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The Colossian Context: Discerning Empire

Imagine that in the year 2200 a letter is discovered which had been written to a North
American church in 2000. The discovery is incredibly exciting, because in 2050 the
city in which the church was located was buried in an avalanche and almost no
records remain to show what the city and the church were like. All our living wit-
nesses to that city are gone. And now a letter suddenly comes to light. Would we be
able to understand the letter? Would we be able to set the historical context of the
church and the issues it might have been facing?

Even though little evidence might remain about the particular congregation to
which the letter was written, there would be some important evidence to help us un-
derstand the letter, One would be the larger historical context. What were the issues
facing the culture as a whole? What was the dominant worldview of the culture of
which this city was a part? What were the nearby cities like? Does the letter seem to
address any of the issues of this dominant culture? Does it refer to cultural events and
symbols that were part of the larger culture? What can we infer from such references?

When reading the letter to the Colossians, we find ourselves in a similar situation.
Colossae was destroyed by an earthquake somewhere around A.D. 60-64 and has
never been excavated. We have much less knowledge of the context in Colossae then
we do of other cities in the first century. But we do have some knowledge of the dom-
inant worldview of Asia Minor in the first century. We know what some nearby cities
were like (Laodicea, Hierapolis, Aphrodisias), and we know what some of the hot is-
sues were for Christians throughout Asia Minor. All Christians at this time would have
found themselves confronted with the worldview of empire.

To understand this letter, then, we need to understand something of the world in
which Nympha lived and its parallels to our own wotld. To discern both the historical
and the contemporary meaning of Colossians, we need to discern empire.

In chapter one we stated that empires are (1) built on systemic centralizations of
power, (2) secured by structures of socioeconomic and military control, (3) reli-

giously legitimated by powerful myths and (4) sustained by a proliferation of imperial
images that captivate the imaginations of the population. This definition of empire
will provide the contours for our discussion of Colossians in the context of both the
Roman empire and our own imperial realities.

Systemic Centralizations of Power

Empires always guarantee the status quo of privilege and oppression through a cen-
tralization of power. In the Roman empire the paterfamilias—the patriarchal structure
of marital, familial and economic relarionships—was considered the empires build-
ing block. In this “father-directed” hierarchy, power was centralized and the empire
was socially encoded. The economic importance of women, children and slaves was
carefully. guarded in Roman law: the bulk of rulings regarding the guardianship of
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women and the various laws upholding the power fathers had over their sons was
rooted in the practical necessity of safeguarding the family wealth."® Similarly, the le-
gal code ensured that slaves, even if made free, continued to be legally under the
power of their former masters.”

In fact, even freed slaves still fell under the strictures of the patron-client relationship
which ensured the continuation of power amongst certain sectors of Roman society.
The patron-client relationship, with its dynamic of the promise of benefit from the pa-
tron in exchange for the honor and praise of the clients, functioned as a powerful means
of social cohesion and control. This same dynamic operated on the level of the society
as a whole: the emperor was the ultimate patron, bestowing his benefits on those who
Jauded him.”® Indeed, in the structure of the paterfamilias the emperor is the father su-
preme. The whole structure of society serves to secure his rule and authority.

It is astonishing how similar power relations in the context of global capitalism are
to this first-century system. Andrew Wallace-Hadrill describes patronage in a way
that demonstrates some striking parallels with contemporary economics. In the pa-
tronage system, withholding promised resources from the client served to strengthen
social power in an effective manner because the patron’s “power over a client derives
not from generous and regular distribution, but from keeping him on tenterhooks
with the prospect of access to resources which is in fact never fully granted.”" Such
a strategy, of course, is not alien to those of us familiar with the policies of the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund for keeping countries in the South depen-
dent by means of structural adjustments and perpetual debt.?

Global economic structures reveal centralizations of power. Most major corpora-
tions use the equivalent of slave labor to produce clothing, toys, tools and some
foods. Most of this labor is done by people in Asia, Latin America or Africa. While
cash-crop farmers include both men and women, the majority of those who work in
sweatshops, on coffee plantations and in the sex trade are women and children” Al-
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though we live in a society that would deny it, such centralizations of power are still
evident in the overwhelmingly white male face of corporate culture in North America
and in the increasingly high levels of poverty and incarceration among aboriginal and
black communities. Even in this brief sketch it is evident that although our culture
does not openly subscribe to an ethos of patriarchy, racism and classism, the effects
of the global economic market create the same kind of societal dynamic that was
present in first-century Rome.

A question we will need to address when looking at Paul’s advice to women, chil-
dren and slaves in Colossians 3:18—4:1 will be whether Paul is reinforcing or under-
mining the paterfamilias of the empire in this passage. And how might his view of
households inform our engagement of oppressive socioeconomic structures in our
own time?

Socioeconomic and Military Control: An Economics of Oppression
Rome was renowned for its efficient military structure. Once a land had been con-
quered by Roman might, once the soldiers had taken their plunder and the garrison
set up (which continued such plunder), the conquered area had to be made profitable
for Rome. Roads needed to be built, irrigation improved, and rivers bridged. All this
made it possible for goods to flow easily from the provinces to Rome.

