B. 12th Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                                            2Cor 5: 14 - 17
Background

Paul is making the point that a “new creation” abides by new rules. The rules of the old creation (this-worldly rules) no longer apply for the Christian. The Christian experiences the same reality as the old does, but in a new way, a truer way. This “higher vision” affects everything; it changes our outlook, interpretation and experience.

Text

v. 14 The love of Christ: While this phrase may mean our love for Christ, its primary reference is to Christ’s love for us. It is his initiative, rather than ours, which produces the following results. We, of course, love Christ in return, and the results do not take effect automatically. They require our response in faith (and love).

impels us: The verb used here, synecho, has the sense of “surround,” “encircle,” or “hem in.” It is used in contexts of restraint. The idea here is that our awareness of how much Christ loves us is so absorbing that is keeps us in his circle of truth, despite hostile forces that would try to distract us from that circle or atmosphere. It is more powerful than any opposing force, so one could say it “controls” or “dominates” us, that we almost have to live for Christ rather than for self.

since one died for all: Paul here quotes  an early creedal formula (cf. 1Cor15: 3; Mk14: 25). The world would look on the death of Jesus as just another death, albeit the death of a criminal. The world, or old creation, would see no more. One who belongs to the new creation, who is surrounded by this light of truth, would be able to see more. His death was more than what meets the eye. He died for something, for us. His death has saving value, a value the old creation cannot see, let alone appreciate. His death can be seen with the “higher vision.”

all died: Succinctly, Paul applies the ancient concept of “corporate personality,” namely, what happened to Christ, happens to all who are identified with him. What did we die to? Obviously, not to physical life, but to sin and the old creation ruled by Satan.

v. 15 so that those who live: That is, those who remain physically alive amidst the old world.

might live no longer for themselves: I.e., that they might live in the physical old world, not by its rules, standards, or ways. Paul summarizes all that by saying “for themselves.” Since Christ died “for others,” they are to live “for others.” More precisely, they are to live “for him” who both lived and died for others. This is how one lives in this world by the standards of the new world. One brings those standards to bear on every moment of life in this world by the power (love) of Christ who lives in them. (Implicit in this sentence is the charge by Paul that his opponents who boast in their own accomplishments and in their own ecstasies are living for themselves and not for Christ.)

for their sakes:  This translates the Greek, hyper, a technical word to indicate sacrifice, especially vicarious sacrifice.

died and was raised up: This is another terse ancient creedal statement. Here, “died” means physical death. “Raised up” refers to a new situation, unheard of in the old creation, non-existent in the old creation.

v. 16 Because of this: That is, because of what Christ did both for us as well as to us.

we no longer look on anyone in terms of mere human judgment: We see with a new vision. Everything is changed by the vision given us by Christ, the vision that surrounds us and (from the world’s point of view) “clouds” our vision, like the surrounding cloud of OT theophanies. “Human judgment” translates the Gk kata sarka, “according to the flesh.” It means life lived (but not really lived) on human power alone, without God. It is old creation life. The Christian’s way of perceiving and relating to people is now based on new creation standards.

If at one time we so regarded Christ: Although Paul is certainly thinking of himself before his conversion, he includes anyone else who had an old creation view of Christ.

we no longer know him by this standard: The way we change our view of others is to change our view of Christ, from the old creation way to the new creation way. As we get to know Christ by this new surrounding, compelling light, we can also get to know others in and by the same dimension. (Again, implicit in this statement is Paul’s criticism of his opponents who regard Christ as merely a wonder-worker, perhaps also filled with the Holy Spirit in an adjunct way. They regarded Christ by merely human standards.)

v. 17 if anyone is in Christ he is a new creation: We are “in Christ” by virtue of his love for us, which leads to our loving him. We are a “new creation” in that we live and move and see and act and have our being within the circle of Christ’s love. Though we, in fact, still live in the “old order,” we are hemmed in and protected from it and its contamination. Paul, in harmony with Jewish tradition, which explained God’s saving activity by comparing it to creation, saw Christ not as his opponents did. To them he was not just another holy man in a long line of spiritual giants. To believers in Christ, with Christ an absolute change has taken place in the world by virtue of his death and resurrection. This change not only affected Christ, but all who “died” with him. For the present the “old” and “new” co-exist in tension. The “new” is so powerful that Paul can say that for all practical purposes “the old order has passed away.” It has been so weakened that it will not and cannot last. “Now all is new.”

Reflection

One of Paul’s basic principles, one that underlies his preaching, is “Become what you are.” His letters do not rush to exhortation, but are prefaced by reflections on Christ, what Christ has done for us and to us. First, he lays out what we “are,” thanks to Christ. Here, he puts it in terms of being a new creation. Philosophically speaking, our very being has changed, thanks to Christ. Thanks to who Christ is, as well as thanks to what he has done, we “are” different, of a different order or realm, the very realm of God. We “are” redeemed, reconciled with God. Although the realm of God includes the old creation, the world of sin, we have now entered into the center of God’s realm, no longer living on the alienated periphery. Of course, the new situation, this new standing vis-à-vis God, is not visible to those who have not “entered” into it by virtue of Baptism into Christ. Yet, it remains accessible to any and all who would do so.

