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ABSTRACT

The letter of Philemon has throughout the history of interpretation been read as the story of a
slave that ran away from his master, met Paul in prison and was now being sent back to his
master after his conversion, bearing with him a letter that pleaded for his forgiveness. The
history of interpretation is however not clear as to what happened between the slave and his
master. Exploring the ancient socio-economic world of the Mediterranean, this thesis
explores what Paul actually wanted Philemon to do, what likely happened between Philemon
and Onesimus, and the implications of such action for the postcolonial reader. The paper
explores a number of possibilities for interpretation during the postcolonial era and asks how

an economic hermeneutic may be applied in studying biblical texts.
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INTRODUCTION

When | first read the letter of Philemon | was left with the impression that Paul sought
reconciliation between Philemon and Onesimus after which the two were to continue their
lives as spiritual brothers. This is because throughout the history interpretation, the narrative
has always been sold as a letter of reconciliation between a master and his slave. However |

became interested in the term “brother” and what it meant for the master and his slave.

In 2013 | pondered upon the current political economy of South Africa and observed how
unequal the country remained even in the new dispensation. Nineteen years after 1994 and
the country was as unequal as ever. | then saw a link between the South African context and
the Philemon narrative, asking myself what it means for one to accept another as a brother.
Moreover, | wondered what it meant for a master to accept his slave as a brother. Would any
equality ensue, and if so how would the master make his slave equal? | sought to bring this
area of research in line with a comparison to South Africans who were unequal in the old
dispensation before they saw each other as “brothers”, but were still unequal in the new
dispensation. Thus | felt that as the country reached twenty years of democracy, biblical
interpretation can contribute to an analysis of the economic inequality that exists in apartheid
South Africa and post-apartheid South Africa, as well as the economic inequality that exists
between a master and his slave and a patron and his client. Moreover, | became convinced
that the text needed to be liberated from the traditional view of brotherly love and be opened

to other modes of interpretation in the postcolonial era.

The objective of this study is to answer the following question: How can reading slavery and
patronage in the ancient Mediterranean world assist the postcolonial reader in interpreting the
postcolonial patronage in South Africa today? The research will establish a relationship of
master and slave between Philemon and Onesimus and the subsequent relationship of patron
and client between the two. Moreover, the research will explore the role of postcolonial
patronage in the economic situation of South Africa since 1994 and then establish how the

Greco-Roman slavery and patronage can be read in the context of the postcolony.

There are three main things that this thesis observes. Firstly, the thesis explores what it could
possibly be that Paul wanted Philemon to do regarding his slave Onesimus. Secondly, |
investigate what likely happened between Philemon and Onesimus upon his return to

Colossae and lastly | observe what this could mean for the postcolonial reader.



In chapter one | observe the methods used in this thesis — their foundations and their current
models. | will explore the postcolonial theory, how it has developed throughout its history
and how it led to postcolonial biblical criticism. Within postcolonial biblical criticism | will
observe how the contemporary reader may engage in an economic reading of a text using

economic approaches as well as the African contextual hermeneutic.

Chapter two moves the focus of the research to the context of the reader in which I establish
the economic inequality that exists within the postcolonial context and how this impacts the
lives of South Africans. It is this chapter that deals with the contextualization phase of the
African contextual hermeneutic. Within this chapter | will discuss the transition from the
economic policies of the apartheid era to those of the present government. | will concentrate
on the Reconstruction and Development Programme; the Growth, Employment and
Redistribution programme as well as Black Economic Empowerment. | will then move to a
discussion of economic inequality in South Africa as well as in the world. Finally the chapter

will observe economic relations in the postcolonial era.

The third chapter establishes and explores my ideo-theological predisposition to the narrative
in Philemon and proposes that such an ideo-theological predisposition may be applicable in
the interpretation of the text. This ideo-theological predisposition is brought to the fore for
me as the reader to assert that when approaching any letter | am already predisposed to it and
its interpretation cannot be universal. In this chapter I will discuss a Wesleyan approach to
economics and the Wesleyan evangelical economics. Observing the effect of such approaches
to economics, | will discuss the heritage of Methodism with regard to the working class
movements of England. | will then move on to introducing a Setswana idiom khumo le
lehuma di lala mmogo and the philosophy of the Zulu princess Mkabayi ka Jama: For the
good of our people. | will argue that I approach the Philemon narrative already exposed to

these theological and ideological positions on economics.

In the fourth chapter | will observe some matters regarding the text to begin the distantiation
phase of the African contextual hermeneutic. Firstly I will ground the narrative at the Lycus
river by establishing the geographical setting of the household of which Philemon and
Onesimus were part. The chapter will then observe the different hypotheses regarding the
place where Paul wrote the letter. I will then briefly discuss the main characters Paul,

Philemon, Epaphras and Onesimus and their roles in the Philemon narrative.
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Chapter five is the second part of the distantiation phase of the African contextual
hermeneutic in which | as the reader distance myself from the text and let it be other and
speak as it was originally intended by the author. In this chapter | will do a literary analysis of

the letter and ground my argument in verse sixteen.

In chapter six the thesis reaches a climax where the appropriation phase of the African
contextual hermeneutic begins. The context of the text is brought into discussion with my
context as the reader in postcolonial South Africa. In this chapter I will illustrate the history
of the interpretation of the letter and show the prevalence of the runaway slave hypothesis
when reading the letter. I will then establish my objections to some of the hypotheses and
accept the runaway slave hypothesis with my own modification and propose a postcolonial

runway slave hypothesis.

The last chapter completes the appropriation phase of the hermeneutic. It is in this chapter
that the context of slavery in the Greco-Roman world is brought into discussion, observing
matters such as the duties of a slave and the identity of a good and a bad slave. I will then
propose that it was from such a system that Onesimus fled. Having made such a proposition, |
will observe how Onesimus may have been granted manumission by Philemon and what
manumission would mean for Onesimus in the context of patronage in the Greco-Roman
world. Focusing on the economic interpretation of the letter and seeking to answer how
reading slavery and patronage in the Mediterranean can assist the postcolonial reader in
interpreting the postcolonial patronage in South Africa, 1 will then discuss the different
economic scales in the ancient Mediterranean world. Moreover, in this chapter | will look at
the different social categories in the Mediterranean and the different social classes of South
Africa in a conversation. Lastly, the chapter will explore the implications of this

interpretation for the postcolonial reader.
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CHAPTER 1
Methodologies
Introduction

The interpretation of a text is an important task of theologians; it is essential that the decoder
of the message interprets the text accurately and with integrity. Also, the interpretation of a
text is meaningless if it does not speak to its decoders, the relevance of a text is deduced
through interpretation. Ukpong (2000:24) has argued that “the goal of interpretation is the
actualization of the theological meaning of the text in today’s context so as to forge
integration between faith and life, and engender commitment to personal and societal
transformation”. It is important that the interpreter uses the text for the transformation of
society. Texts must speak to the contexts of today. The relevance of the text rests on its
appropriation of the context.

It is my conviction that reading the letter of Philemon must be done in light of the context of
today and it has to speak to the context in which I live. My purpose is to discover the
theological meaning of the letter in relation to the South African context. Such interpretation
can only be done using the necessary tools to achieve meaning and relevance for the reader
and to avoid misinterpretation and a misrepresentation of scripture. Responsible
interpretation is necessary in order to achieve relevant interpretation of the text. Using

theories and methods assist the interpreter in achieving this goal.

This chapter will expound the methods used to argue the interpretation at hand. The letter of
Philemon has been interpreted in various ways, with different results. In this research | aim to
bring in another focus of interpretation, namely an economic approach. It is necessary to use
methods that will not only aid me to achieve this purpose, but also ensure that the
interpretation is done correctly and responsibly. Further, the text is read in postcolonial South
Africa and thus a postcolonial reading is necessary. Together with the postcolonial theory as
well as economic approaches to Pauline literature, the African contextual hermeneutic will be
used for interpretation in this thesis. In this chapter | will discuss the postcolonial theory and
the development of the postcolonial biblical criticism. | will then explore economic
approaches to Pauline literature as well as the African contextual hermeneutic as a

postcolonial method. The key research question at hand is how reading slavery and patronage
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in Philemon can assist the postcolonial reader to interpret South Africa’s contemporary socio-

economic situation. This chapter will illustrate how this question will be answered.
Postcolonial Theory

The postcolonial theory is a contemporary method that amongst other things studies social
phenomena in light of the past and the present. There are two main objectives of the
postcolonial theory. Firstly to investigate the unequal relationship between colonizer and
colonized in the colonial era and secondly to investigate the unequal relationship between the
powerful and the powerless in the postcolonial era. There are a number of major points that
are central to postcolonial studies in both the social and theological studies. |1 now turn to a

few of these.

Fanon argues that colonialism left a denting mark in the minds of the colonized by spreading
the myth that the way, culture and behaviour of the colonizer was superior to that of the
colonized and rendered the colonized to be unimportant and worthy of suppression and
subjugation (1986:110). Fanon introduced an interesting aspect to the study of
postcolonialism because he motivated that the black person should not to want to follow the
ways of the white person and be like them, but to rather resist even the language of the
oppressor and assert their own (1986:19 — 21). He rejected the notion that the black man was
inadequate and needed the white man to lead him (1986:111 — 112). Most importantly Fanon
called on the formerly colonized to escape their past that is marked by colonial oppression
and venture into an owned future of free race (1986: 225).

Said discussed the relationship between the colonized (orient) and the colonizer (occident).
Said argues that the West perceived the native orient as “irrational; depraved; childlike;
different” while they saw themselves as “rational; virtuous; mature; normal” (1977:51 — 52).
The occident had total disregard for the orient and the orient’s self-worth or even a propensity
to think and establish themselves. They needed the occident in all their affairs to introduce
them to civilization. Said argues that the Western colonizers titled the nations of Arab origin
as the orient and called themselves the occident while asserting that the occident was much
stronger and more powerful and masculine as opposed to the orient that was weak and
passive and without history (1977:52). Said further notes that “the Oriental is depicted as
some-thing one judges (as in a court of law); something one studies and depicts (as in a

curriculum); something one disciplines (as in a school or prison), and something one
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illustrates (as in a zoological manual)” (1977:52). Thus the image of the West regarding the
colonized was of weakness and inferiority. The colonizers saw it necessary to introduce the
orient to a culture more fitting that their inhumane ways of living. Said argues that one of the
main deaths caused by imperialism was the suppression of the native cultures (1993:234).
According to Said, imperialism tended to allow only cultural discourses that emanated from
within itself and because of that postcolonial subjects are suspicious of and avoid theories of
the West (1993: 234). Said goes on to observe that in modern times whenever cultural
exchange is thought of, there is involved in it the idea of domination and forcible
appropriation where someone loses and someone gains (1993: 235). The heritage of
imperialism is mainly gain and advancement at the expense of another, the idea that in order
to advance another must be subdued. This heritage unfortunately has sunk in the veins of the
formerly colonized such that they have carried over such a baton. Said further argues that in
order for the colonized to be liberated fully, men and women of the colony must stand up and
take charge; resist the pressures of imperialism; insist on liberation and emphasise the
integrity of their own culture (1993: 241).

Said has suggested three ways that can be employed in decolonization, a task still relevant in
today’s world. In the first instance Said suggests an insistence on the right to see the history
of the community in its entirety and to restore the colonized nation to itself with a proud
culture (1993: 259 — 260). The postmodern world in which we live suppresses this aspect and
impresses upon the native that moving forward proposes forgetting what is behind and
creating a new hybrid culture that includes everyone. As much as including everyone is
important, the history of the native culture and indeed its preservation is an important task.
This history that was lost was destroyed under colonial rule and the modern native in an
attempt to decolonize themselves must bring it to the fore as an important part of themselves.
A hybrid culture, if it emerges in the modern era, should not disregard past culture. That it

was developed in the iron ages does not make it any less important, any less relevant.

Secondly Said suggests that resistance is not only reacting to imperialism, but conceiving
human history by breaking down the cultural barriers, disrupting the Western narrative of the
native and liberating the mind with independence (1993: 260). In the third instance Said
suggests that a move from a separatist nationalism to an integrative human community as
well as human liberation can be noticed (1993: 261). This integrative human community is
one that does not define another as “the other”, but simply as another, one with whom | can
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live and walk into the future. In this decolonizing attempt the liberated does not avenge their
colonization and punish the oppressor, but they invite the former oppressor to live together

with them and move forward together in a new community.

Bhabha took the conversation further and emphasized the need for cultural identity and
embrace. Bhabha observed that throughout history and the shaping of colonial rule to
postcolonial rule there are boundaries that have to be taken note of, boundaries not ending but
beginning (1994: 142 - 143). According to Bhabha, cultural boundaries are to be especially
noted for they define a person and entering into a hybridity of culture may hamper that
progress, taking note of the fact that colonial rule made it a point that the culture of the
oppressed was destroyed (1994: 162 - 163). This is an important contribution to postcolonial
thinking for the reason that postmodern thinking seems to advocate for a hybridity of culture,
but does not make space for the embrace of indigenous culture, nor does it embrace
indigenous knowledge systems. Postcolonial thinking seeks to emphasize the relevance if not
the importance of indigenous knowledge and cultural systems that was destroyed by the

colonists.

Mbembe has presented striking similarities between the colonial and postcolonial
governments arguing that the African people do not know any form of real government other
than that passed on to them by their former imperialists (2001: 67). However, in the present
chapter my focus on Mbembe’s work is on the formed opinion of the colonizer regarding the
colonized. According to Mbembe, the colonizers of Africa saw the indigenous people as “a
rather haphazardly developed set of almost naked organs: fuzzy hair, flat nose, thick lips, face
covered with cuts. He/she stinks; every time the Negro says something, he/she gesticulates
wildly; crushed by age-old atavism, he/she is unable to control his/her instincts, and is quite
incapable of thinking for him/herself or of knowing right from wrong; his/her gestures and
attitudes are quite primitive” (2001: 180). Mbembe continues to note that according to the
colonisers, the colonized were “creatures all over black, and with such a flat nose that they
can scarcely be pitied” (2001: 180). Mbembe notes that the colonizers thought “that it is
hardly to be believed that God, who is a wise Being, should place a soul, especially a good
soul, in such a black ugly body....It is impossible for us to suppose these creatures to be men,
because, allowing them to be men, a suspicion would follow that we ourselves are not
Christians” (2001: 181). Most attractive of Mbembe’s summary is his opinion of the

colonisers: “The mouth that kisses itself is thus the very one that, simultaneously, wounds,
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leaves scars, and eradicates life” (2001: 181). It is from this mouth that the postcolonial
reader attempts to liberate the colonized. Though free physically, the colonised still needs

liberation of the mind, soul as well as socio-economic standing in the postcolonial era.

Postcolonial studies stem from such negative views by the West. The image that was
presented by the former imperialists of the colonized prompted the modern scholars to
challenge them by introducing the postcolonial theory. The thinking of postcolonialism does
not seek to show the atrocities of colonialism, but rather to emphasize the importance of the
formerly colonized. This cannot be done without first recognizing that there was a great deal
of damage done to the colonized. It is when the modern scholar has recognized such a past
that they can now propose new ways of looking at life, culture and systems. Postcolonial
thinking evaluates the relations between the powerful and the powerless and seeks to
emancipate and liberate the powerless. The relationship between the coloniser and the
colonised has been an unequal one throughout history. Even in the postcolony the
relationship remains unequal. In fact the unequal relationship is now evident in a new kind of
colonisation: the formerly colonised are now colonising each other. As a postcolonial reader |
observe such phenomenon in my context and read the letter of Philemon in an attempt to
discover how the context of slavery and patronage in Philemon can aid the contemporary
reader in interpreting the highly unequal socio-economic situation of South Africa past and

present.
Postcolonial Biblical Criticism

West has argued that postcolonial biblical criticism is a method that has not been utilised to a
great extent in the southern part of Africa (2008: 146). He argues that only Dube, Punt and
Nzimande have shown considerable interest in the method, suggesting that South African
scholars are sceptical of the method despite its enormous possible contribution to the
discourse of our time (2008: 147 — 149). It is my conviction that this method cannot be
ignored in studies of the postcolony. How we interpret the Bible today relates to our
postcolonial situation and ignoring postcolonial biblical criticism could lead to an irrelevant
interpretation. Biblical criticism has to move from the past into the current and engage with
the current context of the postcolony, whether it be reading colonialism or reading

postcolonialism in the text.
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Punt also proposes that the letters of Paul could be read with a postcolonial eye. A
postcolonial reading of Paul’s letters enables an examination of Paul’s challenge to the
powers of the day as well as how the powers impacted him. Observing our context today, it is
important to consider the impact of these colonial dynamics in and outside of Paul’s letters
(Punt, 2012: 205). This is the endeavour of my present focus, reading the text with a
postcolonial eye and attempting to liberate the players in both the text and the context of
today. The postcolonial theory provides an important contribution to the scholarly discourse
today. It has also influenced postcolonial biblical criticism which is also employed in this
research. The text of Philemon is read with an attempt to appropriate it with the context of
South Africa. This exercise is postcolonial biblical criticism because it investigates the

colonialism present in the text and seeks to liberate those oppressed in the text.

According to Segovia, the reality of imperialism is structural and created a system of centre
and margins where the empire occupied the political, economic and cultural centre, but left
the conquered subordinated to the margins politically, economically and culturally (2000:
126). Segovia argues that cultural, ideological and hegemonic questions are crucial for
postcolonial biblical criticism, because of such a heritage of imperialism (2000: 126). Thus,
postcolonial biblical criticism may be defined as a tool that investigates the hegemonic
relations between centre and margins during the colonial and postcolonial eras in both the
text and the contemporary context. Segovia notes that the postcolonial biblical critic seeks to
discover, amongst other things, how the margins look at a text and how it influences their
thinking, but also how the centre views the world and life and in turn treats the margins
(2000: 126).

Sugirtharajah has noted that “postcolonial studies emerged as a way of engaging with the
textual, historical and cultural articulations of societies disturbed and transformed by the
historical reality of colonial presence” (2002: 12). “The term ‘postcolonial’ is used to
designate the cultural, economic and political contact of the coloniser and the colonised and
the chain of reactions that it ignited” (Sugirtharajah, 2002: 12). The term admits to the
“lasting effects of colonial contact” (Dube, 2001: 215).

