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P A R T  T W O

T R U T H  
R E M I X E D

C O N T E S T E D  I M A G I N A T I O N S



SUBVERSIVE POETRY 

AND CONTESTED IMAGINATION

there, can we talk?
Yes, of course. It’s good to hear from you again. You’ve been rather quiet for a while 

now.
Yes, well, it has been a  little hard to get a word in edgewise.
We do apologize. Have we been a little long-winded?
Maybe a little, but I do understand that you had a lot o f ground to cover to introduce the 

rather complex context fo r  this letter o f Paul
But you are still with us?
Yes, but I just want to make sure that I ’ve understood what’s going on. You began, in chap

ter three by offering us a fictional account o f Nympha as a way to introduce us to the first- 
century context. Then you went on to give us a description o f the imperial reality o f these 
early Christians in terms o f captured imaginations, powerful myths, social and economic 
control, and the ways power was centralized in slave-owning male masters. '

So far, so good.
Then you went on in the next chapter to argue that the “imagination” o f this early Chris

tian community was shaped by another story— the story o f Israel as told through the per
spective o f the story o f Jesus.

Yes, but the telling that we offered focused specifically on how this story is shaped 
by and in response to various imperial regimes.

Andyour tellingfocused on the language o f fruitfulness in the biblical story. My question 
is this: Are these echoes o f Israel’s Scriptures really there? And i f  they are really there, who 
are they therefor? Who would have caught them? Was Paul even aware o f them?

This is an important theoretical question. But before we try to answer it, can we 
ask why it matters so much to you? What is hanging on this question for you?

Two things. First, the integrity o f your interpretation o f the text. As you know, the Bible
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is very important to me, and I want to make sure that any interpretation that suggests that 
one text is somehow intertextually related to another text is telling us the truth. I want to 
know that those echoes are really there. And second, the integrity o f Christian life today in 
response to this text. You see, only if those echoes and allusions were really therefor Paul and 
the Colossians can I fee l comfortable asking my most important question: Are those echoes 
still therefor the Christian community today and if so, what does that mean fo r  our life at 
the beginning o f the twenty-first century?

Those are important reasons to pose your question. We will attempt to honor them 
as we offer at least a partial answer.

When it comes to interpretation, it’s often said that there are three important 
hermeneutical rules: context, context, context. Actually there is more to interpreta
tion than context, but we agree that context is central. In the last two chapters we 
have attempted to sketch out the context of this letter in terms of both imperial sym
bolism, with its mythology and socioeconomic-political realities, and the narrative 
memory of Israel as reinterpreted by Paul, the follower of Jesus. In the first two chap
ters of this book, however, we summarized the twenty-first-century context in which 
we read this ancient letter.

Now consider this. If a letter written to a Christian community today said some
thing like “Just as the gospel has been investing and growing in the whole world, so 
also it is producing rich dividends among you,” how would we interpret this sen
tence? And if the author went on to say that he prays that the community will be filled 
with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding “so that 
you may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you reap great profits 
in all your productive endeavors,” what field of discourse is the author clearly appeal
ing to?

I f the language is that o f investments, dividends, productivity and profits, then the author 
is clearly appealing to the world o f economics, stock markets and industry.

And one would have to say these allusions are “really there.” Right?
Right.

Well, in light of everything we have learned about how the imagery and language 
of “fruitfulness” functioned in the empire, is there any good reason to have reticence 
about saying that Paul’s language here makes real allusions to his cultural context? 
Given the pervasive nature of the iconography of fruitfulness in the empire, it is hard 
to imagine how it could not have had such allusions. It’s like the folks who were say
ing, “He’s the real thing,” meaning Jesus, when Coca-Cola was running the “It’s the 
real thing” ad campaign. Christians picked up on the cultural discourse and set their 
faith directly in the midst of that discourse in a potentially subversive way.

AO right, I ’ll buy your argument that the allusions to the empire are there.
You’ll what?
I'll buy it. On this point I’m convinced.
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How much?
How much am I convinced?
No, how much will you buy it for?
What? You know full well what I mean when I say that "I buy it.” This is a well-known 

phrase that means," I am convinced. ”
Precisely. And what kind of discourse does this well-known phrase come from?
Um, economic discourse, I guess.
Exactly. Do you see our point? First, when you used the metaphor of “buying” an 

argument, you simply assumed it would be perfectly understandable to us. Second, 
that metaphor is embedded in a narrative of economic growth and the commodifica
tion of all of life so deeply that it can be said that one “buys” an argument, even if it 
is offered free and was never for sale.

Okay; okay, I understand. But are you saying that we shouldn’t talk about “buying argu
ments” if we are followers o f Jesus?

No, we shouldn’t. Nor should we talk about “the bottom line” and getting “bang 
for the buck” when attempting to evaluate the stewardship of resources for ministry, 
education, health, home life and a whole host of other dimensions of life. This eco
nomically loaded language ends up distorting our lives.

le t ’s get back to Paul. I f “fruitfulness” was so overlaid with imperial meaning, and if he 
intended to subvert the imperial imagination, then why did he use it at all?

Because this language also had a rich meaning and memory in the narrative that 
so fundamentally shaped his worldview. For Paul, both the meaning of “fruitfulness” 
and the way to achieve it were always contested in the context of empire. And that’s 
why we will argue that the allusions to both the Roman empire and the stories of Is
rael and Jesus are “really there” for Paul in the first chapter of Colossians. This lan
guage has, if you will, a multiple referentiality— empire, Torah, prophets, wisdom, 
Jesus, Paul. All of those multiple discourses come together in Paul’s letter to the Co
lossians.

Did they get it?
Did they hear with complete hermeneutical clarity all of these discourses echoing 

through Paul’s use of the metaphor of fruitfulness? We don’t know. Maybe not. But 
you have already agreed that they would have heard the imperial echoes, that when 
Paul talked about fruitfulness that metaphor’s imperial use would have come to mind. 
And since they had begun to immerse themselves in the Scriptures of Israel—-it is 
clear that the early church did precisely this-—at least some of the echoes of Israel’s 
Scriptures would have been heard.

Who knows, perhaps even language that is not fully understood still manages to 
shape us. Perhaps even if the Colossian believers did not quite get all the allusions, 
their communal life would still have been transformed so that they bore fruit that was 
radically different from the fruit of the empire.
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That brings me to another question— and this is really the question I’ve had all along in 
this conversation. How does the Christian community today “bearfruit in every good work”? 
What does that look like? If the early Christian context was the empire and its preoccupation 
with its own fruitfulness, what is our context?

Didn’t we address that question at the end of the last chapter?
Yes, you did, but I still don’t quite get it. It is clear the fruit o f this gospel is evident in a 

communal life o f  love, forgiveness, justice, compassion, mercy, peace and care. And the im
plications that you began to draw o f fruitfulness in our economic, political, ecological, social 
and personal lives are all compelling. But there is still a problem somewhere. And the prob
lem is n’t just “out there”— its deep within me as well. It is all so— well, so unimaginable. Not 
only do I find it almost impossible to get the people in my church to think about this stuff, I 

find it hard to think it through myself. Or maybe the issue isn’t that I can’t “think” it through, 
it is more that I can’t “live” it through. Heck, I can’t really imagine what a  life that is alter
native to the dominant culture would look like. And you just pointed out that I can’t even 
“talk” outside o f the dominant discourse.

Let’s slow it down a little. Just as Rome wasn’t built in a day, it also can’t be dis
mantled in a day— not in political reality, nor in our own worldviews. You are right, 
the question is what we can or cannot imagine. So if you don’t mind, we’re going to 
cut off the conversation here for a while and move on to a discussion of perhaps the 
most remarkable section in Paul’s letter to the Colossian believers. There Paul shifts 
his metaphor from fruitfulness to “image.” And in this shift he ups the ante on the 
conflict with the empire. Perhaps he will also both deepen the struggles you are hav
ing and point to a radical way through them. Stay with us for a few pages and come 
back later if you need to interrupt again.

On Subversive Poetry
We have seen that empires maintain their sovereignty not only by establishing a mo
nopoly of markets, political structures and military might but also by monopolizing 
the imagination of their subjects. Indeed, vanquished peoples are not really subjects 
of the empire until their imagination has been taken captive. As long as they continue 
to have memories of life before exile, and as long as they harbor dreams of a social 
reality alternative to the empire, they are a threat to the empire. Their liberated imag
ination keeps them free even in the face of violent military repression. And until that 
imagination is broken, domesticated and reshaped in the image of the empire, the 
people are still free.

Israel understood the dynamics of empire and imagination and always had a coun
terplan. In the shadow of empire, Israel’s prophets wrote evocative and subversive po
etry that wove together images of homecoming, restoration, dimly burning wicks, 
free food and a coming Messiah who would do a new thing. These are prophetic im
ages that break the monopoly of the empire.
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Of course, the first Christians also knew all about empires. As we have seen, Rome 
was especially adept at shaping the imagination. Images of the emperor were as ubiq
uitous in the first century as corporate logos are in the twenty-first century The image 
of Caesar and other symbols of Roman power were literally everywhere— in the mar
ket, on coins, in the gymnasium, at the gladiatorial games, on jewelry, goblets, lamps 
and paintings. The sovereign rule of Caesar was simply assumed to be the divine plan 
for the peace and order of the cosmos. Of course, this is the way the world works. 
Under such conditions it becomes hard to imagine any life alternative to the empire.

In this context the apostle Paul takes a leaf out of the book of the ancient prophets 
and counters the imperial imagination with radical and evocative poetry Here is the 
poem he inserts into the first chapter of his letter to the Colossians (1:15-20)-1

He is the image 
of the invisible God

the firstborn of all creation
for in him were created all things 
in heaven and earth 
things visible and invisible 
whether thrones or dominions 
whether rulers or powers
all things have been created through him and for him

And he is before all things
and in him all things hold together

And he is the head 
of the body, the church

He is the beginning 
the firstborn from the dead
so that he might come to have first place in everything 

for in him all the fullness 
was pleased to dwell
and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself 
all things
whether on earth or in heaven
by making peace through the blood of his cross

In a world populated by images of Caesar, who is taken to be the son of God, a 
world in which the emperor’s preeminence over all things is bolstered by political 
structures and institutions, an empire that views Rome as the head of the body politic

1This poetic rendering of the passage is from N. T. Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15-20,"  
from his book Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T &  T Clark, 
1991), p. 104.
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in which an imperial peace is imposed— sometimes through the capital punishment 
of crucifixion— this poem is nothing less than treasonous. In the space of a short, 
well-crafted, three-stanza poem, Paul subverts every major claim of the empire, turn
ing them on their heads, and proclaims Christ to be the Creator, Redeemer and Lord 
of all of creation, including the empire.

