that light allowed him to see it in context. It allowed him to see it as momentary. Not momentary in the sense of lasting but a minute, but momentary as compared to forever. He saw it as “light,” not slight. “Light” in the sense that Jesus used this term  (“My burden is light,” Mt11: 30), i.e. bearable, despite its seeming weight.

eternal weight of glory: The Hb word for “weight” is kabod, which also is the word for “glory.” Actually, it is the word for “cloud,” meaning “heavy air.” Though writing in Greek, Paul undoubtedly has this meaning in mind when he uses the current philosophical idea, i.e. that the body is a “weight” upon the soul, and uses it in his own unique Christian sense. For Paul, the temporary “inconvenience” of suffering produces the permanent “improvement,” namely, a glorified or resurrected body.

Beyond all comparison: Though Paul has been using a metaphor, i.e. a comparison, he recognizes its insufficiency to express the whole truth. It is not simply that the coming glory is so weighty that it it makes the present afflictions seems so slight or that the glory is compensation for the afflictions, but that the glory is the product, the result, of the afflictions when suffered in that light. Yet, the glory produced is out of all proportion to the afflictions that produced it. Thus, in comparing the two, there is really no comparison.

v. 18 what is seen is transitory: Paul’s resilience in the light of all he has suffered would amaze any onlooker, anyone seeing only the surface of things. Paul suffers what he does in the light of eternity and understands his sufferings to be temporary. But even more than that, they are also transitory, meaning an avenue into another realm of living.

what is unseen is eternal: Hidden to the naked eye and unavailable to the person of one-dimensional vision is the Spirit supplying Paul with the inner resources he needs to rise above the present moment and present affliction, supplying him with the invisible qualities of constant sustenance and refreshment.

v. 1: tent…building: The body was also seen as a house. Using house as a metaphor for the body “housing” the soul, the philosophers envisioned the soul surviving the destruction of the body at death. However, the metaphor stopped there, because what survived, namely, the soul, was thoroughly immaterial, totally spiritual. Paul continues the metaphor, claiming that the house, tent really, is replaced by a building, built with “eternal material,” never to decay or be destroyed. The “earthly tent” is parallel to the “outer self” of 4: 16 and the “physical body” of 1Cor15: 44.

Reflection

Paul celebrates the amazing experiential fact that faith gives us added vision. Faith is God’s vision and version of reality and he shares that vision and version with those of us who accept God on his terms. Faith enables us to “see” what we would otherwise be unable to see. It is not the vision of physical things, but the “vision” of spiritual realities, realities that are not “things” at all. Faith enables us to experience even earthly realities under the bright light of eternity and thereby see into them, see through them, and get to their essence. At the same time, faith-vision enables us to see all things in a broader context than the immediate, a context not limited by the confines of physical sight.

Thanks to breakthroughs in modern science we are able to make some comparisons that were not available to Paul. First of all, “breakthrough” is a great term for it. Faith lets us “break through” all the time, break through the physical veneer of things and get at their essences. Secondly, we are now able to “see” things we never were able to before, physical things, yet things so tiny that our eyes could not focus upon them. When the microscope (meaning the ability to see micro-organisms, really little creatures) was developed, humans came to realize that very small creatures, like bacteria and viruses, have always been present (not all viruses, of course) within the human environment. However, we were unable to see them. Under the microscope, i.e. with the added aid of this extra-powerful lens, lo and behold (a mystery, really) we now could understand why we got sick, got a cold, an upset stomach, or contracted many diseases. It was all caused by these little creatures. They always existed, but we couldn’t see them. Now, bacteria and viruses, despite their age, are not “eternal” beings or realities. They are physical and we still couldn’t see them, still can’t see them without the aid of a microscope. 

Faith, and the vision that comes from it, is more like a twin scope, both a microscope and a macro-scope (enabling us to see things too big for our physical eyes to focus upon). Faith is something like double vision, enabling us to see two levels of reality simultaneously. Only with faith, one of those levels is more real than the other and the vision is not the same for both. A person with double vision (in the strictly physical sense) sees the same thing twice, one beside the other. He/she must choose which one is physically real and which one is simply a (fake) mirror of it. If such a person is driving a car, this decision could be crucial. When it comes to faith-vision, the “double” vision is of two levels of the same thing. One level is the physical; the other is the spiritual interpretation of it. This second level approaches the way God sees it. Of course, we can never have the clarity and totality of God’s vision, but we can “see darkly as in a mirror,” as Paul puts it elsewhere. Our faith vision is more like a Polaroid snapshot in the process of developing, rather than the final fully focused picture. Nonetheless, it is an extra vision, one not available to those without faith.