In this method the main things are firstly analysing the strategies which the colonisers used to
construct images of the colonised (Sugirtharajah, 2002: 12). This will be observed in how the
Greco-Roman world crafted the image of the slave in the ancient Mediterranean world as
well ashow they also crafted the image of the client and his relations with his patron and as a
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lower class citizen. Onesimus will be placed in this context and an observation will be made

as to how he relates with his master and later patron Philemon.

Secondly the method seeks to study how the colonized themselves used and went beyond
those strategies so that they can present their identity, self-worth and empowerment
(Sugirtharajah, 2002: 12). I will note the provisions of the institution of slavery that allowed a
slave to approach a friend of his master to seek mediation between himself and his master and
posit that Onesimus in an oppressed situation sought to liberate himself by using that
provision. In other words, as a postcolonial biblical critic, | will evaluate how the previously
disadvantaged people in South Africa were made subjects of colonial oppression and how
they themselves used the systems in place to rise up against it and assert themselves. This

will be appropriated with the Philemon narrative.

Postcolonial biblical criticism is also a critical method of interpretation that attempts to study
the uneven and complex situations of power that resulted from colonialism and other forms of
marginalization (Punt, 2012: 192). The method seeks to investigate the relationship of power
that is in play, determining who is at a higher and more advantageous position and who is at a
lower and less advantageous position and study the dynamics of this relationship. This is
done not only in the text, but also in the contemporary context of the reader. It will be
observed how the institutions of slavery and patronage marginalized Onesimus socially and
economically and how Philemon was always at a higher and powerful position. This uneven
power situation needs to be explored in the interpretation of Philemon in order discover how
Onesimus ended up as part of the marginal. It is important to note that the method does not
seek to investigate the hegemonic relations only, but it does so in order to liberate those on

the margins.

Sugirtharajah argues that “the greatest aim of postcolonial biblical criticism is to situate
colonialism at the centre of the Bible and biblical interpretation” (2002: 25). What
postcolonial biblical criticism does, contends Sugirtharajah, “is to focus on the issue of
expansion, domination and imperialism as central forces in defining both the biblical
narratives and biblical interpretation” (2002: 25). The Bible was used in many instances in
the history of the world to advance the course of colonialism primarily because the Bible
itself contains images of colonialism. The postcolonial interpreter must take cognisance of
this fact and attempt to liberate the subjects of colonialism in both the text and the context of
the reader. According to Punt, postcolonial studies engage the geopolitical relationship
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between centre and margins as well as metropolis and periphery (2012: 192 - 193). Studies in
the postcolony do not reflect only on the injustices of the past in the colonial era, but
injustices of the present as well. The principal agenda is studying the relationship between the

margins and the centre.

Sugirtharajah observes that postcolonial biblical criticism does not only look at the dynamics
of colonial domination, but also at the capacity of the colonised to resist it, either openly or
covertly (Sugirtharajah, 2012: 14 — 15). Thus postcolonial biblical criticism seeks to discover
and liberate the characters in the narrative that previous colonial interpretations would have
downplayed. The form of interpretation as argued above is determined by the position of the
reader. Thus the interpreter reads with the lens they are exposed to, their situation and in
many instances interpreters have downplayed the ability and capacity of the oppressed to
stand for themselves. The postcolonial method challenges the interpreter to give voice to the

oppressed and make known their plight.

Dube argues that in postcolonial studies we must read for decolonization. For Dube, this
includes “reading against the sanctioning of unequal power relations in the biblical text and
colonial projects” (West, 2000: 27). Punt on the other hand observes that “postcolonial
thinking goes beyond simply describing the binaries of oppressor and oppressed, in order to
expose and rewrite these relations”. Postcolonial approaches, argues Punt, inquire into both
the structural and relational nature of life for those living on the down side of power and the
sustaining power of the imperial venture and its operations (2012: 192). The interpreter must
inquire the structural relation of the context they are investigating, either in the past or present
context. As Sugirtharajah notes, postcolonial perspectives are not just concerned with what
happened in the colonial struggle, but also what is happening today in the new dispensation
(2012: 23).

Dube (2001: 213) uses a Setswana myth of a hen that is neighbours with a haw. The hen
borrows a needle from the hawk, but unfortunately loses it into the sand while sewing. The
hawk vows to take the hen’s chicks until its needle is returned, forcing the hen to search for
the needle. Dube argues that Western cultural and economic systems force the African people
to be like the hen, searching through the sand trying to recover the needle so that they may
return it to the West. The task of the postcolonial reader is to liberate the hen (Africa) so she
no longer has to look to the hawk (the West) for mercy (Dube, 2001: 216). Nzimande has
noted that a postcolonial reading of the text brings us to observing the powerlessness of the
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weak in the hands of the mighty (2009: 249). According to Nzimande, postcolonial readers
condemn the class prejudice between the colonizers and the colonized, exploiters and
exploited, superior and inferior, haves and have-nots (2009: 249). The powerlessness of the
weak in the hands of the mighty is not only seen in the biblical texts, but also in the
contemporary situations that prevail in the world today. Those on the receiving end seem to
be plunging even further on the low side, while the powerful continue to advance. Dube
argues that there are questions to be posed in an interpretative process and proposes some
questions that ought to be employed in a postcolonial conversation. She asks: “Does this text
have a clear stance against the political, cultural and economic imperialism of its time? How
are the readers reading the text — as colonisers, the colonised or collaborators? Which side of
the text am | journeying as a reader?” (2004: 124) It is my contention that these are some of
the most critical questions in the postcolonial agenda. The interpreter must unpack these

issues in the text and claim their position as the reader, from which side they are reading.

Rukundwa argues that the postcolonial method has limitations as a hermeneutical tool (2008:
347). He argues that cultures are different and understand things differently and as a result the
method may lead to a cultural shock to other cultures (2008: 347 — 349). In disagreement to
this view it is important to note that the postcolonial readers seek to establish their own
context in the postcolony and certainly contexts will differ, but the method shall be applicable
to all in postcolonial states. The postcolonial readers interpret their own contexts in relation
to the biblical text. How the postcolonial reader in South Africa interprets the Bible may not
be the same as how the postcolonial reader in Indonesia interprets the Bible. It is important
that both readers appropriate the text to their present day postcolonial contexts. Similarly
even within South Africa various ideo-theological frameworks exist, but the postcolonial
reader asserts their own framework when approaching the text. Thus | would posit that the
postcolonial reader should be and remain aware of their postcolonial situation and interpret it

responsibly.
Economic Approaches

Scholars have argued that Paul had no real concern for the economic situations of his hearers
(Longenecker, 2010: 1). Longenecker disagrees however, arguing that in fact Paul showed
considerable concern for the wealth and poverty situations of his time (2010: 1 — 2). Thus

economic interpretations can be deduced from Pauline letters for the contemporary context.
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Peter Oakes argues that there are three types of economic approaches to a text; three ways in

which we can get engaged with a text from an economic perspective.

Firstly, Oakes argues that economics provides the analytic framework for interpretation. In
this approach the reader assesses the socio-economic location of the writer, the likely readers
and other significant figures in the context (2012: 78). Then the text is interpreted by
analysing which socio-economic groups’ interests are promoted by the text and how this is
done (Oakes, 2012: 78). This approach seeks to determine clearly the uneven economic
positions of the characters in the text and discover how and by whom their interests were
advanced. In this aspect the social profiling proposed by Steven Friesen could be employed.
Friesen has laid out a table of social economic statuses of the members of Pauline
congregations, to which | shall later return in chapter seven. When put in use, this method
will enable me to observe where Philemon and Onesimus were socio-economically situated
and the difference that existed between them. Moreover, | will observe the socio-economic
statuses of the people of South Africa and the differences between the different classes.
Economics will provide the analytic framework for interpretation because the socio-historical

criticism of the text will be done through an economic lens.

Secondly, economics is the aim of interpretation. This means that the interpreter reads the
text in order to discover economic information about the community members of the first-
century world more broadly (Oakes, 2012: 79). The interpreter must endeavour to illustrate
that world economic systems existed in the context of the first century and then provide
relevant information about its dynamics in order to aid the present context (Oakes, 2012: 79).
The fact that the Mediterranean world had slaves, masters, patrons and clients indicate that
there were social categories and groups in that world and that these groups were unequal. In
this approach I will read the economic situations of the ancient Mediterranean for the purpose
of interpreting Philemon, discovering the socio-economic world in order to better understand
the text of Philemon and appropriate it for the contemporary context. This approach is also
done in the historical-critical analysis and may observe different economic systems in order
to achieve this. In this thesis | will observe the economic systems of slavery and patronage

and how they related to the parties involved in the text.

The importance of this approach is that | go to the text in search of economic information and
do not rely on obvious information. The text of Philemon will be read not to discover slave -

master relations, but the economic aspects of such a relationship and attempt to liberate the
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text from a pious brotherly reading to an open reading where different information can be
deduced from it. Whether or not the literal text reveals economic information, there is
economic information which this approach seeks to observe. A model that can be put in use
to achieve this goal is an advanced agrarian model that has been proposed by Gerhard Lenski
in Oakes (2012). Lenski divides the non-elite members of ancient society into categories of
power, linked with privilege and prestige (Oakes, 2012: 62). For this model to work, data
must be procured that makes it possible to categorise first century citizens into socio-

economic statuses to illustrate that there was indeed an economic system in that time.

Lastly, Oakes argues that economics provides resources for interpretation. At the end of this
approach, there should be evidence that first-century disciples of Christ or early Christians
were in a socio-economic situation that allowed them to live in mutual economic support of
each other (Oakes, 2012: 80). In this approach the interpreter seeks to observe how the early
Christians could have shared their resources, using the information noted on the economic
situations of the early Christians (Oakes, 2012: 80). This approach will enable me as the
reader to discover if it was possible for Philemon and Onesimus as fellow Christians to live in
mutual support of each other without the constraints of either slavery or patronage and, if so,
attempt to discover if this was the case. This discovery will aid me in interpreting Philemon
for the South African context: discovering the mutual beneficiation of the first century
Christians to provide a model or theology for the unequal citizens of postcolonial South
Africa.

It is in my opinion necessary that all three approaches should be used in interpreting the text
in order to give adequate information to the reader and to achieve a meaningful interpretation
of the text. Approaching the economic study of a text from different angles ensures that the
reader is exposed to a wide range of knowledge and is enabled to provide a responsible
interpretation of the text and still be able to appropriate it to their contemporary context. The
postcolonial theory leads to postcolonial biblical criticism, to which | am aligned. Within the
postcolonial biblical criticism framework, | would argue, there are contemporary methods
and models that enhance and promote the reading of the Bible from the margins as well as
from reading communities. One such model is the African contextual hermeneutic which
encourages me to read the Bible from my own context: reading with the economically
marginalized section of the population, as a Motswana and as a Methodist. | now turn to a

discussion of this model.
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African Contextual Hermeneutic

The African contextual hermeneutic is commonly known as the Tripolar method. It brings to
it three poles in exegesis, namely: the text and its context, the context of the reader and an
appropriation between the text and its context and the contemporary context of the reader.
The method is African in a sense that its main aim is to contextualise hermeneutics, taking
the conversation from text and context to text, context and reader. The African reader is
brought in to interpret the text in light of the African situation and taking cognisance of the
African indigenous knowledge systems that can be used in the interpretation of the text. The
method was designed during a difficult time in the history of South Africa when apartheid
was the ruling system. Because scholars engaged with the system in writing, their
productions were seen with suspicion by the ruling force. However, Draper argues that the
emphatic presence of the reader is not a political ploy even though at the time of its inception
the South African situation was volatile and causing academics to be cautious in their writing.
It is because no text has absolute meaning that the method brings the reader so close; the text

speaks to someone in a certain context in a certain way (2001: 149).

Grenholme and Patte showed the problem with the bipolar exegesis, namely that the shape of
exegesis had only two poles, that of the text and the contemporary context. For these
scholars, the bipolar was not enough and it had a missing element. Grenholme and Patte were
attempting to introduce what they called scriptural criticism (Draper, 2002: 15). Draper
agreed that there is something missing in the process, an element that causes the reader to be
lingering between text and context without a firm position (2002: 16). West observes that the
reason is that there is a presence that seeks acknowledgement and we can discern an
emerging presence, hovering between the textual pole and the contextual pole. West argues it
is the reader: the conversation or engagement between the text and the context is enabled by
the reader (2009: 250). The method places great emphasis of the exegesis on the reader, the
reader cannot be left behind. The reader takes a central role in the exegesis; the reader reacts
to a context they are situated in and then goes to the text and its context thereby leading the
conversation. Draper argues that all three poles must be treated justly for its proper
application (2001: 155). There should not be an overemphasis of any pole over another, all
three poles should be well established in the interpretation process. However, Draper further
notes that we must give priority to the context of the reader because the reader approaches the
Bible already predisposed by their social, economic, political and cultural context (Draper,
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2002: 16). West noted this predisposition as an ideo-theological framework (2009: 254), to

which | shall later return.
Contextualization

Though we may have the Bible at our disposal today and are in fact using it, we acknowledge
that it was originally intended for other people in other places in another time. Then we move
to knowing who we are in the conversation, what our situation is and how we relate to the
communication offered by the text. This process is called contextualization (Draper, 2001:
152). This is an important aspect of the method and it is here that the presence of the reader is
established, the context that gives rise to the reader’s concern. Then finally we move on to
deciding on the nature of the communication taking place and its implications for our context.
This is called appropriation (Draper, 2001: 152). It is the point at which our context, the text
and its context come into conversation in order that relief may be granted to the reader.

It is this part of the model that recognises that a text has no absolute meaning, and that though
the author may have intended it for specific readers in a specific context and time, it is now at
the hands of different readers in a totally different context (Draper, 2001: 156). The readers
of today have different problems and are in a different context that leads them to read the text
in a different way to that of the original audience. That context is important; it gives life to
the interpretation process and illuminates the process of the text. When West noted that the
reader cannot be left behind, his statement was in fact suggesting that the reader must be at
the forefront of the process. The shape of exegesis in today’s world cannot be acceptable if it

does not grant the reader more importance and felt presence.

The African contextual hermeneutic recognises that time is important and time matter. The
time in which we are living matters as well and the situation we are faced with today shapes
our response to the sacred text. The process of exegesis is not concerned totally with how the
text was written and to whom, but moves to realising what the text means today, to the
readers of today (Draper, 2001:157). Draper asserts that contextualization focuses on the
context of the reader today, the problems faced by the contemporary reader and the questions
that the present day reader brings to the text (2001: 157). Readers always approach the text
with an agenda; there is always a predisposition to the text. The African contextual

hermeneutic seeks to embrace and enhance that position rather than suppress it. | argue that it
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is conducive for the readers to approach the text already predisposed to it, however

establishing that predisposition responsibly.

In the contextualization process the model seeks to make an analysis of the contemporary
situation, establishing the concerns that bring the reader to the sacred text. An analysis of the
context of the reader can be observed by analysing the psychological or social situation of the
reader if the text is being read by an individual or a socio-economic or the historical or
cultural analysis of the community if the text is being read by a community or group (Draper,
2001: 157). This is done by entering into other fields of study to gain an expert and current
knowledge of the context being established. In this project, knowledge of the economic
systems of South Africa is of vital importance as it enables the reader to be grounded in a

proper understanding of the context and not just offer their own anecdote.
Distantiation

Draper notes that “we have to allow the text to be different to us and intended for other
people and letting the text be other”, this is called distantiation (2001: 152). The reader or
reading community has to acknowledge the language, the style of writing, and the socio-
historical and literary context of the text (Draper, 2001: 155 — 156). Dealing with this aspect
as Draper observes will require different critical tools such as literary, redaction, historical or
narrative criticisms or its combinations (2001: 157). In the application of this model the
interpreter distances themselves by employing various critical methods to obtain a fair
context of the text. A literary analysis of the text is also of vital importance as it adds to the
rigour and validity of the interpretation process. The readers still have in mind their agenda in
interpreting the text and the aim is still the same, however at this point the readers attempt to

be totally objective in discovering the literary world of the text.
Appropriation

The high point of the exegetical process is the appropriation point where the horizon of the
text and its context meets with the horizon of the reader and their context, thereby having a
conversation leading to action (Draper, 2001: 158). This is the crux of the argument of the
tripolar method, the emphasis that the conversation between text and context needs a reader
to facilitate it and that it cannot happen by itself. There needs to be an active engagement of
the reader; the reader leads and takes ownership of the process. This the reader does by

bringing their own pre-dispositions to the text — their ideo-theological framework, their
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contemporary context — and then listens to the text through the historical-critical and literary
analyses of the text. A conversation then emerges. West argues that appropriation acts as an
intercessory between the text and the context of the reader (2009: 252 — 253). Appropriation
embraces all participants of the process and ensures that there is praxis coming from the side
of the reader at the end of the exegesis. Draper notes that appropriation suggests praxis; what

the faith community believes will likely become what they do (2001: 158).
Ideo-theological framework

Draper argues that it is important to note that the Bible is a sacred text, intended for faith
communities, and how the faith communities interpret this sacred text is of importance and
relevance for the wider social spectrum (2001: 155). It is important because such an
interpretation will shape how the community thinks not only about the text, but about other
social influences in society. Thus it is important that a correct and accurate interpretation be
brought to the disposal of the reader. It is also important because the text can bring hope and
a message of liberation to those on the margins, the downtrodden and forgotten. The text can
also change drastically the position and thinking of the reader. West concurs with this
position, arguing that Draper is indeed like many other interpreters, choosing to serve the
poor in the interpretation process and indicates that he uses the sacred text for transformation
praxis (2009: 252).

West argues that our contexts prompt us through our ideological commitments to them and
through their ideological formation of us. The sacred text also pushes us through our
theological orientation towards it and its theological formation of us; reading a text shapes a
person. This is central to the appropriative moment. How and with what we connect text and
context has to do with our ideo-theological faith framework (2009: 254 — 255). In a recent
article on the method, Draper places the notion of an ideo-theological framework in the
beginning of the application of the hermeneutic. He observes that “the South African reader
should start with contextualization, with the acknowledgement of the pre-understanding she
or he brings to the text, the reason for reading it and the questions being addressed” (2014).
In fact, says Draper, “every reader reads from her or his context, either explicitly and
meaningfully or implicitly and misleadingly — for to claim universality of meaning for any
reading is false consciousness” (2014). West observes that when it comes to appropriation the
text and context, the reader cannot just engage without there being an ideological and
theological predisposition in the reader’s mind (2009: 255). We approach the text coming
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from a faith community that already has its theological stance (Draper, 2014). Thus the reader
needs to acknowledge their faith allegiance and take cognisance that this faith allegiance is

likely to shape how they read the text.