He does all of this in a poem composed with the goal of providing alternative im
ages for a subversive imagination. If the allusions involved in Paul’s employment of 
the metaphor of fruitfulness were subversive to those who had ears to hear, then this 
poem constitutes a frontal assault on the empire. While rich in echo and allusion—  
image, firstborn, creation and reconciliation all have clear echoes in the Torah, the 
Prophets and wisdom literature— this poem leaves little in doubt as to who is sover
eign in creation, who images the invisible God, who holds the cosmos together in 
peace and who brings about the reconciliation of all things. And it isn’t Caesar!

Paul’s letter to the Colossians is fundamentally about shaping the imagination of 
the Christian community. Walter Brueggemann says that “the key pathology of our 
time, which seduces us all, is the reduction of the imagination so that we are too 
numbed, satiated and co-opted to do serious imaginative work.”2 If this is true, then 
the primal responsibility of Christian proclamation is to empower the community to 
reimagine the world as if Christ, and not the powers, were sovereign. If the image of 
the emperor that is on every coin serves to ensnare the imagination of a domesticated 
people, then radical Christian proclamation and cultural practice will seek to demy- 
thologize the empire and devalue its currency.3 Such proclamation, such poetry, will 
always be a subversion of the dominant version of reality

But what is that dominant version? Is there an empire in the shadow of which we 
live? Are there cultural forces that seek to take captive our imaginations? Well, think 
about it for a moment. The average North American person is confronted every day by 
somewhere between five and twelve thousand corporate messages, all geared to shaping 
a consumer imagination. Whether you are running a political campaign for the highest 
office in the land or selling a particular brand of cigarette, it’s all about image! Whether 
you are designing a new fashion line for the summer, the lines on a new running shoe 
or the look of a new website, it’s all about image! A society directed by the consumerist 
imperatives of global capitalism is driven by images with a vengeance. And these 
images— purveyed especially through that quintessential image-producing medium, 
television— must change constantly in order to create and sustain an insatiable desire 
for more consumer goods and reach the ultimate goal of economic abundance.4

W alter Brueggemann, Interpretation and Obedience (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), p. 199.
3This image of devaluing the currency of the empire is an evocative suggestion from Curtis Chang, “Images 
of Judaism and Empire in Colossians,” typescript, Harvard Divinity School (December 13, 1999), p. 12.

+See Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business (New York: Pen
guin, 1985).
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Some of us wear these messages on our shoes, our jackets and our shirts. The mes
sages are all telling the same story: a finite world can sustain infinite growth, economic 
growth is the driving force of history, consumer choice is what makes us human, and 
greed is normal. If we live in an empire, it is the empire of global consumerism.

In the first chapter of this book we suggested that a radically consumptive imagination 
fueled by a cybernetically driven information revolution is what we could call postmod
ernism. After all, is there really much difference between the multiplicity of perspectives 
available in a radically postmodern culture and the multiplicity of products and lifestyles 
available in the global market? If postmodernity celebrates “difference,” globalization rec
ognizes that every difference is a marketing opportunity Many postmodern authors “see 
perpetual shopping and the consumption of commodities and commodified images as 
the paradigmatic and defining activities of postmodern experience.”5

Now here is the question. What is the Christian community to do? How do we 
speak and live the gospel in this kind of cultural context? How do we shape our col
lective imagination as followers of Jesus in such a way that we are set free from the 
constricted imagination of the empire?

Our suggestion is simple. Follow Paul, who was following the prophets. Write and 
perform evocative and subversive poetry that provides an imagination alternative to 
the empire’s. The point is to so immerse ourselves in the Scriptures, so indwell their 
narrative, be so permeated by their images, that our imagination is transformed ac
cording to the image of Christ.

The question is how the discourse of Scripture becomes our first language, our nor
mative discourse. We don’t make it so by simply repeating the ancient text over and 
over again. We need a method that is more creative than simple repetition but that 
remains faithful to the vision of the Scriptures if we are to be set free from the empire.

So we offer another targum, another extended translation and expansion that at
tempts to read the world through the eyes of the text, allowing the Scripture to reso
nate with and confront our changing cultural reality Since our targum is on the poem 
found in Colossians 1:15-20, it takes a poetic structure.

In an image-saturated world, 
a world of ubiquitous corporate logos 

permeating your consciousness 
a world of dehydrated and captive imaginations

in which we are too numbed, satiated and co-opted 
to be able to dream of life otherwise 

a world in which the empire of global economic affluence 
has achieved the monopoly of our imaginations

5Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), pp. 151-52.
5An earlier version of this targum was first published in an article by Brian Walsh, “Subversive Preaching 
ir-i n Doefmndurn ” T h p  7%rtrf/t&r 1 nn 1 ft Hnnp 1 ft 7001 ^



86 C o l o s s i a n s  R e m i x e d

in this world 
Christ is the image of the invisible God 

in this world
driven by images with a vengeance 

Christ is the image par excellence 
the image above all other images 
the image that is not a fagade 
the image that is not trying to sell you anything 
the image that refuses to co-opt you 

Christ is the image of the invisible God 
the image of God 

a flesh-and-blood 
here-and-now 
in time and history 
with joys and sorrows 
image of who God is 

the image of God 
a flesh-and-blood 
here-and-now 
in time and history 
with joys and sorrows 
image of who we are called to be 

image-bearers of this God 
He is the source of a liberated imagination 

a subversion of the empire 
because it all starts with him 
and it all ends with him 

everything 
all things 

whatever you can imagine 
visible and invisible 
mountains and atoms 
outer space, urban space and cyberspace 
whether it be the Pentagon, Disneyland, Microsoft or AT&T 
whether it be the institutionalized power structures 
of the state, the academy or the market 

all things have been created in him and through him 
he is their source, their purpose, their goal 

even in their rebellion 
even in their idolatry 

he is the sovereign one
their power and authority is derived at best 

parasitic at worst
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In the face of the empire
in the face of presumptuous claims to sovereignty 
in the face of the imperial and idolatrous forces in our lives 

Christ is before all things 
he is sovereign in life
not the pimped dreams of the global market
not the idolatrous forces of nationalism
not the insatiable desires of a consumerist culture

In the face of a disconnected world 
where home is a domain in cyberspace 
where neighborhood is a chat room 
where public space is a shopping mall 
where information technology promises 
a tuned-in, reconnected world 

all things hold together in Christ
the creation is a deeply personal cosmos 
all cohering and interconnected in Jesus

And this sovereignty takes on cultural flesh
And this coherence of all things is socially embodied 

in the church 
against all odds 
against most of the evidence

In a “show me” culture where words alone don’t cut it 
the church is

the flesh-and-blood 
here-and-now 
in time and history 
with joys and sorrows 
embodiment of this Christ 

as a body politic 
around a common meal 
in alternative economic practices 
in radical service to the most vulnerable 
in refusal of the empire 
in love of this creation

the church reimagines the world 
in the image of the invisible God

In the face of a disappointed world of betrayal 
a world in which all fixed points have proven illusory 
a world in which we are anchorless and adrift 

Christ is the foundation 
the origin
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the way 
the truth 
and the life 

In the face of a culture of death 
a world of killing fields 
a world of the walking dead

Christ is at the head of the resurrection parade
transforming our tears of betrayal into tears of joy 
giving us dancing shoes for the resurrection party 

And this glittering joker
who has danced in the dragon’s jaws of death7 
now dances with a dance that is full 
of nothing less than the fullness of God 

this is the dance of the new creation 
this is the dance of life out of death 
and in this dance all that was broken 

all that was estranged 
all that was alienated 
all that was dislocated and disconnected 
what once was hurt 
what once was friction 

is reconciled 
comes home 
is healed
and is made whole 

because Grace makes beauty out of ugly things8 
everything 
all things
whatever you can imagine 

visible and invisible 
mountains and atoms 
outer space, urban space and cyberspace 
every inch of creation 
every dimension of our lives 

all things are reconciled in him

And it all happens on a cross 
it all happens at a state execution

where the governor did not commute the sentence

7The “glittering joker dancing in the dragon’s jaws" is an image found in Bruce Cockburn’s song “Hills of 
Morning,” from the album Dancing in the Dragon’s Jaws, ©Golden Mountain Music, 1979.

aImages borrowed here from U 2’s song “Grace," on the album Ail That You Can’t Leave Behind, ©Polygram 
International Music, 2001.



S u b v ersiv e  Poetry and Contested Imagination 89

it all happens at the hands of the empire 
that has captured our imagination 

it all happens through blood
not through a power grab by the sovereign one 

it all happens in embraced pain 
for the sake of others 

it all happens on a cross
arms outstretched in embrace 

and this is the image of the invisible God 
this is the body of Christ

The imaginative richness of Paul’s poetic proclamation in Colossians 1:15-20 is 
not a matter of clever wordplay. Rather, it is a matter of life and death. He is strug
gling for nothing less than the imagination of this young Christian community. 
That is what biblically shaped subversive poetry has always been about, and that 
is what exercises in a discerning imagination must still be about in a postmodern 
culture.

In a culture of captured imaginations, we need a Christian imagination in the arts 
and in neighborhood activism that will set the captives free, especially when they 
have become comfortable in captivity. In a culture of ubiquitous graven images and 
rampant consumerist idolatry, we need Christian practices in business, environmen
tal protection and politics that will topple the idols and energize an alternative eco
nomics of God’s kingdom. In a culture of disconnection, we need Christian scholar
ship in the academy and psychological practices in the community that see things 
whole, cohering in Christ. In a culture of power as truth, we need servant communi
ties ministering to the most vulnerable to demonstrate that truth is on a cross. In a 
culture of radical uncertainty, we need preaching and liturgy that build the body of 
Christ, where truth takes on flesh.

On Naming Names
But is truth always so in your face  when it takes on flesh?