Klaus Wengst describes this dynamic in a way that makes the parallels with our
times clear:

So what Rome needed in order to exploit a province economically was above all the pro-
vision of an infrastructure, though this was tailored to its own needs, If the term “devel-
opment aid” had already been in existence it would have been just as much a
euphemism for exploitation as it is today**

A steady stream of taxes, tolls, offerings, tributes and levies, along with grain, pro-
duce, cloth and natural resources, found its way to Rome. As people in the provinces
became more impoverished and were unable to pay their taxes, they were forced to
sell their land. This enabled those with power to expand their land base.”

Even more than military control, the economic policies of Rome were designed to
ensure that the lands they controlled would have no resources for resistance to the
empire. Such control was on the one hand more lucrative, and on the other cheaper,
than maintaining power through military control.

Wengst’s comments about development aid hint at the parallels between Romes
economic policies and those of a globalized economy:. Through mechanisms such as
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the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, powerful nations in the North
are able to dictate the economic terms by which the South is kept firmly ensconced
in the cycle of international debt and development aid. By means of such economic
control, these structures dictate the social policy of dependent countries, ensuring
that it favors the corporations of the North to the detriment of local peoples, econo-
mies and land.*®

While these policies have by and large ensured that the flow of wealth and re-
sources continues to move from the South to the North, on occasion military control
must be used to enforce the system. It is no secret that the North, particularly the
United States, has been heavily involved in overthrows of legitimate governments and
in creation of puppet governments in Africa and Latin America.”’ And while the 2003
war against Iraq was fought in the name of national security and the liberation of the
Traqi people, widespread suspicion that this was a military intervention prompted by
larger concerns of the Pax Americana have been validated as more evidence emerges
concerning untruths surrounding the call to go to war.

In the face of an empire that rules through military and economic control, what is
the shape of a community that serves a ruler who brings reconciliation and peace by
sacrificial death rather than military might? If the empire elevates economic greed and
avarice into civic virtues, while Paul dismisses such a way of life as idolatrous, then
how does a Christian community shaped by Paul’s gospel live its life in the empire?

Powerful Myths: The Pax Romana

Everyone loves a good story. And the story that legitimated the economic and military
power of Rome was very good. It can be summed up in two words, Pax Romana. Iron-
ically, the Roman legitimation for continued military oppression was rooted in a story
of peag:se, proclaiming that Rome was the bearer of cosmic peace, fertility and pros-
perity.” With the coming of the Roman empire a new age had dawned upon which
rested the blessings of the gods. And in conquering the barbarian peoples who pop-
ulated the whole of the known world, Rome was ensuring that its story would be-
come the story of the whole world.

This story shaped the rthythm of life in the empire, Feasts and festivals celebrated
Rome’s victory over the barbarian hordes (which included, of course, the recalcitrant
People of Judea and Galilee). Festivals in honor of the birthday of the emperor and in
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the hierarchy of the empire.”
Such myths, of course, drive contemporary globalization as well. Most powerful is

the progress myth, which has been the driving force behind Western capitalism since
the Erﬂightermnent.30 The myth that we are moving as 2 culture toward increasing
wealth and technological control, and that this is invariably good, provides the justi-
fication for all the economic and military policies of the North. Countries in the South
are called “developing countries™; that is, they are not different from us, they are sim-
ply behind us, trying to catch up to where we are Now. According to the progress
myth, this “development” can only be good, and it is defined in terms of increasing
industrialization and increasing technology, which will result in increased wealth. In

spite of the evidence that increased industrialization and technology lower the stan-

dard of life rather than raise it, the progress myth provides powerful legitimation for

the lifestyle of Europe and North America.”

This myth has come to expression most powerfully, however, in the rhetoric of the

United States. 1f the Pax Romana summarized the Roman imperial mythology, then

the Pax Americana, with its clear distinction between good and evil and its self-

righteous and aggressive foreign policy, encapsulates the dominant mythology of our
day. Like Rome, the United States describes itself as a nation chosen by God to bring
democracy and freedom to those parts of the world “hackward” enough to endorse
different system of government and different economic priorities from those of global
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pire. Mythology is always about salvation, peace and prosperity. Rome found salva- -
tion in the universal peace of the age after Augustus. The “American Empire” finds
salvation in economic progress and global control. Paul tells a story about a salvation
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Imperial Images That Capture the People’s Imagination
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An Alternative Imagination

The story of Rome was not the only story that would have been competing for the
imagination of the Colossian Christian community. This community had heard the
story of Israel. In fact, the early Christian communities told the story of Jesus as the
story of Israel. From Abraham to Moses, exodus to exile, the writings of the early
church refer again and again to the fundamental story of Israel and the God who
called her.

This was the story of Abraham, who left the gods of the empire to follow the living
God. This was the story of Moses, whom God used to rescue his people from the em-
pire and to lead them into a land where they would live in an alternative covenant
community. This was the story of Jesus, who was crucified by the empire and rose to
proclaim God’s new rule, manifest in communities that sold all they had so that none
would have need. This was the alternative imagination that energized and gave life to
the early Christian community. As we saw, these stories gripped the imaginations of
followers of Jesus such as Lydia and Nympha, who began to see that the stories of Is-
rael and Jesus offered a compelling critique of life in the empire.

Such a critique will form the core of our reading of Colossians, but first we need
to explore the alternative story that gave life to the church in Colossae and the way it
breathed through the language and imagery of Paul.
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