Coming to this text | am already predisposed through my theological teaching as a Methodist
and my ideological thinking as a Motswana. The idea of an ideo-theological framework being
at play gives me a chance to acknowledge that as a Methodist there is a doctrinal position to
which | pay allegiance to. As a Methodist | believe in the Wesleyan evangelical economics’
and this shapes my thinking about economic issues. The hermeneutic allows me to read the
text through that lens and suggest how the Wesleyan economics can aid the postcolonial
reader in the challenge facing South Africa. Moreover, | am Motswana (a Tswana person)?
and there are ideological teachings which | have grown up being taught through idioms and
legends. One such idiom being Khumo le lehuma di lala mmogo, literally translated meaning
“wealth and poverty lie together”. The African biblical hermeneutic through the ideo-
theological framework allows me as a postcolonial reader to apply this old idiom and others
in my interpretation of both the text and the contemporary situation. This framework will be
dealt with in chapter three.

Conclusion

Methods work better when interjected with other methods to illuminate the interpretation
process. The postcolonial theory interjects with a number of other theories of the modern
times such as economic approaches, the Queer theory and the critical imbokodo reading as
well as feminist approaches. Within approaches to the Pauline letters | have chosen to focus
on the economic approaches as the world of today laments much on that area as does my
present focus. However, | submit that these economic approaches would work better as a
hermeneutic that seeks to critique the economic systems of our time. At present the
approaches seek to investigate largely the economic state and systems of the first century
world, and do not critically analyse the economic state and systems of the present time. In
this respect | now move to an analysis of my context which is the economic life of South
Africa.

! This is the Wesleyan / Methodist approach to economics. The issue is broadly dealt with in Chapter 3
® There are 11 official ethnic groups in South Africa of which the Batswana people are part (Tswana speaking).
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CHAPTER 2
The economy of South Africa
Introduction

Within the African contextual hermeneutic is the pole of contextualisation, wherein I focus
on my context as the reader. Contextualisation aims to establish the contemporary context of
the reader to which the interpretation seeks to speak. The African contextual hermeneutic
emphatically stresses that the reader is an important part of the interpretation process and
cannot be left behind. The present chapter seeks to establish the socio-economic problem that
has been identified in South Africa, namely a high level of economic inequality. | now move
to exploring the issue as has been observed in our postcolonial society. In this chapter I look
at the economic policies that have governed South Africa from the apartheid era to the
present government. This chapter looks at the Normative Economic Model; the
Reconstruction and Development Programme; the Growth, Employment and Redistribution
programme as well as Black Economic Empowerment. | will then move on to observing the
high economic inequality in our country and in the world, as well as its causes and its results.
I will also observe the relations of the ruling class with the lower class in the postcolony as

well as the power imbalances in the postcolony.
Transition into the new regime

Each era of government has an ideology that underlies its economic policy (Diakonia, 2006:
13). Every regime that takes over any government has an economic policy to bring into
effect, a policy that seeks to advance an agenda of that regime. Taking over a government is
no simple task, particularly when there are strong economic policies and economic growth in
place. The African National Congress (henceforth ANC) had been guided by the Freedom
Charter when it faced the task of taking over the government systems. In the Freedom Charter
a powerful statement is contained: “The people shall share the wealth of the country” (1955).
However, the reality of the situation is that the ANC lacked the capacity within it at the time
to articulate an economic policy that would achieve this (Marais, 2011: 102). The party soon
realised that the international community had concerns about the way forward of the country
in terms of investor confidence. Moreover, the apartheid regime had been using a neo-liberal
approach to the economy which thus far had been working all over the world (Marais, 2011:

102). This economic policy had huge disparities along racial lines in South Africa and the
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new ruling party inherited a country with economic and social inequality (Lester, Nel &
Binns, 2000: 230).

At this juncture the party became cognisant of the fact that it could not just implement a new
economic policy, but was left with no choice but to keep the old (Marais, 2011: 102). Finding
themselves in a complex situation, the ruling party had to resort to brewing new wine in old
wineskins. Lewis notes that South Africa presented a number of features of an “upper-
middle-income developing country”, especially with its rich mineral resources. Its rate of
growth however, was strongly influenced by apartheid (1990: 21). The ANC had to work on
the existing economic policy of the old regime in order to avoid unsettling investor

confidence.

The neo-liberal approach that the apartheid government used was the Normative Economic
Model which focused on “privatisation, trade liberalisation, spending cuts and strict monetary
and fiscal discipline as the way forward” (Marais 2011: 103). Having no alternative at the
time, the ANC had to jump in and use the existing model (Lewis, 1990: 21). At the heart of
the working economic model of the apartheid government was a limited workforce of the
minority white people (Marais, 2011: 103). The separation of jobs according to race ensured
that only the white people would be enabled to partake in the life of the economy (Lewis,
1990: 21). However, soon before the end of their regime the apartheid government realised
that in order to grow the economy they needed more skilled workers than they had within the
white minority, meaning that they would have to tap into the black labour market to get
skilled labour (Lewis, 1990: 21). This was still at a very small scale and when the new regime
took over they did not have a big enough skilled black workforce to drive the economy. They
were then faced with the challenge that training of the black workforce could only start at this
juncture (Marais, 2011: 97 —98).

The Reconstruction and Development Programme

Soon after taking over the government and having trained some of the members within its
ranks, the ANC embarked on a Reconstruction and Development Programme (henceforth
RDP) which was intended to develop those who were previously disadvantaged. RDP was
designed to transform the socio-economic situation of South Africa (Roux, 1999: 151; Binns,
et al., 2000: 248). The aim of RDP was to invest in people so that in the long-term poverty

could be reduced by empowering people to take care of themselves (Roux, 1999: 151). The
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new policy was aimed at “reducing the poverty of the majority of South Africans and thereby

reducing the inequalities and injustices of colonialism and apartheid” (Aliber, 2002: 13).

Jones notes that RDP focused on the alleviation of poverty and reconstructing the economy
through the redistribution of land, housing, and health resources (2011: 69). During the
period of this policy the government was focused on re-imaging the country and creating a
new identity where everyone could have access to all the basic needs (Jones, 2011: 69).
Lundahl & Peterson note that it was much easier to set up goals for RDP than to actually
make them a reality and because of the slow growth rate of the economy the programme
could not be carried out over the five years that was originally intended (2004: 728). The
government had great ideas on how to improve the social lives of the people, but lacked the
adequate capacity to effect sustainable economic practices to achieve them. This became the

cause of death for RDP — a system failure.
The Growth Employment and Redistribution Programme

Realising that the economic growth rate was not aiding its RDP agenda, the ruling party soon
changed its stance and shifted to a new economic policy: the Growth, Employment and
Redistribution (henceforth GEAR) policy (Marais, 2011: 98). The intention of the GEAR
policy was to improve economic growth at a fast rate and redistribute the wealth accumulated
in the growth to people through development and more employment (Roux, 1999: 152; Binns
et al., 2000: 254). With GEAR the government aimed to develop the country by taking part in
the global economy and attaining an annual six percent growth and the creation of 400 000
jobs by the year 2000 (Padayachee, 2005: 556). At this point the government was still
focused on improving the socio-economic situations of the people, but was forced once again
to admit that economic growth was not realising fast enough for that. Marais argues that
GEAR failed and the circles within the ruling party advocated for its immediate
abandonment, even by those who had been its champion (2011: 99). The government came to
grips with the fact that GEAR had failed to achieve most of its goals, though there had been
signs of relative change, and soon dropped the policy (Binns et al., 2000: 255). The two
economic policies of the new regime had not managed to bring about a sharing of the wealth.
Inequality was still one of the main economic problems of the country. Emkes observes that
South Africa has always been a prisoner of inequality beginning with settler colonialism,
through the capitalism of apartheid, even to the point of democracy (2012: 200). The plague

of inequality continued to harass South Africa.
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The main cause of the inequality is income distribution; the country generates enough
income, but the way it is distributed is the problem. This is still by and large a result of the
policies of the colonial and apartheid eras (Marais, 2011: 101). Because it could not change
the way of distributing income as a result of global economic concerns, the government
sought to fast track job creation in order to bring the lesser in income on par with the higher
(Marais, 2011: 101).

Black Economic Empowerment

The road was still being travelled; new ways of solving the economic crisis of inequality
were being sought. The government then came up with the Black Economic Empowerment
(henceforth BEE) strategy aimed at reducing the gap between the minority wealthy white
people and the poor majority black people (Marais, 2011: 140). BEE was seen as a way of
bringing the black people from the margins of the economy into the centre of the economy,
thereby advancing the economic interests of the majority. However, this has not been the
reality, in fact quite the contrary. Instead of creating a large black middle class, BEE created
a small black middle and upper class. Marais argues that the black economic empowerment
system was created primarily to create a black capitalist elite and a small black middle class
(Marais, 2011: 140 —-141; Handley, 2008: 68). This means that the main aim of BEE was to
see black people also entering into the small percentage of wealth along with the minority
white elite and ultimately not to achieve the goal that all people should share in the wealth of

the country as espoused by the Freedom Charter.

I am in agreement with Emkes who opines that “the policy, which the ANC has vigorously
pursued since taking office, has been a failure; it has failed to redistribute assets to the
majority black community and resulted in the enrichment of a few BEE dealmakers” (2012:
200). The majority black community remains in the periphery of the economy and they are
still not sharing the wealth of the country. Instead of closing the gap between the rich and the
poor, BEE has only further widened the gap. Emkes further notes that “BEE has resulted in
the enrichment of a small enclave of black shareholders” (2012: 201). BEE has served as one
of the main contributors of our skewed economy instead of attempting to remedy such a
situation. The policy did not bring the majority from the margins of the economy, but only
improved the standing of those already in the centre. Adequate municipal services are much
better in suburban areas; good education can be found in the private schools where rich

people can afford to take their children and malls are built in remote areas which only those
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with motor vehicles can reach comfortably. The ordinary people remain in the margins while

the black middle class is reserved for a selected few.

Marais argues that this was done on purpose by the ruling party (2011: 142). He argues that
the ANC wanted a power elite that would control the economic powerhouse of the country
and still remain loyal to the ruling party (Marais, 2011: 142). Marais observes that this
phenomenon can be seen with other liberation movements that took over governments after
colonialism (2011: 142). This idea may aid the leadership of the ruling party in some way,
but it does not aid the course of justice; it does not help the majority that are on the margins
of a thriving economy. As much as South Africa is a developing economy, it is one of the
strongest economies in Africa and many in the continent see South Africa in a very positive

light, but on the ground its inhabitants are subjects of a great inequality.

The government has recently adopted the National Development Plan with a new vision for
South Africa: Vision 2030 (NDP, 2011: 415). In this plan, it is noted that South Africa is a
highly unequal country and the future of a person is still determined by the situation of their
birth. The plan seeks to eradicate poverty and reduce inequality drastically by 2030 (NDP,
2011: 415 - 417). However, the plan still holds BEE as a necessary policy (NDP, 2011: 418).
The negative and destructive element of the policy which is advancing only a small portion of
the population is not acknowledged, nor are there any plans laid to out to deal with such an
element. There is still no real intention to remedy the failure of BEE, but an insistence that
the policy works when it in fact benefits a few only.

Economic inequality in South Africa

Economic inequality is not a new phenomenon in South Africa. As noted earlier, South
Africa has been an unequal country from as early as settler colonialism. From pre-democracy
it was already clear that South Africa was amongst the most unequal of the upper-middle-
income developing countries (Lewis, 1990: 26). Binns et al. argue that space matters in the
economic debate. They argue that poverty is most prevalent in the African areas, the places
designated to black people by the apartheid government (2000: 235). To a certain extent
poverty amongst black people in South Africa was manufactured by the powers that ruled the
colonial and apartheid regimes; they saw to it that black people were located in areas that did
not allow them to participate in the economy and restricted them in business dealings

(Marais, 2011: 146). As noted earlier, the apartheid government created a small black middle
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class to participate in the work centre only when they realised that they did not have enough

white people to do everything.

Marais has noted that income distribution in South Africa is highly unequal (2011: 208).
Noting from Statistics South Africa, Marais observes that the wealthiest ten percent of
income earners received fifty-one percent (51%) while the poorest twenty percent of the
population received only one point four percent (1.4%) of the total income in 2005/2006
(2011: 208). Scott & Tucker also make this observation, noting that at the time of the
transition, South Africa had an extremely unequal distribution of income (1992: 55). They
argue that high inequalities are indicators that there is no democracy of outcomes, regardless
of what one may say about the political regime (1992: 55). Statistics South Africa has
produced a findings report on the poverty trends in South Africa. This study has discovered
that the poverty statistics have dropped slightly from fifty seven point two percent (57.2%) of
the population in 2006 to forty five point five percent (45.5%) in 2011 (Stats SA, 2014: 12).
The study has also observed that twenty point two percent (20.2%) of the population, which
is ten point two million people, live in extreme poverty (Stats SA, 2014: 12). While the study
does observe the trend or statistics of people living in extreme wealth, it also however, notes
that the share of national consumption between the rich and the poor is still high (Stats SA,
2014: 13). This is indicated in the richest twenty percent of the country’s population enjoying
sixty one percent of consumption, while the poorest twenty per cent only accounts for four
point three percent of national consumption (Stats SA, 2014: 13).

Economic inequality is not only to be found in racial patterns. As Marais observes,
affirmative action and BEE ensured that the black middle class grew and a small elite of the
wealthy was established amongst the black population (2011: 210). Because of this growth in
the black middle class, the prevalent notion is that the country is wealthy and prosperous,
therefore we can all enjoy in the wealth. This, however, may not be the case because this
small growth does not represent the prosperity of the country (1992: 55; Aliber, 2002: 5).
When the ANC took over the governing of the country they promised a sharing of the wealth
by all the people, but the wealth is now being shared by only a small group of people. The
gap continues to widen more and more and the poor is visibly being plunged even further into
poverty. As Emkes points out, “inequalities amongst the black population have increased,
with the affluent becoming more affluent and the poor becoming poorer. South Africa now
fosters a new inequality: the disparity between rich and poor has widened to an almost
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unbridgeable chasm in the last two decades” (2012: 201). One of the results of apartheid can
be seen in the inequality that is rising within races as it has been observed to be at 0.62
amongst blacks and 0.5 amongst white people (OECD, 2013: 18).° The programmes by
government to improve the lives of the people have not benefitted the poor black people, but
rather those who were already well-off (Lundahl & Petterson, 2004: 737).

The devastating effect of this skewed economy can be seen in its impact on the health of
ordinary South Africans. In an ethnographic research done in 2005, Chaunetta Jones found
that the unequal economic situation of South Africa had a direct impact in the lives of
ordinary people (2011: 67). Jones observes that poor people in Grahamstown whose CD4
count warranted them to receive a disability grant did not want to stop receiving the grant and
as a result they would not take their Anti-Retroviral Treatment because that would boost their
CD4 count and thereby disqualify them from the grant (2011: 67 — 68). Poverty is linked and
has become intertwined with health, education and social engagements, because if one does
not earn enough you cannot afford all the things you would ordinarily want to afford.

Unequal distribution of income does not only affect the bank account, but all aspects of life.

Economic inequality in South Africa is too high; the difference between the upper class and
the lower class is a big one. While there is a small group of the top earners amongst the black
population, there is still a large group of those who do not earn much if any at all and the
economy remains skewed to a great effect. When travelling on the N1 in Johannesburg one
comes across a shocking reality of two countries in one geography: One of the richest
suburbs in the country, Sandton, is on the one side while an informal settlement of Alexandra
extension is on the other side. Just a stone throw away from each other are the two extremes
of our economy — the poorest of the poor and richest of the rich. Twenty years into
democracy and the inequality has not been addressed, instead it has been worsened by signs

of class systems within the black community.

The Gini coefficient measuring inequalities in different countries by the World Bank
estimates that a country having a measurement of 0 has perfect equality and a country having
a measurement of 1 has perfect inequality (World Bank). The latest measure of South Africa
done in 2009 puts South Africa at 0.6 — one of the highest in the countries listed (World
Bank). According to Statistics South Africa, the Gini coefficient measured through the living
conditions survey in 2008 to 2009 was at 0.7 (Statistics SA). This points out that South

* OECD measured inequality in South Africa and Israel to seek a comparison.
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Africa is the most unequal country in the world, the difference between the “haves” and the
“have nots” is a huge one. As already established, this gap is not just between black and
white, but largely amongst the black people as well. Lundahl & Petersson argue that the ANC
underestimated the time it would take to bring about economic change (2004: 737). They
argue that the economy grows too slowly for per capita to increase and as a result African
people have waited too long and it seems they will continue to wait for economic change
(2004: 737). Moreover, economic power is held by the by racially defined middle and upper
classes while there is an emerging black elitist class (Binns et al., 2000: 275).

Economic inequality in the world

Economic inequality is rife not only in South Africa, but all over the world. Piketty has noted
that “the richest ten percent own around sixty percent of national wealth in most European
countries, and in particular in France, Germany, Britain, and Italy” (2014: 184). “The most
striking fact is no doubt that in all these societies, half of the population own virtually
nothing: the poorest fifty percent invariably own less than ten percent of national wealth, and
generally less than five percent” (2014: 184). The concern of inequality is not that there are
people who earn a lot of income or own a lot of capital, but the concern is the difference
between such a person and the poorest person. Whilst it is not held that people should aspire
to be rich, it is held that the difference in income between the rich and the poor is strikingly

high, it cannot go unnoticed and unchallenged.

Piketty also notes that the middle class did not exist a century ago and was created during the
last century (2014: 187). He observes that today’s middle class was as poor as the lower class
a century ago and the wealth distribution comprised of the richest ten percent pocketing
ninety five percent of the income and the poorest ninety percent pocketing only five per cent
of the income (2014: 187). The argument by Piketty is that the creation of the middle class in
the world has not reduced poverty or inequality to a large extent. Whilst it has created a
difference, it is not to say that a substantial change has been effected because the top elite still
take home the largest portion and the poorest people still take home the smallest portion
(2014: 187). Moreover, though the middle class is far from being poor, they are also still far
from being in the top elite and thus the creation of the middle class did not accelerate a move
to an egalitarian mode of living, but rather perpetuated the reality of inequality, albeit at more
levels (Piketty, 2014: 188).
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Piketty observes further that the two main causes of capital inequality is a hyper-patrimonial
society, in which wealth belonging to a small group of the elite remains so through
generations by inheritance, and a hyper-meritocratic society which awards the highest income
to those who work extra such as super managers or winners (2014: 190). In other words, the
patrimonial society allows for a particular portion of wealth to remain in the hands of certain
families through inheritance. This can be observed by the unchanging reality of a financially
secure white population as opposed to a struggling black population in South Africa. Because
the wealth of white people was crafted during the colonial era through the land act and
several other policies, they remain on the more secure side of the economy because the

wealth is passed down through patrimonial links.