No, not always. But it is certainly in your face in Paul’s poem in Colossians.
And that is why your poem takes such an aggressive stance?
Basically, that’s right. Unfortunately, it may well be that what we achieve in clarity 

by being so aggressive we lose in aesthetic quality.
Well, my question is, are you more aggressive than Paul? After all, you name names. He 

doesn’t.
He didn’t have to name names. As soon as he made references to “image of God,” 

“firstborn” and “first place,” everyone with ears to hear would know that he was con- 
trastingjesus with Caesar. Remember, in the imperial cult and throughout the empire 
it was proclaimed that Caesar was “equal to the Beginning of all things.” It was the
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emperor who "restored order” and was the “beginning of life and vitality.” Moreover, 
Caesar was the “savior” who had “put an end to war and . . .  set all things in order” 
and therefore was proclaimed as “god-manifest.”9 And putting together “head” and 
“body” would immediately conjure up both Hellenistic ideas of Zeus as the sovereign 
head of the body of the cosmos and images of Caesar (or Rome) as the head (the 
sovereign source) of the body politic of the empire.11

So what does Paul do with these cultural myths? He turns them on their head and 
replaces Zeus, Caesar, Rome and any other pretender to sovereignty with Christ. 
Then he takes it a step further and replaces the body— whether it be the cosmos or 
the empire— with the church.

Imagine the shock on the faces of this little group of Christians meeting in a house 
church in Colossae when they heard that! Doesn’t all that sound just a tad aggressive, 
given the circumstances?

When you put it that way, I guess it does. And I guess it could also sound aggressive when 
Paul writes o f peace coming on the cross in the context o f the Pax Romana, where crucifixion 
was capital punishment fo r  those who had committed crimes against the empire. But he still 
didn't name names as you did.

Making in-your-face allusions to Caesar isn’t naming names?
He didn’t identify particular people in the Roman hierarchy. He didn’t go after the 

military per se. He didn’t name any particular institutions o f the empire or any particu
lar businesses that profited from  the empire. You did. While you more generally referred 
to “institutionalized power structures o f the state, the academy or the m arket” you also 
named particular institutions like the Pentagon, Disneyland, Microsoft and AT&T. Why 
them?

Why these institutions in particular, or why did we particularize at all?
Well, both. But I guess I want to ask why you had to name such names at all.
Again, because Paul names names. You’re right, he doesn’t refer to any particular 

people in the imperial hierarchy. Nor does he refer to specific farmers who have ex
propriated land and enslaved the inhabitants or specific merchants who profited from 
the oppression of the empire. But he does get specific when he is talking about the 
creative and sovereign rule of Christ in creation. Remember how he put it?

For in him were created all things

9AI1 of these references to Caesar are found in Orientis Graeri Insaiptiones Sekctae, vol. 2, ed. Wilhelm Din 
tenberger (Leipzig, 1903-1905), no. 405 ; quoted by Richard A. Horsley, “The Gospel of the Savior’s 
Birth,” in Christmas Unwrapped: Consumerism, Christ and Culture, ed. Richard A. Horsley and James Tracy 
(Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 2001), p. 116.

10Andrew T. Lincoln, “The Letter to the Colossians,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander Keck (Nash
ville: Abingdon, 2000), 11 :598-99 , 603-5.

nRichard Gordon, “The Veil of Power,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in Roman Imperial Society, ed. 
Richard A. Horsley (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1997), p. 129.
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in heaven and earth 
things visible and invisible 
whether thrones or dominions 
whether rulers or powers

What’s he talking about here? He wants to convey in no uncertain terms that “all 
things” are created in Christ. This phrase, “all things,” recurs throughout the poem. 
And to make clear the sheer comprehensive and universal scope of what he is talking 
about, Paul invites his hearers to imagine all things “in heaven and earth.” Then he 
adds to that “visible and invisible.”

Now try to imagine everything in heaven and on earth, and everything visible and 
invisible. What’s left?

Nothing is left. That covers everything.
Yes, but just in case, Paul will push our imagination even further. All things, he 

says— whether in heaven or on earth, visible or invisible-—are created in Christ. Then 
he adds, “Whether thrones or dominions, whether rulers or powers,” In case you 
thought there were some high-level structures, institutions, powers or authorities that 
might be exempt from this radical claim, Paul wants to make sure that they too are 
included in the “all things” created in, through and for Christ.

Isn’t all o f that a reference to ancient beliefs about heavenly forces, astral deities and the 
like?

But Paul insists that he is talking about all things in heaven and on earth, visible and 
invisible. That would suggest to us that “thrones, dominions, rulers and powers” can
not simply be a reference to “invisible” or “heavenly” realities— they must also have a 
visible and earthly reference. Indeed, the parallelism of the text would seem to indi
cate that these powers are both earthly and heavenly, visible and invisible.12 Through
out the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures (the Septuagint), the word throne 
(ithronos) “is used 123 times of kings and dynasties, emphasizing the continuity and 
legitimacy of royal office.”13 Thrones are centralized structures of political, economic 
and military authority Dominions (kyriotetes) refers to actual realms over which a 
ruler exercises sovereignty The empire was a dominion. While rulers (archai) could 
refer to spiritual entities, this was an extension of the normal political, military and 
other uses of power in daily sociocultural life. And the main use of powers (exousia) is 
not in reference to spiritual beings but to what Walter Wink calls the “legitimations, 
sanctions, and permissions that undergird the everyday exercise of power,”

So it isn’t a stretch to say that in the Roman empire, “thrones, dominions, rulers 
and powers” referred to Rome— to its ruler, Caesar, on the throne established by the

1 W alter Wink, Naming the Powers: The Language of Power in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1984), p. 11. 

uIbid., p. 18.
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gods, to his dominion over all of the known world, established and maintained by the 
power and might of the empire.

Are you saying that all o f this language is in reference to politics?
Well, not just politics, but the very shape of life in the empire. For example, the 

“powers” that legitimate and sanction the way power is exercised in the empire are 
not just military regiments or threats of capital punishment but the very structure of 
life, including relationships of client and patron, slaves and masters. The imperial cal
endar (beginning as it did with the birth of Augustus and marked by dates of impor
tance to the empire), imperial architecture and images of the emperor that were in 
your face wherever you turned— all of this functioned as a “power” in the life of sub
jects to the empire. Paul is addressing these dynamics of daily life in his use of this 
language. It would be impossible for his listeners to hear this list— thrones, domin
ions, rulers, powers-—and not have thought of imperial thrones, imperial rule, the 
emperor and his court, and imperial sanctions and legitimations.

None o f this has to do with spiritual forces?
That is not quite our point. All of this has to do with “spiritual forces”— the spiri

tual force of the empire.
But what about spiritual beings? Isn't Paul referring to spiritual forces like fallen angels, 

demons and the like?
To begin with, remember that Paul has said visible and invisible, earthly and 

heavenly. So there is a clear reference to something that goes beyond socioeconomic 
structures of political and military power. We believe in demons, and if we had the 
eyes to see we would discern their destructive power in both personal and struc
tural dimensions of life. Having said that, it is important not to make a division in 
our thinking between so-called spiritual forces and earthly structures. You see, it 
seems to us that the text wants to say that all thrones, dominions, rulers and powers 
are, at root, spiritual in character. The question is, which spirit is directing these 
structures of the cosmos?

So rather than entering the debate regarding whether Paul is talking about angels 
or about economic structures, we suggest that there is a spiritual dimension to all so
cioeconomic and political structures. That spiritual dimension has to do with 
whether these structures of our life are directed by an idolatrous spirit of empire or 
the Spirit of God in Christ, who created all of these structures of life and before whom 
they are subject.15

So the point o f insisting that all things— even thrones and rulers— are created “through 
him and fo r  him” is to say that even though the empire structures and organizes life in idol-

13Xhe debate about the nature of these thrones, dominions, rulers and powers is judiciously mediated by
Andrew T. Lincoln, "Liberation from the Powers: Supernatural Spirits or Societal Structures?” in The Bible
in Human Society; ed. M. D. Carroll, David Clines and Philip R. Davies (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Aca-
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citrous self-promotion and self-preservation, the Christian community knows that really they 
are themselves subject to Christ. Is that it?

Sure looks that way, doesn’t it? Now just think how liberating, and how subver
sive, this would have been for the early Christian community All around them the 
thrones, dominions, rulers and powers exert their imperial control, and along comes 
Paul and deconstructs them all in the name of Christ! Their sovereignty is false, and 
that means the Christian community need not render to them the absolute obedience 
they demand. We are subject to another ruler, bow before a messianic throne, live in 
the dominion known as the kingdom of God, and are shaped through the power 
manifest in Christ, who is the image of God, not Caesar.

This stiH doesn’t quite explain to me why you had to name names.
We have already argued that Paul’s language was, in effect, naming names. He 

didn’t have to say “Caesar” or “the imperial cult” or explicitly refer to the images of 
the emperor and empire that were everywhere. The listening community would have 
filled in the blanks for themselves.

So why not let the contemporary listening community fill in the blanks too? Why get so 
explicit by identifying certain corporations or cultural systems as these thrones and domin
ions today?

Maybe because we aren’t so sure that the church would get it.
If Paul wus pretty convinced that his community— made up o f new Christians— would 

get it, why don’t you have faith that the church today would get it too?
Because the church today is more enculturated, more taken captive by the domi

nant culture, more comfortable in the empire, than that radical group of young con
verts in the first century.

Okay, say that today’s church needs a targum that is more explicit than the church needed 
in Paul’s day. But still, why these names? Why these institutions and power structures rather 
than others?

Of course other institutions could have been used. There is nothing more prob
lematic with AT&T or Microsoft than with IBM. And we could have just as easily re
ferred to General Electric or Boeing as to the Pentagon, because these are two signif
icant players in the military-industrial complex. Nor is there any particular reason 
why Disney should get pride of place over any other expression of the American en
tertainment industry. Any of these— and other-—Institutions and corporate structures 
could have been named.

The point was simply to name some names in order to suggest that we are not deal
ing with simply abstract principles. When Paul says that Christ is the image of the 
invisible God, contemporary readers of his poem have to ask both, what are the im
ages that he is confronting in his imperial context, and what are the images that we 
confront? What is it that seeks to captivate our imagination? What are the imperial 
forces of our existence in the twenty-first century? So we referred to the centralizing
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of military power in the Pentagon, the imagination industry symbolized by Disney, 
and a couple of corporations that in their advertising and corporate images seem to 
epitomize the dynamics of a cybernetically driven corporate capitalism.