When we have what is considered to be “perfect” vision in the physical sense of the term, we call it “20/20” vision. That is a good name for it. Indeed, we only use (it is also said) 10 or 20% of our brains. We only see about 20% of reality, max. Most of reality (even physical reality) escapes our notice. Even when we concentrate, as we do when looking under a microscope or studying, we still do not see all that is physically there. Add to that the fact that most of reality really is invisible (at least, most valuable realities) and we come to realize what a valuable asset faith is. A person can see a diamond ring, but who can really “see” its value. When an estimator assesses a ring’s worth, no one can see that. Indeed, no one can actually see the value or worth of a single dollar bill. Yet, it is not money that makes the world go round, but the value we attach to it.

Faith becomes the basis, the “measure” we consult, for valuing. The added vision that faith provides allows us to see things from God’s point of view, even before we have experienced their worth or worthlessness firsthand. We can trust God’s evaluation and need not “test” everything ourselves. This spares us many mistakes, blind alleys, wasted journeys and side-trips into inanities. We can tell the difference between what is transitory and what is eternal.

Key Notions

1. The Father will treat those who die believing in Jesus the same way he treated Jesus.

2. The more our lives are other-directed, less self-centered, the more God’s glory shines through us.

3. Suffering, when measured in the light of eternity, shrinks to its real size and weight.

4. Suffering is always temporary, except for those who reject God.

5. We will live in eternity as embodied spirits, with bodies equipped to live under new conditions.

Food For Thought

1. Caterpillars and Butterflies: The process whereby a caterpillar becomes a butterfly provides us with a very good example from the natural world of what happens to us in the supernatural world. It is a good illustration of what Paul is getting at when he speaks of the “outer man” wasting away and the “inner man” becoming stronger day by day. (We might prefer “outer person” and “inner person” to the exclusive term “man.”) When we see, see with our physical eyes, a caterpillar, all we can see is a fuzzy worm crawling on the ground. We cannot  “see” that inside that fuzzy worm is a potential flying butterfly in the process of becoming. To do that, we would have to have the ability to view the whole process from start to finish (something the eternal vision of faith enables us to do). In order for the caterpillar to become what is inside it, namely, a butterfly (in the making), it must die to being a caterpillar. It must become enmeshed within a cocoon. From the outside, it might look like nothing is happening, but it is “cooking” into a butterfly. It will rise from the “ashes” of the cocoon and emerge as something that appears to the naked eye as a “new creation.” That is true in a sense, but it has really “transformed.” It has used the material of the caterpillar stage to become something more. Using the same matter, but developing the potential within that matter, it “rearranges” the molecules in such a way that the potential is released or realized. It becomes real. It was real as a caterpillar, but now it is even more real as a butterfly. Something similar happens to us at death. Our old bodies, often (but not always) by this time have “wasted away” (like the caterpillar, all gray, in the cocoon), but, thanks to a process beyond itself (God’s creative power and purpose), that very same material become “rearranged” and develops in such a way that the “new” body (made of “old” matter) is now equipped to live in the rather rarefied atmosphere of heaven. True, something could go wrong with the process (with God’s original intention) and for some reason (we would say, because of deliberate sin) the butterfly (resurrected person) within does not develop and the caterpillar dies (as we would die to God, if we did likewise). However, for most of us, the process reaches its fulfillment (by the grace of God and our cooperation with his grace) and we emerge from the (physically) dying process alive to a new dimension. If we look deeper, the caterpillar is always in the process of becoming a butterfly. If we look deeper, we are always in the process of becoming, too. Whatever we suffer need not be interpreted as setbacks, only as new challenges to proceed or to give up. Where does the power come from to proceed? God’s Spirit, not ours. No snapshot, viewed by itself, can show growth. It is a frozen moment in time. Just so, suffering is a cold, frozen and painful moment in time. Unless we continue on, we will never see the growth, at least, potential growth, hidden beneath the surface. Only the bigger picture lets us “see” that what looked like one thing at the moment, i.e. pain or defeat, was really but a momentary event, a point in the process, of becoming. It is not the whole picture, just a Polaroid of a moment in time. Yet, it is equipping us to live outside of time, without time, eternally. The pains (along with the seeming setbacks, disappointments, defeats, diseases, etc.) are really “growing pains,” if we interpret them correctly. That does not mean that they do not hurt. How could they be pains if they did not hurt? It means they do not destroy, destroy anything worthwhile, unless we let them. Nothing that happens to us (which is the fullest definition of “suffering”) can stop our progress, unless we choose to let it. Paul continues his reflection in next week’s second reading, where he says, “Therefore, we are always courageous.” Or another translation, “Therefore, we are never discouraged.”
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