The meritocratic system is of no help either because for one to be part of it they have to be
skilled and highly so. With the current state of public education in South Africa, the poorest
of the poor hardly ever get a chance to advance to the meritocratic society. And even if they
do study to a certain level they become content with it because it at least puts food on the
table and taking time out to study further does not put food on the table. The meritocratic
society is a highly competitive society which requires one to be well resourced and connected
to get best out of it; the poor are only just trying to get into the door (Piketty, 2014: 191).
Moreover, the meritocratic system has advanced the notion that it is the hard workers that
advance and those that do not advance are said to be lazy and unproductive whereas this is
not necessarily the case. The system then says its participants should at all times seek to get
better and better, always on the path of accumulating as much as possible, sometimes at the
expense of others (Piketty, 2014: 191).

Two systems can emerge in one society, the super managers could be the heirs of hyper-
patrimonial gains and the children of the super managers can inherit their wealth (Piketty,
2014: 191). This means that economic inequality can be perpetuated for generations and
generations because the wealth lies in the hands of the few who reproduce the inequality
through these systems. Thus in decades or centuries to come nothing may have changed
unless something radical is done to transform the economy. As Piketty observes of the former
reality when nothing is done: “If this happens, the future could hold in store a new world of

inequality more extreme than any that preceded it” (2014: 191).
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Economic relations in the postcolonial era

Mbembe observes critically the relations of power between the government and its citizens in
the present postcolonial era. He argues that what we are now seeing in Africa is a different
political economy which seeks to establish itself through exploitation and coercion (2001:
93). The economic inequality in South Africa more than the hyper-patrimonial and hyper-
meritocratic systems is perpetuated by the government’s failure to address corruption and the
perceived preferential option of a small black elite at the expense of the poor. The officials in
power are themselves linked to corporations that exploit the poor and they are in fact earning
profits from them. Mbembe goes on to note that the link between the rulers and the ruled in
the postcolonial era, as was in the colonial era, rests on the assumption that the rulers have a
right to enjoy everything (2001: 125). This can be observed in the arrogance of the ruling
party regarding corruption matters levelled against the government. There seems to be a
notion that because the ruling party liberated the country they have the right to enjoy the
wealth of the country alone and exclude the poor. According to Mbembe, the downfall of the
condition of life for the ordinary people leads to a battle between life and death and they sink
deeper into poverty to the brink of death, until ultimately being exposed to need, hunger and
labour (2001: 146). For the middle and upper class the issue of the economy may be just
about getting more shares on the stock exchange or getting a house in a more upmarket area
or even getting the latest expensive car. However, for the ordinary person on the street, one
who is sinking deeper into poverty as the wealthy advance, it becomes a matter of life and

death, for without basic needs there cannot be survival.

Bond suggests that the biggest and most vulnerable victims of capitalism in the twenty-first
century are the workers (1999: 6). He argues that the workers are the people who actually
produce output, but the value of output enhances the capitalists and not labourers (1999: 6 —
7). As argued above, the meritocratic societal value encourages its participants to work as
hard as they can to achieve maximum output and advance their gains. However, this only
works out for the capitalist because the labourer cannot decide where the value gained should
go and they are left on the periphery — vulnerable and exploited. The system then advances
the capitalist’s gains and further widens the gap between the labourer and the capitalist. Bond
continues to note that this kind of system is made worse by the competition within capitalism
which leads to the labourer being unable to afford even the product they have output (1999:
7). Moreover, to maintain competitiveness, argues Bond, the capitalist has to adopt the latest
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machinery and equipment and is forced to release labour, attaining growth more than the
markets can bear leading to an over accumulation of capital (1999: 7). When such practices
occur in the capitalist system it is the labourers at the bottom of the pyramid that suffer the
most; they lose jobs and increase the unemployment and poverty statistics while the capitalist

gains more value and further widen the inequality gap (Bond, 1999: 7).

Mbembe opines that in South Africa it may seem on the surface as if the economic divide
happens between those with access to income earning formal sector opportunities and those
who have become structurally unemployable (M&G, 2014). However, notes Mbembe, that is
not the case: In fact the majority of the citizens do not have property and those who do have
property are unsure of how long they will still have it since the rate of dispossessions is
increasing in the black middle class (M&G, 2014). The hyper-meritocratic system has sold
the idea that one should own property to create an image of success and many people in the
black middle class are trying their best to achieve that, trying to be not lazy, but because
financially they are not secure, they find themselves falling into the trap of dispossessions.
Mbembe goes on to observe that while the construction of the self in the apartheid regime
was based on the whites owning the property and blacks selling their labour at a cheap price,
the construction of the self in the post-apartheid era is based on how much property one
owns. This Mbembe argues has been exacerbated by the government’s shift from control to

consumption (2014).
Conclusion

There has been a sentiment echoing in the circles of the Youth League of the ANC and later
in the recently formed political party The Economic Freedom Front (EFF), of a radical
economic transformation. The EFF is calling for “economic freedom in our lifetime”,
proposing a number of things that could be done to achieve this. The propose, among other
things, the nationalization of mines and land restitution. 1 am not so concerned about the
party and its manifesto as much as | am concerned about the idea of economic freedom in our
lifetime. Lundahl & Petersson have opined that because of the various challenges the
government has faced in the past twenty years, the ordinary black people might have to wait
much longer and perhaps admit that the dream can only be realised by the next generation
(2004: 275). However, | am of the opinion that the government has not devised a radical
enough economic policy that will change the lives of the people. Central to this thesis is that
when Paul asked Philemon to take Onesimus as a brother it implied that Philemon had to do
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something radical to improve the economic situation of Onesimus so they may be at the same
level as brothers. Twenty years ago our country went into such an arrangement, but those in
the higher level of the economy did not do all they could to bring others to their level.
Nothing radical has happened to improve the lives of the people and Onesimus the black

people remains in the margins, he remains but just a slave.
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CHAPTER 3

The ideo-theological formation of the reader

Introduction

The ideo-theological framework within the African contextual hermeneutic has vital
importance and adds value to the interpretation process. Value in a sense that it emphasizes
not only the role of the reader, but also the reader’s predisposition to the text, an
understanding that the reader belongs to a particular faith community and that the reader has
some knowledge they bring to the text. The African contextual hermeneutic seeks to bring
that predisposition to the fore, rather than suppress it. It has to be clear from the beginning
that the reader approaches the text with such an understanding. The postcolonial theory
proposes that there are knowledge systems and understandings of life that the African people
had before the arrival of colonialism. Such knowledge is still in many respects relevant for
life today and the postcolonial reader seeks to uncover them and bring them to the fore in
today’s world. In the present chapter I will present my ideological and theological
predisposition to the letter of Philemon in the form of the Wesleyan approach to economics
and observe how this approach was effected during the rise of the working class movements
in England. I will also present two African indigenous knowledge formulations that may be
employed in the study and approach to economics in South Africa. | will present a Setswana
idiom, khumo le lehuma di lala mmmogo, as well as the philosophy of the Zulu princess

Mkabayi ka Jama: For the good of our people.
Wesleyan approach to economics

By way of introduction, in his address at the funeral of the late British former Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher, Richard Chartres, Anglican bishop of London, paid tribute to the work of
the Methodists in Great Britain (The Telegraph, 2013). According to Bishop Chartres, the
country owed much gratitude to the Methodists for their involvement in the industrial
struggles of the people of Britain (The Telegraph, 2013). It was the Methodists, argued
Bishop Chartres, who often took the lead in challenging the political and economic plight of
the people and demanded justice; it was from this heritage of Methodism that Thatcher was
born into (The Telegraph, 2013). What prompted the Methodists to be active in political and
economic issues was the teaching of their church. It was Wesley’s belief that there can be no
holiness without social holiness; holiness of the heart had to translate to social holiness
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(Jennings, 1990: 102). If a Methodist was unwilling to come into contact with the poor, serve
the poor, give to the poor, feel the plight of the poor or smell the stench of the poor, they
were deemed to be unworthy to be called a Methodist (Jennings, 1990: 102).

According to Jennings, Wesley believed that justice and mercy are central to the divinity of
God (Jennings, 1990: 102). The God of the Bible speaks for the weak, defenceless, poor and
needy. Those gods who do not have this characteristic are merely just idol gods, not because
they were made with human hands, but because they do not have the very heart of being God
(Jennings, 1990: 103). God cannot be God without this. Divinity cannot be divinity without
this The being of God is fundamentally being able to hear and heed the afflicted (Jennings,
1990: 103). Wesleyans believe that the true being and deity of God consists precisely in
hearing and heeding the cry of the violated and humiliated; the cry of the poor and the
marginalized (Jennings, 1990: 104). It was this belief that prompted Wesley’s approach to
economics: he was convinced that God is on the side of the poor, that God has a preferential
option for the poor (Jennings, 1990: 104). Wesley believed that at all times God would stand
up for and uplift the poor (Jennings, 1990: 104). Thus it is the conviction of the Methodists
that they ought to stand together with God on the side of the poor — Methodists can never

leave the poor behind.

In one of his sermons, Wesley opined that Jesus was firmly on the side of the poor (Jennings,
1990: 105). According to Wesley, Jesus warned those who were listening to him that their
standing before God is not determined by their belief in Christian doctrine, nor their
association with the Christian community, but by whether they have fed the hungry and
clothed the naked (Jennings, 1990: 105). This understanding of Wesley was incorporated into
the doctrine and teachings of Methodism. It is the conviction of Methodism that without
feeding the hungry and clothing the naked, we have no standing before God. Thus it is
established firmly in a Methodist that they should endeavour to look for the naked and clothe
them, look for the hungry and feed them. For Methodism, it is also important to know that the
God of justice and mercy will restore and change the outlook of the oppressed. Our God lifts
up the oppressed and restores them to a higher state.

This position of Methodism then calls them to ask a few questions, not only in the days past,
but more importantly in the days present: Who are the poor in our congregation and in our
community? The presence of the poor in the congregation and the community is to be sought
vigorously so that the church can seek a way of helping them out (Jennings, 1990: 105). If a
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Methodist church does not do this, then they are not living up to their true Wesleyan heritage.
How do we reach out to the poor? What plans can be put in place to add on to the stride of the
eradication of poverty? According to Wesley these are the questions a Methodist should have

in their approach to the poor.

When it came to the economy, Wesley maintained that the advancement of the economy is
good and bears positive fruits, but it should never be given first preference before service to
God (Jennings, 1990: 99). God is the creator of all things and as such He is the source of all
human prosperity (Jennings, 1990: 99). Wesley said that we are only stewards of what God
has given us and because what we have belongs to the master, we cannot simply do as we
please with these, but we do what the master wants us to do (Jennings, 1990: 100 — 101). For
Wesley, God has given us possessions so that we provide stewardship over them according to
the wishes of God the master. According to Madron, Wesley maintained that even the
property that we have belongs to God and at any time God as sovereign may take it (1983:
107). In other words, if these possessions yield some wealth for us, we should do what the
master wants, which is to give to the poor as much as we can. Wesley warns that we will not
see the poor and hungry and reach out to them if we are wrapped up in our own comfort
zones (Madron, 1983: 107). The Gospel requires that we go out into the world and reach out.

Wesley maintains that we give to God by giving to the poor and not to the church.

Wesley’s definition of wealth is “simply having more than what is necessary” (Jennings,
1990: 106). According to Wesley, if you can afford to have a roof a roof over your head, food
and clothing, and still have more money left, then you are rich (Jennings, 1990: 107).
Moreover, it was Wesley’s conviction that anything more than what you need to survive
should be given to the poor (Jennings, 1990: 107). Further, Wesley believed that acquiring
more than is necessary is theft, it was Wesley’s dream that the Methodists would live like the
community that is described in Acts 2 and 4, sharing with each other (Jennings, 1990: 108).

This is part of my theological predisposition to the text. When | am confronted with a text
that has some inequalities politically, socially or economically, my Wesleyan theology is
brought into play. I cannot ignore my Methodist approach to economics when | am dealing
with the text of Philemon. My questions are: Who are poor and who are rich within the text,
and how do they relate to each other? Is there mutual beneficiation between the parties
involved or is one taking home more than the other? Are the rich characters in the text in a

position to help the poor and are they doing so? Thus when reading a text my mind ponders
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on these questions and | begin my reading already predisposed and having a mind of what

should be applicable in a context of poverty or inequality.
Wesleyan evangelical economics

Feed the hungry, clothe the naked, help the stranger, the widow, the fatherless. This is the
command Wesley gives. He also said when it comes to the use of money that we should gain
all we can, save all we can and give all we can. These are what we call the Wesleyan
evangelical economics. It was Wesley’s belief that these should be the guiding principles on
how a Methodist should approach matters of money.

Gain all you can

According to Wesley, the people called Methodists were to work hard, take part in the
industries, corporations or business and gain as much money as they could (Jennings, 1990:
115). Wesley believed that hard work was the route to success and he did not object to people
getting rich; he rather encouraged people to gain wealth (Jennings, 1990: 115). In the present
day analysis of Wesley’s position | am of the conviction that Wesley is not against capitalism
in its entirety. Wesley would encourage present day capitalists to advance economically and
gain as much as they can. However, they should never do so at the expense of the poor; the
poor should never be exploited in order for the capitalist to gain more. The capitalists’
ambition to gain as much as they can should not overshadow their eyes so much that they do
not see the plight of the poor. Wesley wanted people to live like he did, but he wanted it to be
out of choice and not compulsion. The important thing in this part of the teaching is for the
Christian to gain as much as they can through hard and honest work and avoid laziness at all

times.
Save all you can

Unnecessary spending of money was totally rejected by Wesley. He insisted on saving and he
taught the Methodists and spread such teaching throughout England that the Methodists were
to encourage their fellow men to save as much as they can (Jennings, 1990: 115). Minimal
spending was to be the drive of the Methodists, always seeking to save (Jennings, 1990: 115).
Thus the corporate gluttony of over-accumulation noted in the previous chapter would not be
welcomed by Wesley. If the capitalists would listen to Wesley then they would discover that

having gained as much as you can, you should save it, put it aside for the work of God since
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it is not our own but God’s and should be put in work to advance God’s mission. In his
understanding of stewardship, Wesley was convinced that saving that which has been gained

is taking care of what God has entrusted on our hands.
Give all you can

Gaining as much as you can and saving all those gains meant in Wesley’s teaching that such
gains should be given to the poor (Jennings, 1990: 116). Wesley was not against gaining
money, but he was against the accumulation of wealth whilst people remain poor (Madron,
1983: 109). He felt that one should give all that was beyond his needs to the poor (Madron,
1983: 109). Madron observes that Wesley instructed the rich in the societies “Be ye, ready to

distribute to everyone, according to his necessity” (1983: 108).

This position according to Wesley was not only to be practiced by Methodists in house, but
was to spread throughout England that not only the Methodists, but all people should practice
this (Madron, 1983: 108). Wesley was so convinced of this that in 1744 he directed the
conference that until the Methodists had all things in common they were to bring all that they
had as extras to the next service (this endeavour was however unsuccessful) (1983: 108).
Thus when confronted with the situation of economic inequality in South Africa my
immediate response as a Methodist is to ask why have the rich not helped the poor? When the
gap is so wide, why are the wealthy not giving some of their wealth to the poor? Is it so
inconceivable that after working hard to gain all that | have | may see humanity in the faces
of the poor and give them what | do not need, the extra that | have? This theology runs at the
back of my mind and it is difficult for me to read the text of Philemon without having such

questions in my mind.
Methodism and the working class movements of England

Without giving a church history lesson | want to observe just a few significant contributions
of Methodist lay preachers in the economic struggles of England. Wearmouth reports that the
period of 1800 to 1850 saw a difficult economic tenure for England Prices went up, but
wages remained the same and led many to go struggling and hungry (1947: 15 — 16).
According to Wearmouth, there were uprisings throughout England challenging the reaction
of the government to these troubles and the government’s lack of assistance in this regard, but
such uprisings were quickly silenced with political activists being jailed (1947: 18 — 20). The

Methodists, however, would be undeterred. Determined to bring about economic reform in
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England, the Methodist organised meetings to challenge the economic plight of the working
class (Wearmouth, 1947: 36). Methodist preachers used the pulpits to advance this cause.
Teachers who were Methodist used the classrooms to advance the cause and often they were
arrested for such action, but they would not be deterred (Wearmout, 1947: 37). However, the
Methodists entered into a period of discomfort when the threat of their preachers continued
from the government and eventually the conference resolved to be more loyal to the king and
government (Wearmouth, 1947: 43). Such attitude on the part of Methodists did not last for
very long however. When the industrial revolution quietened and trade unions emerged,
Methodists were involved (Wearmouth, 1947: 183). The Methodists began their work in the
mines by introducing the miners to education and later the need to stand for their rights
(Wearmouth, 1947: 184). Methodist preachers were involved in the organising of trade union
actions and were often part of the leadership of the unions (Wearmouth, 1947: 184 — 185).

The spirit of economic reform amongst the Methodists was once more prevalent and spread
all over England (Wearmouth, 1947: 185). As Scotland observes, the Methodists were once
again leading the actions of trade unions in East Anglia (1981: 22). Scotland further observes
that the Methodists led this revolt amongst the countryside poor, those working on the farms
and mobilised them to cry out to the ruling elite (1981: 22). The influence of economic action
by the Methodists was also seen in Durham where Methodism enjoyed a large following
(Moore, 1974: 169). It was here that the trade unions were formed and spread throughout
England and the Methodists were involved in proposing a radical change in the economic life
of the workings class (Moore, 1974: 169).