The trick to reading a text like this, then, is to pay close attention to its first context, so 
that we can then make the appropriate jump to our context?

Yes, that is part of it. But the church doesn’t hear this text in all of its power because 
there is a deeper problem than just a lack of historical background. We have also lost 
the comprehensive vision of the text. Because we have been so preoccupied with “in- 
canting anemic souls into heaven,” as Wendell Berry puts it, we have missed the fact 
that this poem envisions nothing less than the reconciliation of all of creation. If “all 
things” are created in, through and for Christ— even the thrones, dominions, rulers 
and powers— and “all things” are reconciled through the blood of the cross, then the 
power of this good news must permeate all of life.

The problem with narrowly spiritualistic interpretations of these thrones and do
minions is that they leave the temporal structures of oppression alone.

The church hasn't necessarily found that to be problematic. Aren’t you playing into a kind 
o f Marxist liberation theology when you begin to talk o f the temporal structures o f oppression?

Not all discussions of oppressive social structures are Marxist.17 Some are deeply 
rooted in the biblical story, especially the prophetic texts and the Gospels. And, we 
have argued, precisely such a critique is central to Paul’s letter here— a critique rooted 
in the Scriptures of Israel.

You see, when the Christian community abandons discussion of oppressive social 
structures, there are consequences. In the first instance, if the Christian voice is ab
sent, then the discussion necessarily goes on without a Christian perspective. It is not 
surprising that other worldviews and categories of analysis fill in the void. And if 
Christians don’t like those worldviews— whether they be Marxist, anarchist, “green” 
or whatever— then they really have no right to complain. After all, these same upset 
Christians had left the world of oppressive social and economic structures for some
one else to worry about.

A lack of attention to the temporal stmctures of oppression is devastating for the com
munity that follows Jesus. Berry describes a dualistic church in an imperial context:

[The church] has, for the most part, stood silently by while a predatory economy has 
ravaged the world, destroyed its natural beauty and health, divided and plundered its 
human communities and households. It has flown the flag and chanted the slogans of 
empire. It has assumed with the economists that “economic forces” automatically work

16Wendell Berry, “Christianity and the Survival of Creation,” in Sex, Economy, Freedom and Community (New 
York: Pantheon, 1993), p. 114.

17lndeed, the nineteenth-century Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper offered profoundly biblical structural 
analysis of the dynamics of poverty in a capitalist society in his 1891 address The Problem oj Poverty, ed. 
fames W  Skillen (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker/Washington. D.C.: Center for Public lustice, 1991).
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for good and has assumed with the industrialists and militarists that technology deter
mines history. It has assumed with almost everybody that “progress” is good, that it is 
good to be modern and up with the times. It has admired Caesar and comforted him in 
his depredations and defaults. But in its de facto alliance with Caesar, Christianity con
nives directly in the murder of Creation.18

That’s a pretty negative assessment o f the church.
It sure is! And it is a far cry from Paul’s vision of the Christian community. For Paul, 

rather than “flying the flag of empire,” the church is a community in refusal of the 
empire which bears the image of another Lord in its daily life. The church reimagines 
the world in the image of the invisible God. Because this is a body (soma) subject to 
a head (kephale) whose lordship overrules Caesar’s, the church replaces the body pol
itic of the empire.

This is an incredibly audacious way fo r  a vulnerable little community to view itself!
Yes, but given the cosmic vision of creation and redemption Paul’s poem pro

claims, audacity is nothing new to this community. That’s why we had to name names 
and spell things out the way we did. In the face of the domestication of the church 
and its accommodation to empire, our language is forced to be over the top. The 
poem of Colossians 1:15-20 has the potential not only to set our imagination free 
from the captivity of empire but also to shatter the way our dualism has restricted our 
faith. A split-vision worldview that divides faith from life, church from culture, the
ology from economics, prayer from politics and worship from everyday work will al
ways render Christian faith irrelevant to broad sociocultural forces. And that is ex
actly what the empire wants— a robust, piously engaging private faith that will never 
transgress the public square. Allow religion to shape private imagination, but leave 
the rest of life, the public and dominant imagination, to the empire. Only as we break 
through this dualism can the poem be given enough space in our lives to liberate our 
imagination. Failing to see that this poem proclaims a vision of cosmic redemption 
and failing to see that all of life is created and redeemed in Christ, we fail to even ask 
how this redemption is made visible in our daily, earthly existence. So yes, in the face 
of empire, this is an audacious vision of life.

But can it fly in a postmodern world?
Good question. Let’s try it out in the next chapter.

I0Berry, “Christianity and the Survival," p. 115.
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The Colossian Christians had trouble on both sides. To many Jews they were here
tics, and to the empire they were seditious. Think about it for a moment. Here they 
were, a group primarily composed of Gentile converts to the way of Jesus. They had 
believed the good news of Jesus that Epaphras had proclaimed to them (1:6). They 
knew that this Jesus was embraced by his followers, and now embraced by them, as 
the Messiah of Israel. Believing the gospel and becoming followers of Jesus meant that 
these Gentiles now had also accepted the story of Israel as somehow their own. Like 
all converts, they began to passionately investigate that story. That is why Paul can 
write a letter to them that will assume they know both the overall shape of Israel’s 
story and certain very important details.

But there is an immediate problem. Followers of “the Way”-— that is, people like 
Nympha and Lydia, Onesimus and Tychicus who embrace Jesus of Nazareth as the 
Messiah of Israel— are a controversial and sometimes despised group in the eyes of 
Judaism of the first century. “You may, in your pagan foolishness, accept Jesus as Mes
siah,” say their Jewish detractors, “but we know that he was yet another failed messiah 
who uttered blasphemy, and his followers are heretics within Israel.” It had to be pain
ful and confusing to these early Christians to be rejected by the faith tradition and 
community that gave birth to their faith in Jesus.

That was only half of their problem, though. It is one thing to be heretics within a 
community that is itself a minority within the Roman empire. It is quite another thing 
to hold a faith that is seditious to the empire. How do you go about confessing Christ 
as Lord when everything all around you— all the power structures, the images that 
dominate your daily life and even the very temporal rhythms of that life— declare the 
sovereignty, lordship, honor and glory of the empire and its emperor?

Tbi«: was as vp.xinp a nroblem for first-centurv Christians as it is for twenty-first-
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century Christians. How do you confess with integrity that Christ is Lord of the cos
mos when global economics and the cybernetic revolution seem to demonstrate deci
sively that economic determinism fueled by information technology is sovereign over 
the affairs of the world? And if you could find a way to make this confession in the face 
of such conflicting evidence, then how do you have the audacity to claim that the 
Christian gospel is true when the violent history of Christendom seems to demonstrate 
that such “truth” has often made common cause with violence and repression?

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Back to Colossians.

Paul’s Preoccupation with Truth
Given the tenuous relationship the early Christian movement had to both its Jewish 
forebears and the imperial regime of Rome, it is not surprising that the epistle to the 
Colossians seems to be preoccupied with questions of truth and knowledge. After all, 
the question of heresy is fundamentally a question of truth. Is this a true fulfillment 
of the promises and hopes of Israel? Is the Christian reinterpretation of the story of 
Israel in light of the story of Jesus true? Is the gospel proclaimed by Epaphras, and 
now articulated by Paul, true? And if we recognize that those with the power get to 
say what counts as truth and legitimate knowledge, then how does this small, strug
gling community manage to embrace and embody an alternative truth in an empire 
that can afford to have a monopoly on truth? Here we have a problem that the Jewish 
and Christian communities had in common. How do you sustain profound commit
ments and truth claims that tend to be rather exclusive (“there is no Lord but God,” 
for first-century Jews, and “there is no Lord but Christ,” for first-century Christians) 
in the face of a monolithic empire that subsumes all spiritualities and religious op
tions under one imperial cult?

Upon even a cursory reading, it is clear that Paul knows that truth and knowledge 
are central issues for this young Christian community. He first describes the gospel 
they have received as a “word of truth” that has come to this community (1:5). He 
then goes on to pray that the community might be filled with “the knowledge of God’s 
will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding” (1:9). Such a knowledge, like all true 
knowledge, will engender a praxis (“bear fruit in every good work”) that itself results 
in further growth “in the knowledge of God” (1:10). Moreover, the author invites the 
community to understand their life prior to their conversion as a hostility of “mind” 
(1:21). And he says his deepest hope for this community is that the word of God be 
“fully known” (1:25) in their midst. He teaches “everyone in all wisdom” so that ev
eryone in the community will come to maturity in Christ (1:28).

When Paul begins to describe what that maturity will look like, he remains fo
cused on matters of wisdom and knowledge. He says that he longs for this commu
nity to have “assured understanding” and sure and secure “knowledge of God’s mys
tery, that is, Christ himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
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knowledge” (2:2-3). Such secure knowledge is necessary lest the community be taken 
“captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition” (2:8). 
While such deceitful philosophy is dismissed as a mere “appearance of wisdom” 
(2:23), he counsels the community to have a mind set on the risen and ascended 
Christ. This is a mind rooted in the narrative of Christ died, risen, ascended and com
ing again (3:1-4). Moreover, this is the mind of the new self, “which is being renewed 
in knowledge according to the image of its creator” (3:10). To conclude this quick 
survey of themes of knowledge and truth in this epistle, note that the “word of truth” 
we met in chapter one is said to “dwell. . . richly” in the lives of the Colossian believ
ers as they “teach and admonish one another in all wisdom” (3:16) and seek to speak 
to outsiders with wisdom and grace (4:5-6).

We have highlighted the repetition of words like all and everyone because we must 
remember that Paul is writing this letter in the face of the all-encompassing claims of 
the empire. It would seem that he adopts a rhetorical strategy of matching compre
hensive claims with comprehensive claims. Do you think that riches of wisdom and 
knowledge are to be found in Rome, in its plurality of cults subsumed under the im
perial cult? Are you impressed with the scope of the empire which encompasses ev
eryone? Then, says Paul, let me tell you that true wisdom is found in Christ alone and 
that just as the empire is growing and taking claim of the whole world, so also is the 
word of truth growing and bearing fruit in “the whole world” (1:6).

Of course, all of this is as seditious in the first century as it is heard as totalitarian 
absolutism in the twenty-first century Remember that William’s immediate problem 
with Colossians was the huge claims it makes for itself— its preoccupation with total
ity as evidenced in the language of “all” and its pretentious statements about wisdom 
and knowledge. Again, it would appear that the absolute is hitting us in the face. le t ’s 
try to look at this more closely.