The Christian message, so well articulated by Paul, is not that we need merely to change our behavior, not merely to do good works, but that we now have the wherewithal to do so. Christianity is not merely exhortation to behave differently, but with that exhortation comes the power, the grace, to actually change behavior. We can change what we do, because Christ has changed what we are. Philosophically speaking, behavior follows being, flows from being (Lt “Agere sequitur esse). That means that Christ first changes our character or nature and thereby empowers us to change our behavior accordingly. This is quite different from the old Law and the old creation. In the old dispensation a person was expected to change behavior by mere human effort. In the new dispensation behavior changes by divine power, canceling the futile efforts of the past, doomed to failure.

The text before us concentrates on this new being. Only after that heightened awareness has been made present to the listeners does Paul proceed to exhort. Here, he is expressing what a Christian is. Then, what a Christian does should (“should,” an exhortation) follow or flow from that ontological truth. For Paul this awareness comes with and from contemplative prayer. Contemplative prayer differs from meditative prayer or petitionary prayer because it asks for nothing. It simply ponders the truth, basks in the awareness of truth. It concentrates on what is or, to put it another way, it lets God be, lets God be God. Of course, God will be and will be God whether or not any human being is aware of him. However, this awareness brings power. That power motivates and directs behavior. This, of itself, brings strength as well as joy.

Paul is saying that looking at Christ from the aspect of creation will open the doors of our awareness to new vistas. Conscious of all that, we will behave in a way consistent with that awareness, that truth, that light, that surrounding, permeating presence. Christ is the “last Adam”, whose life-giving death has given birth to a new creation as truly as the death-dealing disobedience of the first Adam has doomed the old creation. If we are part of this new creation, this new state of affairs, then it follows that we are to be creative  - on its terms.

This does not mean that we need to “make something” or achieve or accomplish, or show-off our creative talents. In this new state of affairs what is creative is what is loving. “Love” is the artwork of the new creation and everybody has the talent for it. That love is not our own creation. It is the creation of Christ. We respond to that love in appreciation and we enjoy it on the level of being, just as we imitate it by activating it on the level of doing

Key Notions

1. Thanks to Christ, we no longer have to live in a world solely of human making and human sinning.

2. Thanks to Christ, we have a mission, his very mission, while we are still in this world.

3. Thanks to Christ, we already live in his new world, though we remain in the old one in order to reconcile it to the Father.

Food For Thought

1. New Creation: It is not obvious to all that we now live in a new creation, a new order, a new scheme of things. That is so because not everyone has accepted Christ on his terms. Even when we have accepted Christ, had a conversion experience, repented of our sins, asked for and received forgiveness, we still live in this world, the old creation. We are still challenged to remain faithful to the truths and standards of the new world, the new creation. Because much of our experience is still this-worldly, still belonging to the reaction/response of our old brains, we can still return to sin, either mortal or venial sin. Thus the Lord counsels constant vigilance, constant examination of our conscience, to ensure that we are operating by his power, the power of the new creation, and not by our own old power, which is really no power at all.

2. Values: Because Christians now have spiritual sight, insight, they can now see into things and people. They can also see them in a new perspective. In the old, former, one-dimensional vision, Christians were as unable as non-Christians to see past the dirt, the scars, the confusions, the pretense. The old creation vision cannot see what is underneath the outward appearance of things, except, of course, for the microscopic vision provided by technology. Christians do not need human-made binoculars, telescopes, microscopes, x-rays, MRIs, etc. in order to see what is really there. Christians now are equipped with the vision only the Spirit can give. This enables Christians to see somewhat as God sees. Certainly, not perfectly as God sees, but nonetheless to see more than what the naked eye can see. Thus, Christians can value, cherish, honor, respect and love even the most seemingly nasty, ugly, hateful of human beings because Christians can see into them, see past their surface and contact what God sees in them. Christians can not only hope that such folks will change but can, by loving them nonetheless, help them to change, love them into changing. The new creation vision changes what we value, what we consider worthwhile, worth doing, worth spending our time on, worth loving. What it does not change is our earthbound situation. Christians live in the same old creation, as do all others. Christians do not float above the mire and muck. Christians do not see different things, but see things differently. Faith is added vision, not subtraction.

3. Contemplative Prayer: Because we live in both worlds and because the physical world, the world of feelings as well as the world of facts, we are in constant danger of losing the eternal perspective. So, we need to, indeed, we owe it to ourselves to, engage in contemplation on a daily basis. We need to reserve some sacred time, time that the demands of time must never invade, to concentrate on what is. Not what needs to be done (that comes after), not on what ought to be (that come later), but on what is. This concentration brings God (who is always there, if only in the background of our consciousness) into focus. At first, we are easily distracted away from that focus. The cares, the troubles, the responsibilities of life, the sheer number of things our minds have become habituated to dally upon, are always vying for our attention. The daily diet of contemplative prayer will eventually discipline our minds to stay focused and, over time, the time when we do stay focused will increase and expand. This awareness will spill over into our ordinary awareness and sanctify it, making it second nature to live in God’s presence, aware that he is there.
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