It was the approach to economics taught by Wesley that drove the Methodists to take
leadership in acting against economic injustice. The social holiness of which Wesley spoke
meant bringing about change and transformation in the social lives of people. The social lives
of the people at the time included economic struggles and according to Methodist conviction,
such a life was to be transformed. Thus a true response to the plight of the poor in a Wesleyan

approach is to be on the side of the poor and marginalised.
Khumo le lehuma di lala mmogo

One of the fundamental positions of the postcolonial theory is that before colonialism came,
the pre-colonial people had an existing way of life. Indigenous people had knowledge

systems, they had thoughts and understandings and they had approaches to life. The arrival of
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colonialism demanded on the part of the imperialists that their subjects forget their way of
life and adopt the more “civilised” way of the West. Not only was their autonomy crushed,
but also their culture, their customs, their beliefs and their knowledge. As argued in chapter
one, Western imperialism rendered the knowledge of the people as irrelevant and without
sense. The postcolonial reader seeks to re-establish that presence — that ownership of
knowledge that was once taken from the indigenous people. This is done in many ways, one
of which is my present endeavour, re-presenting the pre-colonial understanding of
economics. Mji & Owusu-Ansah argue that indigenous knowledge rooted in Africa is
important for research in Africa as it gives not only an African worldview, but also the
experienced knowledge of Africans (2013: 2). Afrocentric studies promote the cultural
immersion of research and an emphasis on indigenous African understanding of issues such
as economics, health and philosophy (Mji & Owusu-Ansah, 2013: 3). Afrocentric research
does not seek to negate the importance of Western forms of research and understanding, but
rather seeks to explore the vast amount of knowledge and understanding that is within the
African people when researching about Africa (Mji & Owusu-Ansah, 2013: 4). Using this
Afrocentric approach within my ideo-theological framework, | seek to present that there were
approaches and understanding of the concept of economy in pre-colonial times. One such

understanding being khumo le lehuma di lala mmogo, to which I now turn.

This old Setswana idiom* literally translated means: “wealth and poverty lie together”.
According to Batswana people®, wealth and poverty are inseparable; they are intertwined in
the course of history. This idiom suggests in the first place that a person may be rich today
and poor the next day, a person may be poor today and rich the next day. In our
understanding as Batswana people, wealth and poverty are both concepts that can be real in a
person’s life in one lifetime. Wealth that a person is born with is not guaranteed to last until
he dies. The phenomenon of life may change the course of a rich person’s life. In the same
way, a poor person is not doomed to poverty for the rest of their life, circumstances may
change and they may end up rich. We have seen mighty men fall, rich men ending up
penniless and we have seen nobodies turning into great people. This is what the Batswana
people have observed in their lives and now posit as an approach to economics. An approach

to economics in a sense that once rich, you should not look down on other people, for

4 Setswana idioms are generally handed down to generations through oral transmission. There are a few of
them that are taught at primary schools.

° Batswana people are one of the eleven official cultural groups in South Africa and they are pre-dominant in
the North Western part of the country. The country of Botswana is also mostly populated by Batswana people.
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tomorrow you may end up in the same position. But also for the poor person not to despair,

for tomorrow might bring something new to restore them.

Secondly, and more important in my view, is the position of the idiom that poverty and
wealth are inextricably intertwined. One cannot exist without the other. For wealth to exist
for a person, it has to be at the expense of another. This understanding says if there is enough
for everyone, all must share equally. If not, some will be wealthy and some poor, with
inequality coming into play. Such poverty and wealth will exist in the same community and
thus poverty and wealth will lie together in the same bed of one community. Moreover, the
representatives of both wealth and poverty need each other; they depend on each other for
survival. For the rich person to be able to advance their wealth they need poor people to work
for them and for the poor person to earn a living they need to work for a wealthy person.
Thus the relationship between the two is important and must be safeguarded in peaceful
principles. The idiom also holds that between wealth and poverty one cannot exist without
the other. For wealth to exist, there must be poverty and vice versa. If there is equilibrium in

resources, then no one will be either rich or poor.

This African understanding is worth considering in our time. When we look at what has been
happening in our country in terms of economics, we see that there is no mutual cooperation
between the rich and the poor. The high level of inequality has put both sides on far ends.
When we observe the Marikana debacle® where the poor mineworkers sought to have their
living conditions improved; the rich mine managers were not willing to budge. There was no
respect for the poor on the part of the rich which brings to question the understanding of
economics in the twenty-first century as well advanced by the West. An African approach
would not have yielded the results that were seen on that fateful day when the poor fell down,
subdued by death.

When I read the text of Philemon, my Setswana background screams for attention. It asks if |
may employ it in reading this text. Philemon is the master and Onesimus is the slave. If the
runaway slave hypothesis is to be held, the question is then what could have propelled
Onesimus to run away from his master? Were the living conditions of the poor Onesimus so
dire that he felt the need to run? Did the rich Philemon do enough to ensure that Onesimus

lived well, was taken care of? (At this point it is not yet established if Philemon was rich, but

6 On 16 August 2012 miners of the Lonmin mine at Marikana embarked on a strike demanding better wages.
Police intervened and eventually shot dead 44 miners, with 78 seriously injured.
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an inequality is held) Did he respect Onesimus? Was there mutual peace in this scenario?
Thus, when | employ this Setswana idiom | ask where is wealth and where is poverty in this
text? Do they lie together and if they do is it a peaceful sleep? Does Philemon accept that as a
rich man he may end up poor tomorrow? Is he conceiving that? And does he look at
Onesimus and see potential in him that he may be rich tomorrow? This idiom is indeed
relevant in today’s world, if not absolutely necessary and it ought to be considered seriously.
More than the Setswana understanding there are also other African indigenous approaches to

economics, to which I now turn.
For the good of our people

This statement is part of the philosophy of the Zulu princess Mkabayi ka Jama’, the aunt to
the legendary Zulu king Shaka Zulu®. Mkabayi was born to King Jama Zulu with a twin sister
and according to Zulu custom one of them had to be killed to avoid omens befalling the
nation, a custom her father refused to practice (Nzimande, 2009: 239; Shamase, 2014: 16).
Because of King Jama’s refusal to kill one of his daughters, they became the scapegoats of
everything bad that happened to the nation, including the death of their mother when they
were only five (Nzimande, 2009: 239 — 240). Realising that the Zulu people still wanted an
heir, Mkabayi convinced Mthaniya to marry her father, who then bore the people an heir in
the person of Senzangakgona (Shamase, 2014: 16). According to Nzimande, Mkabayi refused
an arranged marriage to a powerful neighbouring dynasty because she felt obligated to serve
her people (2009: 240).

Nzimande argues that some of the characteristics of princess Mkabayi were her “wisdom,
trickery, deceit, cunning and the great art of persuasion”, which she used for the good of the
Zulu people (2009: 240). Mkabayi was a princess who sought what was good for the nation.
Her attitude portrayed the attitude of a leader who wanted the best for her people. Shamase
suggests that she had a feminist approach to leadership and argues that her approaches was
holistic and called on men and women to dialogue and define the needs and concerns of the

nation in an environment that did not consider the class of a person (2014: 21).

! Mkabayi ka Jama means Mkabayi the daughter of Jama. It is an indigenous African way of calling a person.
8 Shaka Zulu was the emperor of the united Zulu kingdom during the colonial era and is renowned for his
excellent military tactics.
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In the series Shaka Zulu® based on the diary entries by Dr Henry Fynn who accompanied
Lieutenant Francis Farewell in a bid to engage king Shaka, we see glimpses of the power and
influence of princess Mkabayi. Of particular note is her philosophy that the director of the
series highlights quite emphatically throughout: for the good of our people. On numerous
occasions Mkabayi calls on the leaders of the nation to consider what would be good for the
Zulu people. When her father king Jama was troubled by the pregnancy of Nandi (the mother
of Shaka), Mkabayi encourages her brother Senzangakhona to accept that the elders at this
time cannot understand what good the birth of the prophecy child will bring to the people.
When Shaka was born and being raised in the Zulu royal kraal, the council men agreed that
he was to be killed. However, Mkabayi did not agree and she thought it best for the good of
the people that the boy should escape. She orchestrated the escape of Nandi, Shaka and
Nomchobo, the sister of Shaka. When Shaka had grown up and was wanted by a number of
kings in their military regiments, Mkabayi convinced her brother Senzangakhona to seek his
son and proclaim him heir to his throne: for the good of the people she said. When Shaka was
unruly and questioning his father, Senzangakhona asked his sister to think of a way of saving
him, she responded: “My purpose has never been to save the boy; personally, | only wish
what is best for our people”. Again when it was evident that Shaka was abusing his power as
emperor of the monarchy, Mkabayi plotted with Mhlangana and Dingane to kill Shaka
(Nzimande, 2009: 240), as in her eyes it would be for the good of the people.

| do not excuse the deceitful nature of Mkabayi, which led to the murders of people with the
following line held as justification: for the good of our people. However, this is not just a line
— itis a conviction, it is a philosophy and for Mkabayi, it was a rule of life. She saw no other
purpose in her life than to seek what was good for the people of the Zulu nation. It is this
philosophy that most intrigues me about Mkabayi. Moreover | observe that Mkabayi was
born and lived before the Zulu people were colonised. Thus, her philosophy was born in the
pre-colonial era, a philosophy that saw that the Zulu people live in harmony and peace for a

long time because their leader sought what was best for them.

In a country stricken with economic inequality one may ask if those that own the big mines
and large corporations ever seek what would be good for the people that work for them. Is the

question: Wwhat would be good for our employees? Or is it: What would be good for our

o The movie was aired by the South African Broadcasting Corporation. Gugu Nxumalo acted as Mkabayi.
Joshua Sinclair wrote the movie and William C. Faure was the director.
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profits? It is my argument that if a philosophy such as that of Mkabayi was to be employed in
our current economic situation, then we would have a totally different situation. Recognising
that the reason for the good profit turnouts is the hard work and toil of the people, it should
propel the owners and managers to ask themselves what would be for the good of the
workers. This teaching of Mkabayi was born within an African setting of indigenous Africa
and that is one of the philosophies we need to be grappling with when approaching the

problem of economic inequality.
Conclusion

The chapter has dealt with my understanding of economics that | bring to the text and has
observed that such an understanding already plays an effect in my interpretation of the text. I
looked at the Wesleyan approach to economics and my African understanding of economics
and observed that such knowledge leads me to the Philemon narrative as an economic reader.
| ask myself if Philemon at any point ever asked himself what would be good for his slaves.
Engaging with the text of Philemon, | wonder if we can see trends in the text where the best
interests of Onesimus are considered. Our government leaders are continually accused of
corruption, filling their pockets at the expense of the poor and working class. As leaders of
the people, do they ever ask themselves what would be for the good of the people? Is it so
much to ask that the elected officials should put the interests of the people above their own
and simply ask what could be done for the good of the people? Moreover, in any decision the
leaders take, could they not evaluate with the question “is this going to be good for our
people?” It is my contention that such an approach would go a long way in reducing

drastically the gap between the rich and the poor in our country.
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CHAPTER 4
Some matters regarding the letter
Introduction

In the previous chapter | elaborated my ideo-theological predisposition to the Philemon
narrative and suggested ideo-theological approaches to the narrative as well as to the
contemporary context of South Africa. | now move on to a discussion of the letter to
Philemon as part of my distantiation: exploring the text and its context. Within the African
contextual hermeneutic is the process of distantiation where the reader distances themselves
from the text and allow the text to speak to its original audience before interpreting it for their
contemporary context. Moreover, within the Philemon narrative some issues are noteworthy
before getting into a literary analysis of the text. | want to focus on some of these issues in the
present chapter. | will observe the details of the geographical setting of the household from
which Onesimus ran and was now going back to. I will then discuss the place of the writing
of the letter and the hypotheses proposed as well as the authorship of the letter. Lastly I look

at the main characters within this narrative and their place in the plot.
The geographical setting of the household

Based on the coincidence of names between the two letters, some scholars argue that
Philemon and Onesimus should be located in Colossae which is located in what is now
Turkey (Dunn, 1996: 301). There is some evidence that Colossae was a wealthy populous
agricultural town, on the Southern bank of the Lycus River in the territory of Phrygia, 110
miles east of Ephesus (Garland, 1998: 17) in the Southern part of the Roman province of Asia
(Dunn, 1996: 20). Other cities of the Lycus valley included Laodicea and Hierapolis (Bruce,
1984: 3). Bruce argues that Colossae was by far the oldest town of these three settlements
dating back to 480 B.C.E., when Xerxes passed by on his way to invade Greece (1984: 3).
After the period under Persian rule, 546 B.C.E. to 334 B.C.E., and the short-lived empire of
Alexander, the area came under the kingdom of Pergamum in 188 B.C.E. (Bruce, 1984: 3).
Finally in 133 B.C.E. the king of Pergamum bequeathed his realm to the Romans who

reorganised it into the Roman province of Asia (Bruce, 1984: 3).

There also seems to be some evidence that Philemon was a rather wealthy man in Colossae
and some Christians congregated at his house for worship (Garland, 1998: 302). Thus,

Colossae plays a role in the understanding the letter, if we assume that the main characters
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are residents of Colossae and the congregation mentioned in the letter is the congregation of
Christians in Colossae (Dunn, 1996: 301).

Place of writing

There is no consensus on the place the letter was written at. The only information the letter
gives is that Paul is in prison, it does not say which prison it is or if Onesimus was
imprisoned together with Paul. The main hypotheses in discussion are the Rome hypothesis
and the Ephesus hypothesis. Fitzmyer agrees with these propositions, however adding
another possibility of the prison in Roman Judea (2000: 9 — 10). He argues that the
composition of the letter could have been during the time Paul was confined to Caesarea
Maritima (2000: 10). Moreover, the position of Caesarea Maritima is closer to the town that
Onesimus came from and would have been a less tiring journey (Fitzmyer, 2000: 10).
However, the Caesarea Maritima hypothesis has not been given much attention and the Rome

and Ephesus hypotheses are the most held by scholars. | now turn to these.
The Ephesus hypothesis

Ephesus was closer to Colossae, being only a week’s journey by foot from Colossae and
Onesimus could have opted for Ephesus rather than Rome which was much further (Bruce,
1984: 194; Dunn, 1996: 307). The Ephesus hypothesis is further strengthened by the
inference of Paul to Philemon that he should keep a room ready for his visit that would
happen soon (Dunn, 1996: 308). Thus it would make sense that upon leaving Colossae,
Onesimus could have quickly gone to Ephesus to seek a place to hide and then met Paul who
convinced him of the message. He could have also heard that Paul was in Ephesus and

escaped to go and meet him there. However, | am not convinced of this hypothesis.
The Rome hypothesis

Bruce argues that the letters to Philemon and Colossians were written at the same time, at the
same place and reached Colossae at the same time through the same messengers which
Onesimus was amongst (1984: 191). Garland agrees, proffering that both the letters of
Colossians and Philemon were written in the same city of Rome (1998: 22). Bruce sees an
inseparable link between the two letters because Philemon seems to be the leader of the house
church at Colossae. For Bruce, when Paul wrote the two letters he intended that one
(Colossians) be for the assembly and the other (Philemon) be a personal letter for Philemon.

The challenge with this hypothesis is that some scholars view the letter to Colossians as a
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deutero-Pauline letter and thus could not have been written in the circumstances proffered by
Bruce. However, the hypothesis has to its advantage the fact that there is no firm record of
the prison in Ephesus (Bruce, 1984: 195; Dunn, 1996: 308). Moreover, if Colossians was
written when Paul was still alive, then the Rome hypothesis is supported since Colossians
was conclusively written in Rome (Dunn, 1996: 308). | am more inclined to this hypothesis
for the reason that it supports the occasion of Paul and Onesimus meeting. If Paul was under
house arrest in Rome, then it is possible for Onesimus to have ended up in his house seeking
refuge or begging for food, but later being converted. He could also have gone to Paul’s
house in an attempt to talk to him regarding his slave conditions in Colossae. Either way, it
makes sense that the conditions of the arrest were more flexible rather than a normal prison in
Ephesus. If Paul was in prison in Ephesus it would have been too risky for Onesimus to
approach a prison where he could have been easily recognized as Philemon’s slave, unless if
he was caught and placed in the same cell as Paul which also does not make sense since Paul
did not have the right to release a prisoner. Thus, the Rome hypothesis is a much more

feasible hypothesis.
Regarding authorship

It is generally agreed that Paul is the author of the letter to Philemon and there has been no
serious contention to this position (Bruce, 1984: 191; Dunn, 1996: 299 — 300; Fitzmyer,
2000: 8; Kreitzer, 2008: 1 — 2). The date of the writing of the letter depends on the
geographical position of Paul when he wrote, a matter without consensus. Three possibilities
can be proposed. If the letter was written in Rome, then it was around C.E. 61 — 63, during
Paul’s two years of detention in Rome (Fitzmyer, 2000: 10). If the place was Caesarea
Maritima, then it was probably in C.E. 58 — 60 that the letter was written (Fitzmyer, 2000:
10). If the letter was written during Paul’s imprisonment in Ephesus (imprisonment also
referred to Philippians and Timothy), then it was around C.E. 55 — 57 that the letter was
written (Fitzmyer, 2000: 10). The dating of the letter may seem to be of little importance.
However, it is important as it supports different hypotheses of the prison in which Paul was
situated when he wrote the letter. Thus I align myself with the hypothesis that places Paul in

the prison at Rome when he wrote the letter in C.E. 61 — 63.

Ryan & Thurston note that Philemon stands as one of Paul’s seven undisputed letters (2005:
176). They note however, that the only real connection of the two seems to be the Lycus
Valley (2000: 177). The letter of Philemon in its theological and pastoral content is more
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inclined to the letter to the Philippians which describes Paul in some imminent danger (Ryan
& Thurston, 2000: 177).