Colossians as a Worldview Book
It is clear that Paul is preoccupied with knowledge writ large. He is concerned to 
ground this community in a knowing, a truth that is as all-encompassing and as 
broad in its scope as anything that either Judaism or the empire has to offer. At stake 
here are foundational questions about the story of the world, the nature of human
ity, the source of salvation and the locus of truth. If you will, this epistle answers 
ultimate questions like “where are we? who are we? what’s wrong? and what’s the 
remedy?” Such questions are the stuff that worldviews are made of. In its few 
pages, this letter offers its readers a foundational understanding of the nature of the 
cosmos, an anthropology, an understanding of evil, and a clear proclamation of the

LBrian J. Walsh and J. Richard Middleton, The Transforming Vision: Shaping a Christian World View (Downers
Til  , D , n « .  I n o / I A  1
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way evil is overcome and resolution is offered to the cosmos. The epistle to the Co
lossians unpacks the contours of its worldview in terms of the story of Israel and of 
Jesus, the implications of this story for the daily lives of the believing community 
and it does so in the face of a struggle between the dominant symbols of Israel, 
Rome and the church.2

As a worldview text, Colossians weaves for its readers and hearers a vision of life. 
It tells us who rules the world, where the world has come from and where it is going, 
where wisdom is ultimately to be found, and even which community of people holds 
the promise and destiny of the world in its hearts and lives. The worldview on offer 
here seeks to provide this young Christian community with a fundamental orienta
tion in life. Orientation is a matter of navigation, a matter of getting the “lay of the 
land” in order to go somewhere. Therefore worldviews are not simply visions o f life 
but always also visions/or life. “They are both descriptive o f the world, providing their 
adherents with the lens through which they can understand and interpret the world, 
and prescriptive fo r  the world, providing the community with its most foundational 
values and norms.”3

But as soon as we say that Colossians is an ancient writing preoccupied with some
thing like what we today describe as a worldview, we find ourselves in some tension 
with the postmodern cultural and intellectual climate. The problem with worldviews 
is they are worldviews. In other words, they are by definition comprehensive in scope, 
seeking to present an integrating vision that encompasses everything. In this respect 
they bear some uncomfortable likeness to empires. Or, in more postmodern terms, 
they are inherently totalizing. Michel Foucault puts it this way: “A total description 
draws all phenomena around a single center— a principle of meaning, a spirit, a 
world-view, an overall shape."4 Such total descriptions depend on a singular way of 
describing the world, a singular narrative. But singular views of the world come at a 
price. To maintain their own singular superiority, they must negate all other visions, 
all other narratives. That is to say, worldviews have a tendency to become absolutistic 
ideologies which forget that they are particular ways of conceiving life that have been 
constructed by particular traditions, religions or communities in particular times and 
places. Worldviews-turned-ideologies present their view of the world as simply the 
way the world is. They are worldviews that function so well that it is forgotten that 
they are “views.”

2N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (London: SPCK/Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), pp. 
109-12, 122-26.

T rian J. Walsh, “Worldviews," in The Complete Book of Everyday Christianity, ed. Robert Banks and R. Paul 
Stevens (Downers Grove, 111.: InterVarsity Press, 1997), p. 1137. See also James H. Olthuis, “On World
views,” Christian Scholar's Review 14, no. 2 (1985): 153-64.

4Michel Foucault, An Archeology of Knowledge, trans. A, M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon, 1972), 
n in
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In light'of the postmodern suspicion of worldviews, it is not surprising that a 
young man like William, raised within a Christian tradition that uses such lan
guage, ducks when he hears talk of worldviews. Worldview discourse and being 
“punched in the face” by the absolute go hand in hand. Worldview language tends 
to take on the role of the protector of an ideologically shaped orthodoxy that will 
fence you in, inhibit creativity, close you down to other perspectives and impose 
uniformity and sameness.5 In a postmodern world we become aware of the con
structed character of our worldviews and recognize (so the argument goes) that no 
story, no vision, no orientation or worldview can be absolute. And “once we let go 
of absolutes, nobody gets to have a position that is anything other than a position. - 
Nobody gets to speak for God, nobody gets to speak for American values, nobody 
gets to speak for nature.”6

So we come back to Colossians. If this is a worldview text that presents a compre
hensive vision of and for life, rooted in the narratives of Israel and Jesus, then how 
might we be able to hear it and make it our own in a postmodern age? To help us get 
at this question, we will look for a moment at another scholar who has taken to read
ing Colossians as a worldview text.7 Things are about to get a little technical for a few 
pages, but there is an important problem here that we need to address. And it will all 
come back to “truth.”

In his book The Hope o f Glory: Education and Exhortation in the Epistle to the Colos
sians, Walter Wilson describes a worldview as “a person’s comprehensive and pre- 
reflective understanding of reality, an integrating framework of fundamental consider
ations which gives context, direction, and meaning to life in light of one’s ultimate 
commitments.” As such, worldviews integrate “knowledge and experience into a sym
bolic totality” that “serves as a map of fact and value for a person, legitimating all roles, 
priorities, and institutions by situating them in the context of the broadest horizon o f  
reference conceivable, bestowing meaning on all domains of life.”8

Using this understanding of worldviews, Wilson argues that the purpose of the 
epistle to the Colossians is to lead this young community to so internalize their new 
worldview that its understanding of “the broader structures that order society and the 
powers and priorities that govern those structures are [recognized to be] inevitable or 
!natural.'” This internalization will then serve to profoundly legitimate Paul’s gospel

5Brian Walsh has discussed the relation of worldview and ideology further in "Transformation: Dynamic 
Worldview or Repressive Ideology,” Journal of Education and Christian Belief 4 , no. 2 (Autumn 2000): 101-14.

W alter Traett Anderson, Reality Isn’t What It Used to Be (San Francisco: Harper &  Row, 1990), p. 183.
7Much of the material, in this chapter was first published in an article by Brian Walsh, “Regimes of Truth 
and the Rhetoric of Deceit: Colossians 2 in Postmodern Context,” Interface: A Forum for Theology in the 
World 2, no. 1 (May 1999): 23-37. This article also appeared in Pro Rege 28 , no. 3 (March 2000): 10-17.

AValter T. Wilson, The Hope of Glory: Education and Exhortation in the Epistle to the Colossians, Supplements 
to Novum Testamentum 88 (New York: Brill, 1997), p. 100. Italics added.

9Ibid.. dd. 102-3.
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while delegitimating any variant perspective as “deviant and disruptive.”10
There is something appealing about this worldview analysis of the epistle to the 

Colossians. It is hard to read this text as doing anything less than promoting the va
lidity and ultimate truth of a particular “cosmic-social-anthropological order.”11 New 
Testament scholar John Barclay says that Colossians offers “an integrated view of re
ality” and “a comprehensive vision of truth.”12 This is the stock and trade of world
views. Colossians is indeed a worldview text.

But that creates a problem for us. As we have already begun to see, within a post
modern context some dimensions of such an analysis are immediately problematic. 
Postmodern discourse is deeply suspicious of all talk of totality Systems of symbolic 
totality are subjected to a radical hermeneutic of suspicion precisely because they hide 
their constructed character behind reifications of that which is viewed simply as “nat
ural” in order to legitimate conformity to their own horizon o f reference , 13 Such self
legitimation is achieved only by violently delegitimating all other worldviews, which 
are dismissed as deviant. But if modernity, with its penchant for totality and its con
comitant marginalization, totalitarian control and violence, “has given us as much ter
ror as we can take,”14 then it might well be arguable that what postmodern people 
need is not a map that naturalizes the world in terms of our totality constructs but a 
moral instruction that will “de-naturalize some of the dominant features of our way 
of life; to point out that those entities that we unthinkingly experience as ‘natural’ are 
in fact ‘cultural’; made by us not given to us.”15

The issue here isn’t whether Wilson’s analysis of Colossians as a worldview text 
is fruitful for understanding this ancient epistle in its historical context. The prob
lem comes when we attempt to appropriate this text as our own in a postmodern 
context. Colossians may well be a worldview text par excellence, but worldviews 
do not fare well in a postmodern climate. What are we to make of a text that claims 
to be rooted in a Christ “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and un
derstanding” (2:3) and who is encountered in a “word of the truth” (1:5) that im
parts assured understanding and knowledge of the very divine will (cf. 1:6, 9-10; 
2 :2-3; 3 :10, 16)? Can this word of truth, as articulated in this letter, together with 
its comprehensive truth claims, be believable— indeed livable— in a postmodern 
cultural context?

‘“ibid., p. 104.
"ibid.
12John M. G. Barclay, Colossians and Philemon, New Testament Guides (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic, 

1997), p. 77.
°A  worldview is reified when we forget that it is itself a cultural product. See Peter Berger, The Sacred Can

opy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1967).
14Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneap

olis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 81.
15r J -   t1 . .  T W * ----J ----; ------------------------------------- 1 D Q D \  n  0
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Regimes o f  Truth
Foucault both heightens our problem and sharpens it. Remember that Colossians 
is preoccupied with “truth.” In a rather famous statement, here is Foucault’s take 
on truth:

Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of con
straint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its 
“general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes 
function as true; the mechanism and instances which enable one to distinguish true and 
false statements; the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures 
accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with say
ing what counts as true.16

This quote wonderfully sums up a postmodern antirealist, constructivist episte- 
mology. Let’s pay attention to what Foucault is saying. Truth is not found, nor does it 
“come” to us from any place beyond our worldly realities. Truth is made, it is pro
duced, and such production (like all production) requires the imposition of power, 
of constraint. Once such a constructed vision of things is taken to be true, it becomes 
a regime, a structure of political control that will determine what kind of discourse 
might function as true, how one will establish and sanction truth within such a dis
course, which techniques will be authorized as legitimate paths to truth, and how the 
truth-tellers within the regime will be regarded. If Foucault’s devaluation of truth as 
simply power grabs of various regimes is at all on target, then religious faith in gen
eral, and any quick appropriation of the faith on offer in Colossians in particular, is 
in deep trouble.

Let’s take a look at Colossians 2 :8 -2 3  and read it, for a moment, through 
postmodern— Foucauldian— eyes.

See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to 
human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to 
Christ. For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness 
in him, who is the head of every ruler and authority. In him also you were circumcised 
with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision of 
Christ; when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through 
faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. And when you were dead in 
trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive together with him, 
when he forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the record that stood against us with its legal 
demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross. He disarmed the rulers and authorities 
and made a public example of them, triumphing over them in it.

Therefore do not let anyone condemn you in matters of food and drink or of observ-

16Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and other Writings, 1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon
C M ™ , v — 1„. n — <-1 n n o / il _  n i
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ing festivals, new moons, or sabbaths. These are only a shadow of what is to come, but 
the substance belongs to Christ. Do not let anyone disqualify you, insisting on self- 
abasement and worship of angels, dwelling on visions, puffed up without cause by a hu
man way of thinking, and not holding fast to the head, from whom the whole body, 
nourished and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows with a growth that is 
from God.

If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe, why do you live as if 
you still belonged to the world? Why do you submit to regulations, “Do not handle, Do 
not taste, Do not touch”? All these regulations refer to things that perish whth use; they 
are simply human commands and teachings. These have indeed an appearance of wis
dom in promoting self-imposed piety, humility, and severe treatment of the body, but 
they are of no value in checking self-indulgence.

In this passage Paul is warning the Colossian converts to be careful lest they be 
taken captive by “philosophy” and “empty deceit,” He then, as in the rest of Colos
sians, continues to make claims that are deemed incredible from a postmodern per
spective. Consistent with the cosmic claims made in the Christ poem of 1:15-20, Paul 
claims in 2:9 that in Christ the fullness of deity dwells bodily. Here is an affirmation 
of universal presence manifest in the embodied particularity of one historical person. 
The totalizing tone continues when Christ is confessed to be the “head of every ruler 
and authority” (2:10) because he has disarmed and made public examples of such 
rulers and authorities (2:15). Totality systems are regimes of truth, and regimes defeat 
their enemies.

Beyond the content of Paul’s attack on the opposing philosophy we can recognize 
all the telltale characteristics of a regime of truth in his rhetoric. Isn’t Paul engaging 
in a rather clear act of “constraint” here? “Don’t be taken in by this other voice, this 
dissenting perspective!” And doesn’t the passage seem to presuppose some clear 
“mechanisms” by which Paul distinguishes the truth from falsehood— namely, the fi
nal authority of the Christ story and his interpretation of that story? Does not his de
piction of the “philosophy” as a “human tradition," a “human way of thinking” that 
imposes “human commands and teachings,” assume a certain kind of discourse—  
apostolic discourse— that has an exclusive claim on truth? Isn’t it a rather clear impli
cation that while his opponents have a human tradition, Paul’s own apostolic tradi
tion comes with divine sanction and authority?

Doesn’t all of this suggest that Paul’s rhetoric reflects an inherently totalizing re
gime of truth designed to wipe out alterity, delegitimate difference and allow only for 
the univocal discourse of orthodoxy? Isn’t this rhetoric precisely the kind of privileg
ing of a single narrative, a single vision of life, that postmodemity has taught us to 
suspect? If postmodernity could be described as “a way of attending to the world that 
finds itself without the authority to dismiss other ways” because these other ways, 
other visions, “all remain equally present and equally capable of engendering persua
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sive accounts of things,”17 then this text is decidedly alien to a postmodern culture 
and can be read only as fundamentally repressive in its attempt to silence the voice of 
any other perspective.

This would be one way of reading this text— and it is a way that is becoming com
mon among postmodern biblical critics. These scholars would argue that just as mod
em technologies of power are based on claims to self-evidence and truth, so also 
Paul’s discourse is intended to control power relations in the early Christian commu
nities, and this control is given ultimate legitimacy by claims to apostolic authority 
and truth.18

But what about the adherents of the philosophy under attack in this passage? What 
about those who are advocating the “philosophy” that is challenged in Colossians 21 
Would a postmodern sensitivity to marginalization and the way totality thinking cre
ates deviance lead us to ask different questions regarding the censored voice in this 
text? In this light, the authors of The Postmodern Bible raise a number of questions:

To what extent have the echoes of other voices in these letters been drowned out simply 
by being labeled the opponents, the biblical scholar’s equivalent of the term other? To what 
extent does the term opponents connote the normativity of Paul’s own discourse? And to 
what extent does such Pauline commentary become an extension of Paul’s own dis
course, a testament to its cooptive power, and a repetition of its gesture of exclusion? A 
Foucauldian reading would attempt a different rendering of the multiple voices within 
the Pauline corpus. It would attempt to rearticulate competing interpretations of tmth 
in terms other than those of norm and aberration.19

Here we meet a distinctively postmodern reading strategy. Unmask the power grab 
involved in the text, deconstruct the normativity of the author’s voice and give back 
legitimate voice to that which has been silenced and marginalized.

But while at first glance this seems to be an ethically motivated hermeneutic, in 
the end it is, we suggest, a facile strategy It has, if you will, an “appearance of wis
dom,” but it is of no profit for really hearing the voice of the marginalized. You see, 
telling us that the term opponents “connotes the normativity” of the writer’s discourse 
isn’t all that insightful or creative. 0/ course such language connotes normativity! So 
what? And we certainly shouldn’t be duped into thinking that such a strategy is in the 
service of hermeneutical peace, respect for the other and abandonment of the rhetoric 
of deviance and opponents. What such “reading against the grain”20 of the text actu
ally accomplishes is a new kind of violence with a new opponent who is deemed to

17Joseph Natoli, A Primer to Postmodemity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), p. 16.
lsElizabeth Castelli, Imitating Paul; A Discourse of Power (Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox, 1991).
l9Bible and Culture Collective, The Postmodern Bible (New Haven, Conn.; Yale University Press, 1995), p. 

143. Similar sentiments are found in Stephen D, Moore’s Poststructuralism and the New Testament: Derrida 
and Foucault at the Foot of the Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994).

2CIbid., p. 275.
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have deviated from another assumed normative stance. The new deviant, the new op
ponent, is the power-grabbing Paul (and the Scriptures attributed to Paul), imposing 
a totalizing vision on the early Christian community The poststructuralist critic will 
employ all the same rhetorical techniques, assuming the ethical normativity of her 
own postmodern stance, against Paul as the apostle did against his opponents.

If deconstruction is fascinated with the marginal, the repressed and the border
line—-with the way in which “deviant modes of thought are excluded’*21— then we are 
not sure that we have made any progress simply by judging Paul’s thought to be de
viant, requiring exclusion from our biblical scholarship and Christian lives. Indeed 
such readings, we contend, perpetuate the violence.

W hose Regime Is It?
Perhaps there is a more creative way forward. Rather than myopically applying a 
hermeneutic of trust to the marginal voice of the “philosophy” under attack in Colos
sians 2 and a hermeneutic of suspicion to the orthodoxy by which this philosophy is 
judged, what happens if we apply a Foucauldian critique to both the author of Co
lossians 2 and the philosophy itself?22 Of course, the first part of this proposal is easier 
to execute. We actually have the text of Colossians 2 to deconstruct. We do not have 
a text of the philosophy under question. Indeed there is considerable debate as to the 
exact identity of this “philosophy.” While there have been various interpretive recon
structions, it is fair to say that “precision and clarity is really an impossible task” when 
attempting to identify this “philosophy.”23 We will not attempt to offer any particular 
reconstruction of this philosophy. Rather, we are concerned with the nature of Paul’s 
attack on it. What happens if we apply Foucault’s description of regimes of truth to 
the philosophy as we find it here depicted, just as we have applied it to Paul’s rhetoric? 
The results are amazingly similar.

Like all regimes, this philosophy is preoccupied with captivity. Hence Paul warns 
the Colossians to not be taken captive by any deceitful and oppressive regime of truth 
that parades itself as something other than a mere human tradition (2:8). As a regime 
of truth, the philosophy depends on deceit for its power. It has to hide the fact that it 
is a mere human construction, a human tradition. Therefore it “imposes multiple

ZLIbid., p. 121.
22In contrast to a binary opposition between “trust” and “suspicion,” we propose a more dialectical ap

proach. Suspicion always presupposes a stance of trust that has entered into a time of crisis. But suspicion 
is not an end in itself. Rather, the moment of suspicion is always on the way to renewed trust. Paul 
Ricoeur would describe this as a movement from the first naivete of trust through the critical fires of sus
picion and on to a postcritical second naivete. See The Symbolism of Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (Bos
ton: Beacon, 1967), pp. 347-57 . See also Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological 
Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1984), chap. 1.

2 3 Clinton Arnold, The Colossi an Syncretism: The Interface Between Christianity and Folk Belief at Colossae 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1996), p. 228.
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forms of constraint”— do not handle, do not taste, don’t even touch (2:21). This phi
losophy not only “induces regular effects of power,” it is preoccupied with powers, 
rulers and authorities and employs such power precisely for the purposes of exclu
sion. The status of those who are “charged with saying what counts as true” is such 
that they function in the life of the community as self-appointed umpires whose cen
tral role seems to be exercising condemnation, ruling people out (2:16)! And this phi
losophy, this regime of truth, has clear “techniques and procedures which are ac
corded value in the acquisition of truth”; these are procedures of ascetic self- 
abasement (for the creation of docile bodies),24 fasting and ecstatic visions (2:18). The 
point of all of this is to achieve a sharing in the worship of angels, a transcendence 
beyond the situatedness of material reality, in order to somehow enter into a heavenly 
realm that relegates all temporal, bodily existence to mere shadow or appearance 
compared to the essential reality of a disembodied higher realm (v. 18).

Hmm. It looks like a regime of truth, it acts like a regime of truth, it has all the 
telltale characteristics of a regime of truth. Therefore, upon this reading of the philos
ophy at Colossae, Paul has good Foucauldian grounds for dismissing this particular 
“philosophy” as the regime of truth that it is.

But now we have a new problem. It would appear that we are faced with two com
peting, mutually exclusive regimes of truth— Paul’s and the one he here dismisses. If 
this is the case, and if the ethical force of Foucault’s critique of such regimes at all rings 
true to us, then it would seem that a hermeneutic of trust— to say nothing of 
retrieval— is impossible for us.

Perhaps we can formulate another way of putting the question. Is Paul’s gospel a 
regime of truth in ideological combat with another regime of truth? Or is there a 
marked difference between a Foucauldian regime of truth and the “kingdom of [the] 
beloved Son” (1:13) proclaimed in this letter?