Regarding the main characters in the letter

The letter as we have it mentions a number of characters, the first being the author Paul,
Timothy the co-author, Philemon the addressee (v. 1), Apphia the “sister”, Archippus the
fellow soldier and the congregation (v. 2). Onesimus the slave is mentioned (v. 10), so are
Epaphras (v. 23), Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, as well as Luke (v. 24). These are seemingly
important figures regarding the environment within which Paul found himself, as well as for
Philemon and the congregation at his house. There are four main characters on which | wish
to focus briefly regarding this point: Paul, Philemon, Epaphras and Onesimus. The letter is

written by Paul to Philemon and it concerns Onesimus.
Paul

Paul is one of the main characters in the narrative. As has been established above, he is the
author of the letter to Philemon. He is acquainted with Philemon, Onesimus and Epaphras
(Dunn, 1996: 303). As the leader of the evangelistic movement, he wrote a letter of mediation
for the sake of Onesimus to Philemon and called for reconciliation between Onesimus and
Philemon under new conditions (Garland, 1998: 301). Within the narrative Paul acts as the

author of the letter and as spiritual advisor to both Philemon and Onesimus.
Philemon

The letter is addressed to Philemon, even though some people are mentioned in it. Dunn
proposed the following regarding Philemon: he was well to do, as he had a house large
enough to fit the whole congregation and still have a spare room to receive guests; he was
possibly an owner of more slaves than Onesimus; he was probably a businessman who
travelled frequently; he could also have taken some time off from his business to attend to the
evangelistic cause as he is mentioned as a fellow worker; he was also possibly the leader of
the church that met in his house (1996: 301). Blanke & Barth also hold this position (2000:
137), as does Fitzmyer (2000: 12 — 13). Kreitzer generally agrees with this depiction, noting
that Philemon was wealthy enough to buy slaves and a big house (2008: 40). What we can
already see at this point is that Philemon is economically advantaged. He does not seem to be

a man of many needs, in fact he is well off. He is living a comfortable life. He is also a slave
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owner; he owns Onesimus, the other main character, and as Dunn points out, possibly more

slaves.

Dunn suggests that because Philemon was a travelling businessman, he probably met Paul in
one of his tours and heard the message leading to his conversion (1996: 301), a position also
held by Fitzmyer (2000: 13). Kreitzer suggests that the conversion could have happened
during Paul’s extended stay at Ephesus (2008: 40). Dunn suggests that Philemon may have
met Paul after his conversion (1996: 302). He posits that Epaphras was the one who brought
the message to Colossae (1996: 312). | agree with Dunn on this position for the reason that it
IS my contention that Onesimus was already converted before meeting Paul and as | shall
argue below, it is more plausible that Epaphras is the one who brought the message to
Colossae. However, he mentioned to the Colossians that Paul was the leader of the
evangelistic movement. Philemon may have later met Paul perhaps as Dunn and Fitzmyer

suggest in one of his tours.
Epaphras

Epaphras is named twice in Colossians and once in Philemon and it is generally held that
Epaphras is the person who brought the gospel to Colossae (Kreitzer, 2008: 34 — 35). He is
made important in this setting by the fact that he brought the gospel to Colossae and founded
a church there (Dunn, 1996: 22). This fact brings some light into the complexities of the
reason why Onesimus fled from Colossae, a point to which I shall return in chapter six.

Onesimus

The other main character to be considered is the slave Onesimus — the silent character. A
conversation has emerged between Paul, a respected evangelist, and Philemon his master. It
is worth noting how interpreters mainly deal with Onesimus as a passive character in the text.
The focus is on Paul: his thinking, his ideology and how he engages Philemon regarding
Onesimus. Philemon is focused on as someone who is confronted with a difficult question of
either freeing his slave or continuing the master-slave relationship with a different approach.
However, Onesimus is mentioned mainly in reference. He is hardly the subject of the study of

interpreters.

Dunn quickly mentioned him saying the fact that he was a slave does not tell us much about
Onesimus, and then he moved on to talking about slavery (1993: 302). Donfried and Marshall
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retained the runaway slave description of Onesimus and summarily referred to him as such
(1993: 177), as so did Fitzmyer (2000: 13 — 14). Blanke & Barth observe that his name
outlined what his master expected from him (2000: 141). Blanke & Barth however, go on to
explore that Onesimus could have been a Phrygian by origin or he could have been born to
parents enslaved to Philemon (2000: 142). This is one of the notable interests in the slave in
the pre- and modern interpretation of the letter. Kreitzer described him to be a runaway slave
that was converted by Paul in prison, but proved himself as an important and worthy servant
in the ministry (2008: 46). This is even more notable. Kreitzer suggests that Onesimus was in
a dangerous position, a runaway slave in prison, but knew that the way to success was
through hard work, a qualitythat was noticed by Paul. Though he retains Onesimus as a slave,
Kreitzer shows how the slave can think and advance his own development. Kreitzer also goes
as far as describing him as possibly the Onesimus who later became bishop of Ephesus
(2008: 48 — 49).

Conclusion

The present chapter has dealt with socio-economic issues involved in the narrative as well as
authorship details and further looked at the main characters in the narrative and how they take
part in the plot. There are a number of ways in reading the letter of Philemon. Having
observed some of the issues when dealing with this text, | now move on to establishing the
style of writing of the letter. Lopez & Penner have observed that in his writings, Paul shows a
great skill in rhetoric (2010: 36). They argue that Paul in his letters promotes arguments to
communities and individuals sometimes with force and in other times with seduction (2010:
37). The letter at hand has an argument well crafted seductively to achieve Paul’s goal. Thus
in the reading of this letter a rhetorical approach has to be borne in mind. I now move to an

exploration of rhetoric in this epistle.
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CHAPTER 5
A literary analysis of the text
Introduction

The distantiation part of the African contextual hermeneutic calls on the reader to allow the
text to speak as it was originally written and let the text be other. It is within this process of
distantiation that the reader observes the original text in its literary form and explores the
message the author originally intended to translate. In the previous chapter | established some
of the main issues in the letter as well as the main characters of the text and began a
conversation on the style of writing that Paul uses in this epistle. Focusing on the rhetoric of
the letter, I will now attempt to do an exposition of the text following the Greek version.
Having briefly commented on the rhetoric of the letter I will conduct my exposition in a
follow up of the intent of the rhetoric.

When | was still a young boy, my cousin and | used to lay traps for birds and pigeons so we
could take them home and show our grandfather and then keep or let the birds free. We
would lay the traps and then hide at a distance, observing how the bird comes closer and
closer to the trap because of the food and water we have placed at the trap. Once the bird has
eaten and is now drinking the water, we then pull the string linked to the stick that holds the
cover. The cover drops and engulfs the bird, and it is thereby entrapped. Following this
analogy, | want to observe the step by step seduction that Paul uses in his rhetoric of winning

Philemon over.
Rhetoric of the letter

With only twenty five verses the letter to Philemon is the shortest in the Pauline literature
(Kreitzer, 2008: 4), yet it yields a plethora of opportunities for interpretation by the modern
scholar. | say opportunities, because there can be no doubt that the letter poses a series of
questions and ambiguities, leaving the interpreter to at times assume and conclude implied
meaning. Garland describes reading the letter as watching a movie in the middle, where the
plot has already been set and the characters revealed (1998: 294). The rhetoric used in the
letter is so skilful that it opens a lot of doors for speculation in interpretation. The traditional
focus on the letter has been much on slavery and its impact on the early Christian
communities. In more recent years some scholars such as Joseph Marchall have shifted to a

sexual reading of the letter, focusing on the sexual obligation slaves had towards their
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masters. | prefer to move towards an economic reading of the letter focusing on the equality

proposed by the term ‘brother’ in the letter.

From a first glance reading of the letter, its rhetoric style cannot be left unnoticed. It is clear
that the author used rhetoric in his crafting of the letter. Rhetoric can be described as the art
of persuasion in all spheres of life, whether in court or at church or at a meeting (Lopez &
Penner, 2010: 34). The art of persuasion is what we see in this letter. The author does not
present his message abruptly and carelessly, but he does so with caution and softness of
approach. He does this presenting the different players involved in certain forms to achieve
his purpose. Lopez & Penner argue that rhetoric concerns the “shape of our social
interactions, our selfperceptions, and belief systems” (2010: 34). Thus in the application of
rhetoric speech it is important for the encoder to “tap” on the reader’s self-understanding and
perhaps even construct a new self-understanding for the decoder, which can be clearly
observed in this letter.

Donfried and Marshall noted that the letter is constructed with great skill to achieve the
purpose of persuading Philemon to do what is wanted by the author (1993: 180). Ryan &
Thurston argue that this masterpiece of persuasion uses ancient rhetoric which includes all
three elements of ethos, pathos, and logos and engages in rhetoric of politeness (2005: 192 —
193). Ethos (character) is expressed in the thanksgiving section when Paul thanks Philemon
for his loving and generous character and his concern for extending that goodness in this
situation (Ryan & Thurston, 2005: 193). Pathos (emotion) is the heart of the appeal and seeks
to establish fraternal and loving relations between Philemon and Onesimus (Ryan &
Thurston, 2005: 193). Logos (reason) is present in Paul’s appeal to love. Whilst he may have
the authority to instruct, Paul appeals to Philemon through love to act mercifully towards
Onesimus (Ryan & Thurston, 2005: 193).

Kreitzer observes that Paul’s skill as a rhetorician and acquaintance with rhetorical styles and
arguments of the Greco-Roman world can be noted in the text (2008: 11). The author’s skill
of rhetoric is shown in how he envisages his intended audience and frames the rhetoric
according to what he knows about the decoder (Donfried & Marshall, 1993: 180). Rhetoric is
important in a general sense of world view because its use over the centuries has changed the
lives of many, the rhetoric in this letter is critical because the encoder brings in a new
argument that was almost unheard of in the context of the time. The fact that he is bringing in
an argument of a new possibility ties in well with the observations of Lopez & Penner that
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rhetoric is ideological in nature and cannot be seen to be unbiased (2010: 35). The argument

here is clearly biased towards Onesimus and the proposal that the encoder posits.
Greetings (1 - 3)

[TadArog déopog Xprotod Incod kol Tudbeog 6 adeApog d1AquovL Td dyomnt®d Kod

VVEPYD MUY

Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our dear friend and

co-worker,

The letter to Philemon begins like other letters in Roman antiquity and those of Paul, with a
greeting and salutation (Donfried & Marshall, 1993: 180; Garland, 1998: 315) which would
suggest that it is indeed a personal letter from one person to the other (Dunn, 1996: 310;
Fitzmyer, 2000: 81). Philemon is a fairly silent figure in the New Testament and throughout

the New Testament he is not mentioned except only in this letter (Dunn, 1996: 311).

It is only in the letter to Philemon that Paul begins by identifying himself as a prisoner
(Garland, 1998: 315). It can be deduced from Paul’s identity as a prisoner that he is writing
from prison, of which the whereabouts are disputed (Kreitzer, 2008: 19). The reason for his
emphasis that he is in prison calls for speculation. It has been speculated that he does so in an
attempt to gain sympathy from the decoder (Garland, 1998: 315). Garland also observes that
by identifying himself as a prisoner, Paul likens himself to a slave because a runaway slave
would be kept prisoner in chains to keep him from running away. This he does to empty
himself from the spiritual director position before engaging Philemon (1998: 316). Dunn
notes that it is only in Philemon and Philippians that Paul does this (1996: 310). This
assertion is important as it suggests that in opportunities of discussion, hegemonic titles are to
be avoided. Paul leads the way in this regard, reducing his status when conversing with
Philemon. Perhaps, Philemon ought to adopt the same attitude when conversing with
Onesimus upon receipt of the letter. It can also be noted that naming himself as a prisoner

Paul begins his rhetoric and lays the ground for the art of persuasion that is yet to follow.

Kol Anoig i aSeApf kai Apyinmo 16 cLGTPATIOT HUMV Kod Tfj KoT’ 01kOV GOV £KKANGia,

to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow soldier, and to the church in your house:
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The salutation extends to include key figures in Philemon’s entourage. I call them an
entourage because they are certainly part of Philemon’s inner circle. There have been

suggestions as to their family ties with Philemon. However, there is no scholarly consensus.

Apphia — Dunn proposes that Apphia is the wife of Philemon (1996: 311), adding that
because she was Philemon’s wife she would probably have had something to do with the
issue of the household slaves (1996: 311 — 312). Garland agrees with this view, opining that
her mention as a sister suggests that she was a Christian and supports the notion that women
of that time were active in the assemblies (1998: 317). Kreitzer, among others, opts to call her
either the physical sister of Philemon or one of the main members of the congregation at
Philemon’s house (2008: 33).

Archippus — Scholars are not in agreement as to the identity of Archippus. Some are saying
he was the son of Philemon, and others are saying he was a member of the congregation in
Philemon’s house (Garland, 1998: 317). Dunn prefers to say he was either the son of
Philemon or he was there because he was the only one active in the ministry at Colossae
other than Philemon and his wife (1996: 312). | want to differ from this position for the
reason that if Archippus was a member of the congregation, then he would be included in the
referral to the church. The fact that he is mentioned together with Apphia and Philemon
suggests closer ties to Philemon that transcend co-members of the church. Moreover, the
categorising or the list of the people greeted in my opinion seems to be done in order of
importance or seniority. The author starts by greeting Philemon the principal audience, then
Apphia, then Archippus and only then the church. Thus this would suggest that the author
says first to Philemon; then Apphia; then Archippus or then Apphia and Archippus and then
the assembly.

The assembly — The inclusion of the church that meets in Philemon’s house in the greeting
suggests that the congregation was part of the conversation as well, perhaps to add pressure
on Philemon or to say that the congregation also had to accept Onesimus (Dunn, 1996: 313;
Garland, 1998: 318; Fitzmyer, 2000: 81). Dunn further notes that the reason Paul does not
call them the saints at Colossae could be because there were other house churches in
Colossae (1996: 313). More importantly to note is that there is a communal conversation that
is called upon here. Perhaps Paul might be saying to Philemon that if the issue is too heavy

for you, then call upon your siblings in the faith to assist you.

60



When decisions are taken in a communal perspective, they are exposed to a variety of
opinions and understandings and a more informed decision can be taken. If indeed Paul
wanted this to happen in the congregation at Colossae, then it would be interesting to find out
the position of other congregants regarding slavery. Garland observes that the society of
today does not want religion in its private matters and would rather deal with matters
concerning property privately (1998: 322). But to what extent can and should the Christian
faith influence our decisions? When a decision one has to take is a moral one, how much
should they involve their faith communities? Garland answers by saying Christians are not
alone, they are bound to each other through their faith and as such their moral behaviour and

decision making should be born out of a communal perspective (1998: 323).

xép1g LUV Kad lpnvn amod Beod matpdc UGV kai kvupiov ITncod Xpiotod.

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

The two-pronged greeting of grace and peace is typical of Paul’s letters and indicates that the
focus now moves from Philemon to the congregation (Kreitzer, 2008: 20). Philemon must
now read the letter with the congregation, or at least interpret the letter with them. In this way
the letter’s influence on him will not be limited to him only, but expanded to the other
members of the assembly. Fitzmyer notes that it is in the Pauline writing style to offer grace
and peace to the decoders (2000: 82), which is another indication of the authenticity of the

letter as that of Paul.
Philemon’s love and faith (4 - 7)

Evyopiotd t@ 0ed pov mavtote pveioy 6ov Tolo0UEVOS ML TGV TPOGEVLYMV OV, AKOV®OV GOV

NV aydmnv kol v mioty, fjv £xelg mpog Tov kvpov Incodv kai gig mhvtog Tovg ayiovg,

When | remember you in my prayers, | always thank my God because | hear of your love for

all the saints and your faith toward the Lord Jesus.

Garland proffers that the praise of Philemon in this section does not mean that Paul is trying
to soften Philemon, for it is usual that in his letters Paul would give such praises to the
recipients (Garland, 1998: 318), but also it testifies to Philemon’s character that would have
been related by Onesimus or experienced by Paul himself (Dunn, 1996: 317). Such testimony

he could have also heard from Epaphras who was with Paul in prison and seems to have been
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instrumental in bringing the gospel to Colossae (Bruce, 1984: 208; Kreitzer, 2008: 20).
Garland’s position that Paul’s praise is not necessarily aimed at softening up Philemon
because Paul does that in all of his audiences does not hold water in my opinion. The fact that
Paul always does it shows his skill in rhetoric and in this letter it is also an application of
rhetoric. The art of persuasion depends on how the reader feels and in part how the author
makes the reader feel about him or herself. Thus, by praising Philemon, Paul engages in this

art of persuasion, putting on another layer into the rhetoric and strengthening it.

Omwg M Kowvovio THG TOTEDS ooV EvePYNS YEVNTOL £V EMMYVAOGCEL TAVTOG dyafod Tod €v Muiv

elg Xp1otov.

| pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective when you perceive all the good that

we may do for Christ.

Critics have found this verse to be very challenging. Kreitzer deems it to pose a serious
challenge for interpretation (2008: 21). He observes that the opening phrases are odd and
maybe Paul is trying to say the faith of Philemon may somehow prove to be an effective
force in his own life or he is showing that such faith should be in all Christians (2008: 21).
Garland notes that the connotations of this verse are important as they give us an indication of
Philemon and what he is about to be faced with (1998: 322). For Garland, this verse reveals
that Paul believes that what we do, the moral decisions we take, and our goodness, must be
encouraged by a supportive faith community (1998: 322). Garland further notes that Paul
holds that individual moral decisions affect the whole community and such decisions should

be taken in the company of a faith community (1998: 322). Other scholars have chosen to
focus on the word kowvwvia in their analysis of this verse. Dunn observes that the idea of
kowvwvia is a Pauline idea (1996: 318). According to Dunn, Paul sold the idea in his

communities that they must share the elements of Christianity as well as the lives of one

another and be communal in nature (1996: 318 — 319).

Fitzmyer suggests that this verse is probably the most difficult verse in the letter (2000: 97).
However, he has taken the matter further. Fitzmyer offers four possibilities for the meaning

of kowwvia in this verse (2000: 97). In the first instance he posits kowvwvia to mean

association; communion; a close association of two or more people in a common interest,

cause or bonding (2000: 97). If this position is to be accepted, then it would mean Paul is
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saying that the association or communion of the faith which he shares with the other

members of the assembly may be effective when he considers what is to be asked of him.

In the second instance he suggests kowvwvia could mean participation; sharing; in a sense

that Philemon’s sharing of the faith might come to be effective (2000: 97). For the sharing of

this faith to be more effective, then Philemon must consider the request of the letter in that
view. Thirdly, Fitzmyer suggests kowvwvia could mean a common donation or contribution

(2000: 97). Again, the effectiveness of Philemon’s sharing of the faith cannot occur if he does
not donate or act generously in matters such as the one that is about to be put before him. In

the last instance, Fitzmyer posits xowvwvia could mean communication — the

communication of Philemon’s faith to others (2000: 97). How he presents or portrays this

faith could be evident in his decision regarding the matter at hand.