Is the Bible a  Regime o f  Truth?
This question, asked of this particular text, must also be asked of the whole Bible. Is 
the biblical metanarrative, together with its large-scale truth claims about the whole 
cosmos, inherently totalizing, violent and oppressive, or are there counterideological, 
antitotalizing dimensions of this grand story that militate against, delegitimate and 
subvert any ideological, violent, totalizing uses of this narrative? Note carefully how 
we have put this question. We are not contesting the fact that the biblical metanarrative 
-—and Paul’s epistles— have been used in totalizing and oppressive ways. The weight 
of Christian history is too great to attempt any such cover-up. What we are asking is 
whether we might discern counterideological tendencies in the biblical tradition that

2+The rendering of bodies as docile is another Foucauldian theme. See Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: The 
Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York; Vintage, 1979). See Elizabeth Castelli, “Interpreta
tions of Power in 1 Corinthians,” Semeia 54 (1992): 197-202.
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undermine such oppressive readings and praxis. Is there anything in the Bible itself 
that, if taken seriously, would prevent or inhibit us from using the Bible as an absolute 
with which to punch people in the face? Our answer is yes!

We discern two such antitotalizing dimensions or trajectories in the biblical meta
narrative. The first consists in a radical sensitivity to suffering which pervades the bib
lical narrative, from the introduction of “covenant" in Genesis 6 to the cross and the on
going expectation that the church must share in Christ’s suffering as part of its 
redemptive presence in the world. The second consists in the rooting of the story in 
God’s overarching creational intent, which delegitimates any narrow, partisan use of the 
story These two dimensions, we suggest, are intrinsic to the biblical metanarrative.25

From God’s decision to make covenant with a creature that had nothing but vio
lence in its heart (Gen 8— 9), to the story of God’s knowing the Israelites’ pain in Egyp
tian bondage and the divine commitment to set the people free (Ex 3:7), to the abra
sive tradition of the psalms of lament (Ps 44 and 88, among others) and the weeping 
prophets (especially Jeremiah, Amos and Hosea), an “embrace of pain” has character
ized the biblical story from the beginning.26 Old Testament scholar Terence Fretheim 
notes that “grief has been characteristic of the history of God almost from the begin
ning of things.” 7 It is important to note that within this overarching biblical narrative 
it is not just that God empathizes with the pain of the people and creation but that 
God, in God’s self, suffers. “By deciding to endure a wicked world, while continuing 
to open up the heart to that world . . . God has decided to take personal suffering 
upon God’s own self.”28

This biblical trajectory is kept alive in the prophets, who tell a story not only of a 
liberating God who hears the cries of a suffering people but of a suffering God, pained 
by the brokenness and infidelity of precisely those people. This is a servant God who 
is burdened by the people’s sins (Is 43:24). Indeed Isaiah speaks of a servant who has 
“borne our infirmities” and is “wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniq
uities” (Is 53:4-5). If Genesis recognizes that “every inclination of the thoughts” of the 
human heart is continually captivated by evil, such that “the earth is filled with vio
lence” (Gen 6:5, 13), then Isaiah realizes that such evil and violence will ultimately 
be let loose on God’s very self. In the voice of the prophets this is a pathos-filled God, 
brokenhearted by the violence that has wreaked havoc in creation.29

The biblical embrace of pain refuses to cover up or deny suffering. To use a post

25J- Richard Middleton and Brian J. Walsh, Truth Is Stranger Than It Used to Be: Biblical Faith in a Postmodern 
Age (Downers Grove, 111.: InterVarsity Press/London; SPCK, 1995), esp. chap. 5.

26Waker Brueggemann, “A Shape for Old Testament Theology II; Embrace of Pain,” Catholic Biblical Quar
terly 47 , no. 3 (July 1995): 395-415 .

27Terence Fretheim, The Suffering of God, Overtures to Biblical Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), p.
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modern metaphor, this biblical trajectory does not make false claims to “presence” 
but instead highlights “absence”— the absence of justice and shalom, and in the la
ment tradition even the absence of God. Biblical texts in this trajectory critique the 
unjust status quo that legitimates itself on the basis of a false presence (notably that 
of the temple and monarchy), in the name of a God of justice and liberation.30

This trajectory of pain and suffering, we suggest, functions as a counterideological 
dimension of the biblical witness. The admitted tendency of worldviews to become 
rigid, exclusivist ideologies, painfully illustrated in much church history, finds a 
counter force here. The centrality of suffering in the biblical narrative serves to dele
gitimate any ideological use of the biblical story that will cause violence within exclu
sionary us-them polarities.31 A story that has God intimately involved with suffering 
and that sees violence to be the root of the human predicament should engender a 
worldview that eschews all violence, including violence to those who radically dis
agree with us.

This leads to the second antitotalizing dimension of the biblical story. If there is a 
biblical trajectory that refuses to legitimate violent us-them polarities, then why does 
the Bible tell us a story of an elect people, chosen out of the rest of humanity as the 
particular object of God’s redemptive concern? Why elect Israel? The answer that 
rings through the biblical witness is that Israel is chosen to be a light to the nations, 
the agent of God’s reconciliation of all creation and all peoples. In this story Israel is 
called to be “a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6) not so it could be a re
gime of truth that exists for the exclusion of others but in order to play a role in the 
restoration of the whole human race.

And it is not just humans that are the object of God’s love. If we look closely at the 
biblical narrative, it is clear that all of creation is to be brought back into covenantal 
relationship with the Creator. In Genesis 9, where we have the establishment of a cov
enant after the flood narrative, the narrator is at pains to make it clear that the cove
nant is not just with Noah and his descendants but with “every living creature” (9:10, 
12-13, 15-17). Because all of creation is party to the covenant, it is not surprising that 
stones can bear witness to covenant renewal ceremonies (Josh 24:27), donkeys can 
speak the word of the Lord (Num 22:22-30), the land can grieve and vomit out its 
inhabitants (Lev 18:28; je r  4:23-28; 14:2-6; Rom 8:22-23), trees and hills can sing

30On the traditions of temple and monarchy as ideological legitimations of false presence, see Middleton 
and Walsh, Truth Is Strange?; pp. 94-95 , 104, 158; and Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), chap. 2.

31That such a statement suggests tension within the biblical witness between traditions of exclusion and 
embrace is simply noted here. Further explication of the meaning of this for inner-biblical interpretation 
will have to be left for another time. Obviously the most telling counterevidence to the tradition of em
brace is the conquest of Canaan recorded in Joshua. Suffice it to say at this point that whatever we might 
make of the conquest narrative, such violence in the name of the kingdom of God could never be justified 
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for joy (Ps 96:12; 98:8), mountains can hear words of prophecy directed only to them 
(Ezek 36:1-15), and even roadside rocks recognize their Redeemer (Lk 19:40).32

There is a wonderful paradox here. It is precisely the creationwide intent of Is
rael’s God that functions as a counterideological, antitotalizing dimension of the bib
lical story. It is precisely its comprehensive, even universal, scope that militates 
against its being co-opted by a totalizing ideology. If this drama has the redemption 
of all of creation as its focus, then any violent, ideological, self-justifying ownership 
of the story— either by nationalistic Jews or by sectarian and self-righteous 
Christians— brings the story to a dramatic dead end that has missed the creationally 
redemptive point.

To summarize these counterideological dimensions of the biblical metanarrative, 
we need to see, first, that a story rooted in and radically attentive to suffering is a story 
of liberation from violently imposed regimes of truth, not a story that legitimates 
newly imposed slavery. Second, a story with the redemption of all of creation as its 
focus subverts any partisan, self-justifying co-option of its message.

Regime o f  Truth or Kingdom o f  the Beloved Son?
The question that remains, however, is whether Paul’s interpretation of the story in 
the letter to the Colossians and in the conflict with the so-called Colossian philosophy 
remains faithful to these counterideological trajectories or imposes an exclusionary 
ideology on the overall biblical story Is the “kingdom of [the] beloved Son” (Col 1:13) 
markedly different from Foucault’s regimes of truth? We suggest that there is a pro
found difference between the two precisely because the very counterideological and 
antitotalizing dimensions of the rest of the biblical narrative are at work in this epistle 
to the Colossians.

We can begin by recalling that the phrase “the kingdom of [God’s] beloved Son” oc
curs in a context in which the apostle is making a direct allusion to the exodus 
tradition— the very tradition that is foundational to Israel’s memory of suffering and 
pain. Paul encourages his readers/hearers, to give thanks to the Father, “who has en
abled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light. He has rescued us from 
the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in 
whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (1:12-14). This language of inher
itance, forgiveness and rescue from one empire in order to be freed in another king
dom harks back to the exodus narrative. It was Israel who was rescued from the impe
rial captivity of Egypt. It was Israel who received the promised land as an inheritance. 
And it was to rebellious Israel that God revealed himself as a God of forgiveness (see Ex 
32:7— 34:10). Now, says Paul, we experience an exodus liberation in Jesus.

32Brian J. Walsh, Marianne Karsh and Nik Ansell, "Trees, Forestry and the Responsiveness of Creation," 
Cross Currents 44 , no. 2 (Summer 1994): 149-62. This article is also included in This Sacred Earth: Reli
gion, Nature, Environment, ed, Roger S. Gottlieb (New York: Routledge, 1995), pp. 423-35.
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Interpreting the Jesus story in light of the exodus tradition, Paul is saying that in 
Jesus the final exodus from slavery to freedom, from darkness to light, from empire 
to kingdom is accomplished. In postmodern terms, this liberation is not in order to 
enslave us in yet another regime that would violently imposes its ideology on us. In
deed while regimes of truth invariably trade on the sense of guilt and unworthiness 
of their subjects, this kingdom is rooted in forgiveness. In place of the exclusionary 
constraints of self-imposed umpires who would rule us out, who would pound us 
with an absolute standard before which we could not stand, the kingdom of the be
loved Son is a reign of forgiving and welcoming inclusion.

A kingdom of loving inclusion must be established in a radically different way 
from regimes of truth. It is not surprising therefore that, in profound contrast to re
gimes of truth with their multiple forms of constraint, the kingdom of the beloved 
Son is a kingdom won not through violence imposed on others but through violence 
imposed upon the Son. Notice that the cross is at the very heart of our text:

And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made 
you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the record 
that stood against us with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross. He 
disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing 
over them in it.