This verse is another layer of the rhetoric, the building up of the persuasion. Paul is clearly
playing around with words, but cautiously so. He presents that indeed Philemon has a great

faith and it has been attested to by others, but then throws in the idea of kowvwvia to lead
Philemon to a number of thoughts. The fact that there are multiple understandings of the

word kowvwvioe shows that Paul knew that Philemon would wonder which of the number of

meanings of kowvwvia Paul actually meant. The art of persuasion continues; the bird gets

closer to the trap.

xopav yop TOAANV &oyov kol mopakAnotv €mi TR dydmn cov, 81t Td omAdyyva TOV ayimv

AvamETOVTOL S10 GOV, ASEAPE.

| have indeed received much joy and encouragement from your love, because the hearts of
the saints have been refreshed through you, my brother.

Paul continues to appeal to Philemon, profiteering from his good character (Bruce, 1984:
208). Paul also brings into the equation the good word of Philemon he might have heard from
Onesimus or Epaphras to present Philemon in a good light, thereby indicating in his rhetoric
that Philemon already has a reputation of refreshing the hearts of the saints and this act would
just add to the list of his credentials. Yet another layer of persuasion, more convincing; the

bird gets even closer to the snare.
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Paul’s plea for Onesimus (8 — 14)

A0 oA év Xplotd mappnoiov Exov EMTACCEY 0ol TO AvijKov d1d TNV Aydmny HoALlov
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For this reason, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do your duty, yet |
would rather appeal to you on the basis of love — and I, Paul, do this as an old man, and
now also as a prisoner of Christ Jesus.

Paul continues to advance his appeal, in this instance bringing in (i) his boldness to instruct,
though he will not and (ii) the connotation of wisdom that comes with age. Dunn observes
that Paul’s rhetoric skill is displayed here, when he avoids stronger arguments at his disposal,
but opts to leaving Philemon to decide for himself (1996: 323; Kreitzer, 2008: 22). Garland
on the other hand argues that in this instance Paul is puling rank, proposing that his position
gives him authority to direct Philemon, but because of love he shall make an appeal (1998:
326). When a person is in a higher position they are always caught in between utilising their
higher position or not. They have the authority to pull rank, but it is a moral decision not to.
There is always a choice, one does not pull rank because it is part of the system to do so; it is
a conscious decision one takes. When | was in the military | had a rank and it was my
personal decision never to use it to assert authority. This does not mean | was a bad leader,
but rather it is my moral formation that led me to lead this way. Paul proves that it is possible

to be in control, but not abusive.

Bruce argues that orders can be easily resented from wherever they may come. However,
when an appeal is made by a friend it is always hard to resist, especially when such an appeal
is made for the sake of love (1984: 211). Dunn agrees with this position, observing that Paul
is portraying an attitude of a good leader when he leaves an issue open even though he knows
he is right, so that the people in the community can also partake in the decision making
(1996: 323). That is an example of excellent rhetoric, leaving open an issue when you know
where you want it to go, in fact you are already steering it towards the direction of your
choice, but making it as if the other person is the one taking it there. It is the art of
persuasion. It is similar to my analogy of catching a bird. We have already set the food, water
and roof for the bird to find, but the art of the trap is that the bird thinks it has found the food
and water on its own and relaxes for it cannot see what is coming next. | can imagine that

Philemon would not be able to apprehend what was coming next. The mentioning of Paul as
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an old man shows that Paul may have been adding the wisdom of age in his argument (Dunn,
1996: 327; Kreitzer, 2008: 22). It is a fact that throughout the course of history people have
respected the opinion of older people, wisdom comes with age, and Paul is making use of this

aspect.
TOPOKOAD Gg TEPL TOD EUOD TEKVOL, OV £yévvnaoa £v Toig decpoic, OvicIuov,

| am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father | have become during my

imprisonment.

The bird has stuck its head into the bowl of food; he is enjoying the food, unwitting of the
snare above its head. Paul now gets on to the matter at hand, the plea for the life of Onesimus,
his son, a child begotten to him in prison (Kreitzer, 2008: 23). It is worth pondering why Paul
uses such language to describe his relationship with Onesimus, although it is not unusual in
Paul’s letters, he uses it to describe his relationships with his coverts (Kreitzer, 2008: 23).
Dunn posits quite adequately that Paul calls Onesimus his son because such language was
typical to describe relations between a pupil and a teacher; one depending on a priest or
mystagogue (1996: 328). Onesimus had proven indeed useful to Philemon in the ministry of
the gospel, but moreover he had learned from Paul the tenets of Christianity and perhaps,
even though it is not indicated in the text, Onesimus may have been an outstanding student.
Just like a lecturer or teacher may take a special interest in the progress of their brightest
students in the modern age, it could have also been the case with Paul and Onesimus.
Frilingos suggests that Paul uses his excellent rhetoric to reorganize the family structure in
the narrative (2000: 100). According to Frilingos, Paul in this verse asserts himself as
Onesimus’ father and then assumes the role of fatherhood (2000: 101). Moreover, Paul is
now saying his father-child relationship with Onesimus supersedes the master-slave
relationship between Philemon and Onesimus and places Onesimus as Paul’s child (Frilingos,

2000: 101 - 102).
1oV TOTE GOl dypnotov Vuvi 8¢ [Kai] ool kai £pnol bypnotov,
Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful both to you and to me.

The name Onesimus was common for slaves and literally means useful or profitable, thereby
indicating that the master wishes their slave would be useful or profitable (Bruce, 1984: 213;

Dunn, 1996: 328). There is no indication as to whether the name Onesimus was given to him
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by his own parents or by Philemon, hoping that he would be an effective, useful and
profitable slave. However, the name is worth pondering upon a little. Paul knows the
meaning of the name is useful and probably knows who gave him the name and as a master
of rhetoric, he uses the name to his advantage, proposing that he indeed is useful without a
doubt. He insinuates in this verse that if Philemon may have ever deemed Onesimus useless
in the past, whether because of his fleeing or anything else, he is to cast away all the bad
impressions he has of Onesimus and now see him as useful. Paul acknowledges that
Onesimus may have rendered himself useless, but hurries to implore Philemon to see him in

the opposite light.

Marchall proposes that this verse has sexual connotations (2011: 760). According to
Marchall, the term that Onesimus is now ebypnotov suggests that Onesimus is now “good for
use; well used; easy to use; beneficial; profitable; enjoyable” (2011: 760). Marchall suggests
that the term ypnoig is used sexually in the Greek and means intercourse (2011: 761). What
Marchall is positing is that Onesimus may have had sexual relations with Paul whilst in
Rome or Ephesus since having sexual relations with slaves was acceptable and normal (2011:
761).

An observation is made that the words Xpwotdg which means useful, and Xpwotév, which means
in Christ, have the same pronunciation and Paul could have been saying Onesimus was now
in Christ or Christ like (Dunn, 1996: 329; Garland, 1998: 327). However, the written word in
question is ebypnotov and there is no reason to suggest that the word would be pronounced
and not read. The inclusion of the assembly in the salutation implies that the letter would be
read to the assembly in Philemon’s house, however, the written form says useful and does not
say Christlike. Thus I contend that there could be no double meaning of the word in this
instance. Moreover, it can be noted that the inclusion of the congregation in the greeting
could have been by reference. It could mean that Philemon should extend the greeting from
Paul to the church, just in the same manner as Paul extends the greetings of his fellow
workers and prison mates without them actually taking part in either the construction or

writing of the letter.
OV avémepyd cot, avtov, TodT’ 0TV TO EUA CTAAYY VAL

| am sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you.
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Paul is portraying himself as someone losing a loved one, implying, perhaps that Philemon
should note with seriousness the loss that Paul is facing. Such implication also says that
Philemon is gaining a worthy brother, but also he is gaining him at Paul’s expense, Paul loses
in order that Philemon may gain. The rhetoric here is that Philemon should feel some sense of
debt to Paul, for Paul is sacrificing his begotten son so that Philemon may have him. The art
of persuasion requires that the encoder must make the argument so convincingly that the
decoder will see no other option but to yield to the request of the encoder, and Paul does this
very well. Marchall posits that this verse further strengthens the argument that Paul and
Onesimus may have had sexual relations because omldyyvo was typical in erotic dimensions
of slavery; it may mean a warm body that the master enjoys (2011: 763). Thus Paul may be
sending Onesimus back to Philemon, however having enjoyed fruitful sexual relations with
him (2011: 763).

oV &y®d €PovAdunV TpoOg EUALTOV KOTEYELWY, Tva DItep 60D pot dlakovi] €V TolG dECLOIG TOD
gvayyeAiov, yopig 8¢ th¢ ofig yvoung ovdev nBéAnca motfjcat, tva pun o¢ KaTd AvayKnv to

dya06v 6ov 7 GALL KOTd £KOVGIOV.

| wanted to keep him with me, so that he might be of service to me in your place during my
imprisonment for the gospel; but | preferred to do nothing without your consent, in order that
your good deed might be voluntary and not something forced.

Returning to my analogy, in order to be able to catch the bird, you have to make sure that the
food you have placed in the snare is enjoyable and to the liking of the bird. If it is not, the
bird will simply turn away after one bite. Paul has to ensure that his rhetoric stays intact; he
has to keep Philemon eating out of the palm of his hand, so to speak. The art of seduction
depends on how much the enticer is willing to lure the enticed to their corner until they want
nothing else. Paul is seducing Philemon to his corner, luring him to what he is about to ask
next. He has already put the subject on the table, but not what he is about to ask. In these two
verses he ensures that Philemon is still seduced.

This is the only place in the letter where evayyeliov appears and seems to be used to suggest
that Onesimus could be given to serve the gospel on Philemon’s behalf (Kreitzer, 2008: 25).
Garland observes that Paul seems to have debated the issue internally before deciding
whether to let go of Onesimus or not (1998: 331). The language Paul uses in this verse

indicates reluctance on his part to send Onesimus back, but also that it was his reluctance and
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not that of Onesimus (Dunn, 1996: 330). The encoder does not say if Onesimus himself
wanted to go back to Philemon or not, Kreitzer opines that it seems that Paul’s desire to keep
Onesimus seems to be at odds with Onesimus’ wish to go back to Philemon (Kreitzer, 2008:
25). In the end he decided to send Onesimus back in a sense of duty towards Philemon,
allowing Philemon’s interests to supersede his and perhaps indicating that Philemon might do

well to allow Onesimus’ interests to supersede his own (Garland, 1998: 331).
Manumission (15 — 16)

These two verses are crucial for the argument of this paper, considering what it is that Paul
may have wanted Philemon to with Onesimus. It is in these verses that | make my argument
that when Paul called on Philemon to accept Onesimus as his brother, it was not in just a
spiritual sense, but in a general sense and including, but not limited to an economic sense.
This, however, has not been a focus of scholarly literature. In my analogy | would say the
bird has eaten the last crumb in the bowl and has now turned its cheeks towards the bowl of
water. As the bird enjoys the soothing feel of the water running down its throat, we pull the
string; the stick falls and the roof engulfs the bird. The bird is caught in the snare and has no
way out, the goal has been achieved. The rhetoric at hand is now at its punch line; Paul now

drops the bombshell on Philemon and makes his appeal in much more detail.

Téya yap S Todto Exwpictn mpdg dpav, tva aidviov adTov Améymg,

Perhaps this is the reason he was separated from you for a while, so that you might have him

back forever,

Paul now grapples with the issue at hand, the escape of Onesimus from his master, but he
does so very cautiously, soothingly and introduces divine language to persuade Philemon
(Dunn, 1996: 333; Garland, 1998: 333; Kreitzer, 2008: 26). Paul advances his argument once
again employing his rhetoric skill to convince Philemon. Pulling in divine language is tactful
for he knows Philemon to be a spiritual person. The art of persuasion is also to use what is at
your disposal to convince the decoder and Paul uses the language of divinity that is common
for him and Philemon. The premise is that the separation between Philemon and Onesimus
was only temporary and now its ending means a permanent relationship between them, but

not in the way it was before.
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no longer as a slave but more than a slave, a beloved brother — especially to me but how
much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord.

Much of the scholarly consensus on the theological meaning of the letter is taken from this
verse. It is on this verse that the argument for the abolition of slavery has been advanced. It is
also on this verse where some have argued for equality as well as manumission. Kreitzer
argues that this verse is emphatic in the theological meaning of the letter, and further notes
that it is here that Paul asks Philemon to put into practice the Christian message of
reconciliation (Kreitzer, 2008: 26).

Dunn and Kreitzer agree that this verse could spell out what Paul was asking of Philemon
which is either to free Onesimus of slavery or for both Philemon and Onesimus to enter into a
new relationship of master and slave as Christian brothers (Dunn, 1996: 334; Kreitzer, 2008:
26). | contend that the latter position is not to be held. There has to be more to the
relationship than the simple request of continuing the slave-master relationship with renewed
hearts. | cannot see this as an adequate reason for Paul to devote so much time and rhetoric
just to suggest the master and slave should live happily ever after. | am in agreement with the
scholars who argue that this was a call for the abolition of slavery. However, along with
Dunn (1996: 335), | observe that exiting the slave-master relationship would spell entrance
into a patron-client relationship, for as Dunn notes even if Philemon freed Onesimus, the
latter would still depend on the former for financial support as they would now move into a
patron-client relationship (1996: 335).

Williams suggests that it was an identity of the members of Paul’s Christian communities to
call each other brother or sister, however the real question in this verse is how a master and
his slave would call each other while remaining a master and a slave (2012: 25). Callahan
suggests that Paul meant a brother in the real sense (2009: 330), as | shall observe in the next
chapter. Williams goes on to ask how baptism in the Christian faith ancient and modern
change relationships (2012: 25). The impact of the message of the gospel on ordinary people
in their socio-cultural situations is worth serious observation. How does the message and in
fact the Christian faith affect the believer’s view of the world? The traditional interpretation

of the letter that says Philemon and Onesimus were to continue with their slavery relationship
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as brothers seems to suggest that even when one has been converted to the Christian faith life
should go on as usual. | contend that to be not the case. | am of the position that Paul wanted
a change here; there had to be a movement from slavery to brotherhood upon receipt and
acceptance of the letter.

Dunn observes another possibility in the relationship, noting that the new relationship would
be three way, it would include Paul, Philemon and Onesimus and the treatment of one
another would determine the relationship as a whole (Dunn, 1996: 336). In other words, how
Philemon treats Onesimus will have a direct impact on his relationship with Paul. The idea of
this interdependence of relationships intrigues me. Dunn is proposing that Philemon and Paul
cannot have a healthy relationship if Philemon and Onesimus do not have one. The
relationship between Paul and Philemon is essentially that of free men, but if it is to remain
solid, then Onesimus must be elevated to the status of freed man so that he may also partake

in the three-way relationship.

Garland supposes that in these verses Paul called on Philemon and Onesimus to enter into a
new relationship where Philemon would now have Onesimus forever, but as a brother and not
a slave (1998: 333 — 334). This new relationship as denoted by kai &v capxi kai &v Kvpie
(both in the flesh and in the Lord) will not be limited to the spiritual brotherhood only, but
shall extend significantly to their social life of master-slave or patron-client (Dunn, 1996:
336). The social life of which Dunn speaks of has economic implications in them. Both the
master-slave relationship and the patron-client relationship has economic dependency. The
lesser in status depends on the higher for economic benefits — the difference being that in the
patron-client relationship, the client (who is the lesser in power and benefits) has their
freedom. Thus, what Dunn is proposing is that Paul wants the social life of the two to be
impacted by the decision to manumit Onesimus. This makes room for the possibility, if not
the reality, that Paul did not want Onesimus to remain a slave. Even a happy, more obliging
slave might | add, but he wanted Philemon to do more for Onesimus. Kreitzer notes that the
meaning of this statement is unclear. However, he does note that xai év copki carries
anthropological connotations (2008: 27). Frilingos posits that in this verse Paul represents
both Philemon and Onesimus as children and himself as the principal father of both (2000:
103). At the end of the rhetoric Paul stands as the pinnacle of the triangle: he is at the helm

and Philemon and Onesimus are the connecting angles (Frilingos, 2000: 103). If the two are
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at the angles connecting to the one at the helm, it suggests then that there is a level of equality

being sought for them.
Both in the flesh and in the Lord

For Garland this statement simply means that Onesimus belongs to Philemon in the flesh
legally, but in the Lord he is a brother (1998: 334). This view does not hold water, in fact |
find it to be contradictory. By virtue of being Philemon’s slave and forming part of his
household, it is possible that Onesimus would have been a Christian because once the head of
the household was converted, the rest of the household followed. Thus it could be that
Philemon already saw Onesimus as a brother spiritually and for Paul to say it all the more
when it is already happening does not make sense. Moreover, it is contradictory to say legally
Onesimus must be held under subjugation, but spiritually be held equal. What then is the

point of Paul’s argument? Further emphasising what has already been happening?

I cannot align myself with such a position. As a postcolonial reader I make room for an
entirely different possibility. Dunn does well to observe that what Paul requires of Philemon
remains unsettled to this day, but perhaps, continues Dunn, “there may be hints and allusions
in the language of which the modern commentator is completely ignorant” (1996: 334). 1
agree with Dunn on this point and I further contend that the text is in need of liberation. The
text has for centuries been subjected to a pious brotherly-love reading. As a postcolonial
biblical critic it is my aim to attempt to liberate the text from this overextended interpretation.
There are other allusions and hints, as Dunn points out, that the modern commentator has to
pay attention to. The current milieu of society does not need an over-spiritual reading of the
Bible, but needs a contextual, relevant reading of the Bible. | contend that there are other

things in this verse that need to be emphasised, things that speak to our context.

According to Fitzmyer, xai év capki denotes the sphere of life that is bound by the interests
of the earth. It is limited in its capacities and it is affected by its appetites, its ambitions, and
its proneness to sin (2000: 116). Fitzmeyer continues to note as in its use in Philemon, the
phrase kol év copki indicates Onesimus’ basic human status other than his condition as a

slave (2000: 116).
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The continued plea (17 — 22)
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So if you consider me your partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. If he has

wronged you in any way, or owes you anything, charge that to my account.

Returning to my analogy of catching a bird, the trap we used to catch the birds was not
perfect. As we pulled the string, a little noise sounded and upon hearing a bit of it, the bird
would move from the spot quickly and by the time the cover falls, the bird could be out of the
snare already. In this rhetoric Paul realises that Philemon might not be fully convinced yet,
and so he advances the rhetoric. Paul strengthens his appeal by placing Onesimus in his
shoes, intimating that Philemon should consider him a partner as he does Paul (Kreitzer,
2008: 27). He switches over to the commercial issue by mentioning partnership. The term
Kowvewvov can mean a partnership which Paul and Philemon may have had (Kreitzer, 2008:
27). Receive (welcome) him as you would receive (welcome) me, says Paul. Paul knows full
well that Philemon would never receive Paul as a slave and give him the accommodation of a
slave. It is an honourable reception that Paul would get. Philemon would go out of his way to
make sure that his spiritual leader is well taken of. Dunn notes that in Roman antiquity,
welcoming a person into your home could be done with equals only and when Paul puts
Onesimus in his own shoes he suggests that Philemon should welcome Onesimus as an equal
(1996: 338). Paul knows that and he is taking full advantage of it to strengthen the rhetoric.
He is not leaving anything to chance, it is maximum results that he wants, and he is not
backing down.