Again, the foundation of this kingdom is not in self-righteous exclusion but in the 
inclusion of forgiveness.

There is in this text a profound sense of an oppressive force that must be de
feated. This is a force of death because it strips human life of its vitality and joy in 
the face of a damning absolute. But if the rulers and authorities, regimes and em
pires that so oppress us are to be defeated, they must be defeated not by further 
violence but by sacrificial love. That is precisely how Paul describes the victory of 
the kingdom of the beloved Son over the regimes of truth in this passage. Andrew 
Lincoln notes, “The powers of evil are defeated not by some overwhelming display 
of divine power but by the weakness of Christ’s death.” Moreover, when viewed in 
the light of Jesus’ resurrection, “the death of the victim, who has absorbed the de
structive forces of the powers, becomes precisely the point at which their domina
tion is decisively brought to an end. Their claims, their accusations, their oppres
sive and divisive influence have all been subverted by a very different power: the 
power of the victim on the cross.”

Is there a life-and-death struggle between two worldviews here? Yes. Does Paul’s gos
pel make large, universalizing, even total claims? Yes. Is there a power struggle going on 
here? Indeed! From the author’s point of view this is the power struggle of the cosmos.

33Andrew T. Lincoln, "The Letter to the Colossians,” in The New Interpreters Bible, ed. Leander Keck (Nash
ville: Abihffdon. 2000). 11:628.
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But note how the struggle is won. Not by might versus might, not by regime overtaking 
regime, but by sacrificial love absorbing the violence and fury of the powers. N, T. 
Wright puts it this way: “The cross was not the defeat of Christ at the hands of the pow
ers: it was the defeat of the powers at the hands— yes, the bleeding hands— of Christ.”34 

Paul is convinced that evil is devastatingly real and that it is oppressing the Co- 
lossian community both from without (the sheer imaginative, political and eco
nomic force of the empire) and from within (the “philosophy” that runs the risk of 
tearing the community apart, stripping them of their hope and enslaving them in a 
system of ascetic discipline). If they are to be liberated, then this evil must be de
feated. But it cannot be defeated on its own terms. Evil expects to engage in a battle 
of strength against strength, enmity against enmity. And as long as those are the 
terms, it remains victorious. The whole biblical drama, however, the whole tradi
tion of the embrace of pain-—-from the initiation of covenant to the devastating 
events of Passion Week— declares that evil is defeated when it is allowed to expend 
itself in demonic fury on that which it hates the most, the Source of all good. On 
the servant of the Lord, in the Messiahs death on the cross, that demonic fury is let 
loose. The cross was “the victory of weakness over strength, the victory of love over 
hatred. It was the victory that consisted in Jesus’ allowing evil to do its worst to him, 
and never attempting to fight it on its own terms. When the power of evil had made 
its last possible move, Jesus had still not been beaten by it. He bore the weight of 
the world’s evil to the end, and outlasted it.”

Paul uses deliberately provocative language in Colossians to make this point. What 
happens at the cross is that both the “record that stood against us with its legal de
mands” is erased (“nailed to the cross”) and the “rulers and authorities” that violently 
oppress us and arrogantly lead their captives in the kind of triumphal processions that 
characterized Roman imperial display are themselves “disarmed,” “made a public ex
ample o f’ and triumphed over. The irony should not be lost on us. Paul is saying both 
that the legal demands of the philosophy are erased at the cross and that the imperial 
rulers and authorities who put him on that cross were defeated in the very act that 
seemed like their victory. Turning the empire on its head, the cross becomes the site 
of the victory march of the victim.

This upside-down understanding of how the embracing power of love defeats and 
disarms exclusionary rulers and authorities is as radically new today as it was in the 
context of the Roman empire. In a postmodern world where truth claims are reduced 
to little more than power struggles between competing interests, Paul seems to be tell

34N. T. Wright, Following Jesus: Biblical Reflections on Discipleship (Grand Rapids, Mich.; Eerdmans, 1994), 
p. 19.

35N. T, Wright, New Tasks for a Renewed Church (London; Hodder &  Stoughton, 1992), p. 72. This is what 
C. S. Lewis calls “deeper magic from the dawn of time” in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (London:
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ing us that such power games are simply not worth playing. Jesus is up to something 
profoundly different.36

In a world suffused with hostility, all of this is scandalous. In The Anti-Christ 
Friedrich Nietzsche sees only weakness in the cross— Christ’s “inability for enmity.”37 
Miroslav Volf, however, responds to Nietzsche’s provocation by evocatively suggest
ing that the cross bespeaks “the kind of enmity toward all enmity which rejects all 
enmity’s services. Instead of aping the enemy’s act of violence and rejection, Christ, 
the victim who refuses to be defined by the perpetrator, forgives and makes space in 
himself for the enemy,”38 Herein is the radical distinction between regimes of truth 
and the kingdom of the beloved Son.

But there is a second counterideological dimension to the gospel— its creational 
scope. The language of this epistle makes it clear that Paul works with as comprehen
sive an understanding of God’s love for all of creation as we have already seen char
acterizes the Old Testament understanding of covenant. We have already suggested 
that Paul’s greeting of “grace . . . and peace” at the beginning of the letter evokes the 
Hebrew understanding of shalom, including Ezekiel’s notion of a covenant of shalom 
that encompasses all of creation. And in the last chapter we discussed Paul’s anti
imperial poetic vision, which is as comprehensive as the creation itself.

Remember how explicit Paul’s language is. The “word of the truth” that has come 
to the Colossians, not unlike the Wisdom of Israel’s writings, is bearing good cre
ational (or new creational) fruit “in the whole world” (Col 1 :6 ). That is why it ought 
not be surprising that Paul will later say that this gospel “has been proclaimed to every 
creature under heaven” (1 :2 3 ) . “The whole world”! “Every creature under heaven”! 
This gospel comes not just as good news to the nation of Israel, nor even to all human 
beings. This is good news for every creature under heaven. Paul’s creationwide un
derstanding of the gospel could not be clearer. But as we have seen, it does get clearer.

In the subversive poem we find in 1 : 1 5 - 2 0 ,  we see that it is precisely Paul’s under
standing of the comprehensiveness of the kingdom of the beloved Son that serves to 
undermine the deceitful philosophy of chapter 2. What is wrong with that philoso
phy? Its dualistic devaluation of the body and imposition of strict ascetic regulations 
in order to transcend to a heavenly realm of spirit miss the creational point of re
demption, All things have been created through Christ and for Christ. He is before all 
things, and in him all things hold together. Therefore through him God is pleased to

36Commenting on the trial scene before Pilate in John’s Gospel, Miroslav Volf says that Jesus shifts the dis
course from the “truth of power" (Pilate’s preoccupation and, it would seem, Foucault’s) to the “power of 
truth" (Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness and Reconciliation [Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1996], p. 266).

37Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the idols and the Anti-Christ, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (London: Penguin, 
1990), p. 153.
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reconcile all things. That the empire would find all of this seditious is clear enough. 
Paul insists that to embrace a philosophy or spiritual practice that would be anti- 
creational in any way is to misunderstand not only the meaning of the gospel but the 
whole creational inclusiveness of the tradition of Israel, And once you have embraced 
such a philosophy, it is not surprising that you would find yourself again subject to 
oppressive regimes or authorities, because you have forgotten that even these rulers 
and authorities are created in, through and for Christ and that they too are subject to 
his redemptive rule.

We therefore suggest that in the Colossian poem we meet one of the most eloquent 
articulations of the second counteddeological trajectory of the biblical metanarrative. 
But notice again how the poem culminates precisely by bringing together these two 
counterideological dimensions. “And through him God was pleased to reconcile all 
things, whether on earth or in heaven [creational scope], making peace through the 
blood of his cross [embrace of pain]’1 (1:20). Here is a vision of radical, creationwide 
inclusiveness of the kingdom, in contrast to the dismissive exclusiveness of the regime. 
All things are to be reconciled— even the thrones, dominions, rulers and authorities 
that put Christ on the cross and continue to wreak havoc in countless human lives. 
But that redemptive inclusion comes via the path of the cross, the embrace of pain.

Universal Claims, Redemptive Inclusion and Truth
While the Colossian regime is characterized by exclusion and disqualification, the 
gospel engenders embrace and forgiveness in which there is no longer Gentile and 
Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free (Col 3:11). 
All ethnic, religious, social and economic barriers are broken down. The universal 
claim “Christ is all and in all” is in the service not of violent marginalization but of 
redemptive inclusion.

It is the universality of a worldview’s claim— its appeal to the broadest horizon of 
reference conceivable—-that makes it applicable to all domains of life. Consequently, 
a worldview is only as good as the praxis or way of life that it engenders. That is why, 
in the rhetoric of this epistle, Paul’s critique of the Colossian philosophy is concerned 
less with matters of theory and doctrine than with praxis. Rather than debating the 
ontological nature of “the powers,” Paul addresses the tyrannical hold that these 
forces have over the life of the community. How does he know that this philosophy 
is deceitful (2:8), a mere human tradition (2 :8 ,1 8 , 22), a sham of wisdom (2:23), and 
does not hold fast to the head who is Christ (2:19)? Because it imposes an ascetic re
gime of exclusion that is inconsistent with everything we know about Christ, the 
story of redemption and a biblical understanding of creation. But this means that the 
proof of the truth of the gospel that Paul proclaims is not in the power of his rhetoric 
against the competition but in the “fruit” that such truth bears in the community (1:6, 
10). Therefore the apologetic of Colossians 2 is incomplete without the moral exhor
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tation of Colossians 3. The “philosophy” will always be a plausible alternative (2:4) 
so long as the truth of the gospel is not manifest in the life of the community

What was true of an ancient community of Christian believers struggling with a 
powerful and appealing philosophy is also true for Christians in a postmodern con
text. Arguments that deconstruct the regimes of truth at work in the late modern cul
ture of global capitalism are indispensable. So also is a deeper understanding of the 
counterideological force of the biblical tradition. But such arguments are no guaran
tee that the biblical metanarrative will not be co-opted for ideological purposes of vi
olent exclusion, nor do arguments prove the truth of the gospel. Only the nonideo- 
logical, embracing, forgiving and shalom-filled life of a dynamic Christian 
community formed by the story of Jesus will prove the gospel to be true and render 
the idolatrous alternatives fundamentally implausible.