Since Philemon had been defrauded by his slave there was compensation due and since there
could have been a moral offence committed by Onesimus, Paul offers himself as guarantor of
the debt (Dunn, 1996: 336 — 337; Garland, 1998: 336; Kreitzer, 2008: 27). As Dunn correctly
asserts, in this instance Paul was not sure if Philemon would react as a defrauded master or a
Christian brother (1996: 337) and he had to write with caution and eliminate all possible
reasons that could enrage Philemon. It is unclear however, how Paul intends to settle this debt
in prison, but from adding his signature to the letter, it is clear that he is assuming liability for
the debt (Fitzmyer, 2000: 117).
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Punishment for a runaway slave was severe in Roman antiquity (Garland, 1988: 327). They
could be subjected to brutal flogging; branding; being sold to work on a farm, in galleys or
mines; crucifixion; being thrown to wild beasts in an arena and even be compelled to wear an
iron collar engraved with the name and address of the owner with a command “catch me for I
have fled my master” (Garland, 1998: 327 — 328). Garland further observes that forgiveness
was not part of Philemon’s world, but his Christian faith demanded him to be forgiving
(1998: 328). Paul makes his request based on the previous actions of Philemon of love and
kindness, hoping that such virtues will be once again ignited (Garland, 1998: 328). Paul
wants to avoid the terrible punishment that a runaway slave could be subjected to, and he
assumes all liability. In a way he is saying that if there is punishment due to Onesimus, he
will take it all for him. Again, using the art of persuasion, for he knows that Philemon would

not do that to “a man of God”.

gyo [Modrog Eypaya T €un yewpl, €yd amoticom: tva un A&y oot 8Tt Kol GEovTOV Lot

TPOCOPEIAELS.

I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand: | will repay it. | say nothing about your owing me

even your own self.

It appears that at this time Paul now takes the pen from Timothy and adds his signature to the
letter (Kreitzer, 2008: 28), attaching more weight to it. He is now pulling all the stops to save
Onesimus, even putting his own signature and attaching his name to whatever debt Onesimus
owes to Philemon (Dunn, 1996: 339). In my analogy Paul is pulling the string slowly and
smoothly to ensure there is no noise and the cover will drop undetected by the bird. Dunn
argues that Paul makes use of a double meaning of spiritual and legal partnership between
himself and Philemon (1996: 140). He further suggests that the indebtedness in spirituality is
that of Paul having brought Philemon to the conversion and the legal indebtedness could
possibly be that Paul is a patron of Philemon (Dunn, 1996: 341).

voi AOEAE, £yd Gov Ovaiuny v Kupim: dvamovcdv pov td omidyyva &v Xpotd. [lemoBag

1] VTOKOT] 6oV EYpaya 601, 100G OTL Kol VTTEP O AEY® TOMOCELS.

Yes, brother, let me have this benefit from you in the Lord! Refresh my heart in Christ.
Confident of your obedience, | am writing to you, knowing that you will do even more than |

say.
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Paul underscores his close relationship with Philemon by addressing him as his brother for a
third time (Kreitzer, 2008: 28), ensuring that Philemon remains in love with the rhetoric and
his heart remains softened. He also adds intentionally that he is confident Philemon will do
even more than that which he asks for. Another element of a good rhetoric is that the encoder
must make the decoder feel good about themselves to the point that they will yield to what
the encoder proposes. Paul does this well, singing Philemon a lot of praises, and making sure

it sinks in that Philemon is a good person.
dpo ¢ kol Eroipalé pot Eeviav: ATl yap Ot S TOV TPOGELYDY VUGBV YaptoOcopat DUTv.

One thing more — prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping through your prayers to be

restored to you.

Paul moves to enlarging his request to Philemon on the basis of their friendship (Kreitzer,
2008: 28). Here it seems Paul says that he will visit Philemon soon and when he does he
expects the two be living together in harmony as brothers (Dunn, 1996: 345; Kreitzer, 2008:
29).

Final greetings (23 — 25)

Aondaletai oe Enagpdc 0 cvvayypndAontoc pov év Xprotd Incod, Mapkog, Apioctopyod,
Anpag, Aovkdg, ol cvvepyoli pov. 'H ybpig 10D kvpiov Inocod Xpiotod petd tod mvedpatog

VUDV.

Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends greetings to you, and so do Mark,
Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my fellow workers. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with

your spirit.

As usual of his letters, after concluding the business of the letter, Paul mentions the greetings
of those with him (Dunn, 1996: 347; Kreitzer, 2008: 29). He mentions Epaphras who was
influential in the formation of the Christian movement in Colossae as well as other fellow
soldiers who testify to the letter. As in all his letters, Paul concludes with the blessing in his
own formula (Dunn, 1996: 349; Kreitzer, 2008: 30).
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CHAPTER 6
A postcolonial runaway slave hypothesis
Introduction

In the previous two chapters | have dealt with the distantiation part of my exegesis where |
dealt with the text as a literary unit, and focusing on some historical aspects of the text. | now
move to the appropriation part of the research. The present chapter begins the climax of the
exegesis where | bring the text and its first century Mediterranean context in conversation
with my context through a postcolonial lens. | will summarise the history of interpretation of
the text and assert my postcolonial position on such interpretation. Lastly | will propose a

postcolonial runaway slave hypothesis.
The runaway slave hypothesis

The runaway slave hypothesis has been the most held by scholars beginning with John
Chrysostom in the third century, John Knox in the sixteenth century and E.J Goodspeed in
the modern era (Dunn, 1996: 308 — 309). According to this hypothesis, Onesimus fled from
the household of Philemon to Rome or Ephesus having stolen from Philemon. He then met
Paul and became converted, however Paul sought to send him back to his master, bearing
with him a letter that pleaded for his forgiveness (Marshall, 1993: 176 — 177; Dunn, 1996:
301 — 307; Barclay (J), 1997: 98; Garland, 1998: 295 — 296; Byron, 2008: 116 — 118;
Kreitzer, 2008: 46 — 47).

However, there have been challenges to this runaway slave hypothesis. The first of these
challenges is a suggestion that Onesimus fled to Paul in Rome as an asylum seeker (Bruce,
1977: 399 — 400). Bruce argued that since Roman law allowed that upon mistreatment of a
slave by their master they could approach a friend of the master and seek asylum and ask that
the friend mediate between the slave and his master, Onesimus went to Rome to seek Paul in
this regard (1977: 400). This position suggests that at the time of leaving Colossae Onesimus
already knew that there was a man called Paul, one with close links with his master Philemon
and he went to Rome or Ephesus with the sole intent of meeting Paul, a point to which 1 shall
later return. However, this position by Bruce was opposed. Brian Rapske led the opposition
to this notion, questioning whether Paul’s place of imprisonment could qualify as a place for
seeking asylum (Rapske, 1991: 193 — 195). Rapske makes a valuable point: a prison cell can
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hardly be a place at which one can seek asylum (1991: 195). However, this point does not

totally discredit the argument posited by Bruce.

Sarah Winter also opposed the runaway slave hypothesis, arguing that Onesimus was a
Colossian Christian sent to assist Paul in his ministry on their behalf (1984:1). Therefore, the
appeal of Paul to Philemon to receive Onesimus as a brother was actually to free him as an
emancipated slave so that he can serve Paul freely in the ministry (Winter, 1984: 1 — 2). This
position is much less feasible. If this may have been the case, then it would mean Onesimus
and Philemon parted ways in good terms, however the letter does not support that. It is clear
that when Onesimus left Colossae it was not under pleasant terms, there is mention of a debt
that Paul attaches himself to. Thus I contend that Winter’s argument is not supported by the

contents of the letter.

Allan Callahan is another to oppose the runaway slave hypothesis. He proposed that
Onesimus was not a slave at all, or even a fugitive, but he was rather a blood brother to
Philemon who had quarrelled with his brother Philemon and sought intervention from Paul
(Callahan, 1993: 363 — 365). This is another argument that does not seem plausible on the
basis of the contents of the letter. While | support the basis of Callahan’s anti-colonial
reading of the epistle, I cannot find the necessary support for his argument. The encoder of
the letter refers to Onesimus as a slave and only refers to him as a brother when he requests
Philemon to accept him as a brother. Paul says Philemon should accept Onesimus no longer
as a slave, but a brother. This proves that Onesimus was a slave. It does not make sense that

Paul would refer to a Roman citizen as a slave.
A post-colonial runaway slave hypothesis

I am more aligned to the runaway slave hypothesis, however with my own observations. I
want to offer a postcolonial runaway slave hypothesis. Sugirtharajah points out that
“postcolonial biblical criticism does not only look at the dynamics of colonial domination,
but also at the capacity of the colonized to resist it, either openly or covertly” (Sugirtharajah,
2012: 14 — 15). | posit that Onesimus did run away from Philemon’s household, however not
with the intention of just being a fugitive as traditional interpreters would hold, but with the

intent of manumission in mind.

As a postcolonial biblical critic | seek to discover and liberate the characters in the narrative

that previous colonial interpretations would have downplayed. | submit that some of the
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scholars that opposed the traditional runaway slave hypothesis, by suggesting that Onesimus
was either a worshipper in Colossae sent to assist Paul in his ministry, downplay the capacity
of Onesimus as a lower status person to escape from a slavery household. Moreover, the
majority of scholars who are proponents of the runaway slave hypothesis emphasize the
opinion that Onesimus was a slave that made a bad choice of stealing from his master and
running away. To put Onesimus in that light is to advance the thinking of former colonizers
that slaves had no mentality of their own and had to be thought for. The traditional runway
slave hypothesis already poses Onesimus as a bad person who can only think of stealing from

his master who has been good to him.

| believe these scholars write from the perspective of the beneficiaries of both the colonial
and postcolonial eras. Their view keeps Onesimus at a lower level, as someone who only
thinks of things that will benefit him now; they still represent him as a slave, one who cannot
think appropriately for himself. However, | hold that Onesimus used the colonial domination
system of slavery to resist it. It was allowed that a slave could approach a friend of his master
and seek mediation between himself and master (Dunn, 1996: 304). It was a system of
mediation within the institution of slavery and Onesimus used it to his own advantage to seek
liberation for himself. Onesimus needs to be liberated from the traditional runway slave
hypothesis, he has been misrepresented and needs to be called out into the fore as an
intelligent person who was oppressed by a system of slavery and used the very same system
to liberate himself from it. He may still have been a person of lower status outside
Philemon’s household, but he would have escaped being a slave in the household. Being
manumitted would have only taken him to a patronage system, in which he would still be
obligated to Philemon, but he would have had his freedom; he could be able to decide what
he does, when he wants to.

Beneficiaries of the postcolonial era are no different in this regard. The traditional runaway
slave hypothesis is still the most prevalent in the scholarly world. Those who are in the upper
echelon of power and influence cannot see Onesimus as anything more than a runaway slave
to the extent that scholars still debate what Paul wanted Philemon to do and still arrive at the
conclusion that Paul wanted Philemon and Onesimus to continue the master-slave
relationship with a renewed attitude. In the postcolonial era this is not acceptable! Slaves and
lower class citizens cannot continue to be the subjects of hegemonic structures, they need to

be recognized as people who can think for themselves and use the systems at hand to seek
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liberation. The capitalist system in South Africa allows that workers may protest and
negotiate for better working conditions. The workers at Marikana®® sought to use that system
to liberate themselves from the gap in wages at the mine only to have their hopes destroyed
by the structural hegemony. Nzimande posits that the postcolonial reader must observe the
powerlessness of the weak at the hands of the mighty (2009: 249). Interpreters in the
postcolony are still dominated by the beneficiaries of the colonial and postcolonial eras.
Because of this, the traditional runaway slave hypothesis remains prevalent: Onesimus

remains a bad runway slave and Philemon remains with the power over Onesimus’ life.

Callahan has made an important contribution to the study of Onesimus. He offers an anti-
colonial reading of the letter (2009: 330). Callahan correctly asserts that the traditional
interpretation of the letter has throughout been colonial where Onesimus has been read as
nothing more than a slave, a bad runaway slave and this has been done by the beneficiaries of
the colonial enterprise beginning with John Chrysostom to the present day (2009: 330 — 331).
This position does not mean that all interpreters of the letter are colonial beneficiaries, but
rather points out that such interpretation have been the dominating mode of interpretation
through the history of the interpretation of Philemon. Callahan argues that Onesimus was not
a slave, but a brother to Philemon who went to Paul to seek mediation to a dispute
encountered between himself and his brother (2009: 333 — 334). This position stems from the
argument that reading Onesimus as a slave is colonial (Callahan, 2009: 333). | agree with
Callahan in that the traditional reading of Onesimus is colonial and there needs to be an anti-

colonial reading.

However | do not agree with his brotherly mediation hypothesis. In fact | posit that in the
present era we need a postcolonial reading of the letter and not an anti-colonial reading. An
anti-colonial reading is reading against present colonialism which should have been done
during the colonial era. Today the context is different, it is postcolonial; we have moved
beyond colonialism and we need to read in the postcolony. Thus my postcolonial reading of
Onesimus is reading against the previous suppression of his intelligence, worth, capacity to
think and importance. Traditional interpreters do not consider these elements when observing
Onesimus, but place them solely in the hands of Paul and Philemon. It is Paul who writes the
letter with excellent rhetoric trying to convince Philemon, and it is Philemon who has to

consider the letter cautiously and act accordingly. But what about the slave? Has the slave no

' Mine workers at the Lonmin mine at Marikana protested for better wages on 12 August 2012. A
confrontation with the Police ensued and 34 miners along with 3 policemen were killed.
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capacity to liberate himself? What is the role of the slave in the text? How is the powerless
slave entreated in the hands of the mighty master? A postcolonial reader must look for and

emphasize the ignored worth of the colonized.

The recent interpretation of the slave Onesimus by Johnson et al. is relevant in this regard.
These scholars have taken the conversation further; they ask critical questions about the
position of Onesimus in the traditional interpretations of the letter of Philemon. They point
out that in the letter Onesimus is spoken of, referenced and even discussed, but his presence
is very subtle (2012: 1). Onesimus is quiet in the text, and they comment “after all Onesimus
was only a slave, was he not? Slaves have no power, no agency, they are socially dead, they
are not given a voice” (Johnson et. al., 2012: 1). Johnson et al. continue to note that
Onesimus has remained silent in Paul’s letter to Philemon, even though he is present.
Philemon and Paul are talking, contend these scholars, so Onesimus must just keep quiet
(2012: 1). As a postcolonial reader | approach this text with a view different to that offered in
the colonial era. | probe the importance of those that appear to be on the margins. Onesimus
is on the margins, Paul and Philemon have taken the centre spot. They have occupied the
centre and left Onesimus to wander in the margins. | read the letter of Philemon with a focus
on those on the margins, bringing them to the fore and presenting their side of the story;

giving them a voice in the interpretation process.

Bruce argues that it makes sense that it was in Paul’s house arrest that Onesimus met him and
Paul could send him to mission tasks while he remained in chains at his house (1984: 196).
Dunn suggests that Onesimus could have gone to Rome with the sole intention of meeting
Paul and asking for intervention as it was common for a slave to seek out his master’s friend
as a third party (1996: 304 — 305). This position is worth serious consideration by the
postcolonial reader. It suggests that Onesimus planned the whole affair. I argue that he knew
that his master had been converted into the Christian faith as the whole household was now
taking part in worship at the house. He knew that the leader of the evangelistic movement
was Paul and that he was in Rome (possibly from gossip or eavesdropping). He then stole
from Philemon because he was not going to be able to reach Rome without any money and
went to meet Paul. In my observation, Onesimus knew that the new faith proposed new
things that had been unheard of in their time. He wanted to be manumitted and upon staying
with Paul he proved himself a good worker with the intention that Paul would recommend

him for manumission.
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Onesimus is not just a slave. He is an intelligent person who uses the very system that
oppresses him to liberate himself. He has worth; he is important. | mention these things to
point out that Onesimus ran to Rome in an attempt to move away from the periphery to the
centre. He had been in the margins for too long and he was determined to occupy the centre
spot. Onesimus is not a lower class citizen; he is important is his own right and emphasizes
that importance by moving into the centre. He defies the system of slavery that determined
his future and reworked it, creating his own narrative, his own future. The Bible must offer
such an opportunity to the oppressed and marginalized, not to retain them in the same
position. If the Bible is to effect any level of relevance in the lives of people then it must offer
them their sense of worth, it must emphasize that they move from the margins to the centre.
Callahan points out that the letter was previously used to advance the system of slavery
(2009: 332). That cannot continue to happen in the present day. Thus a postcolonial reading
of Onesimus in the letter focuses on his importance and capacity to liberate himself as a first

class citizen.
Conclusion

In the present chapter | sought to bring into discussion a postcolonial runaway slave
hypothesis. | summarised the history of interpretation regarding the letter and observed how it
has throughout been colonial. The chapter began the climax of the exegesis by introducing
the appropriation phase of the African Contextual Hermeneutic. The letter of Philemon
speaks to the broken relationship between Philemon and Onesimus and seeks to mend it,
albeit with new conditions. It is the relationship of a master and his slave, born within a

culture of slavery. I now turn to the issue of slavery that gave rise to the writing of the letter.
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CHAPTER 7

How can reading slavery and patronage in the ancient Mediterranean assist the

postcolonial reader in interpreting postcolonial patronage in South Africa?
Introduction

The appropriation phase of the African contextual hermeneutic calls for a meaningful
discussion between the text and its context and the reader and his or her context. This phase
seeks to make space for the text to speak to the context of the reader with the reader taking an
active part in the process. In the present chapter | will observe the institution of slavery in the
ancient Mediterranean world and argue that should Philemon grant Paul’s request to manumit
Onesimus they would enter into another unequal system of patronage. | will then observe
how Philemon and Onesimus would then live within the system of patronage. Moreover, |
will observe the economic scales in the Mediterranean and bring them into conversation with
the economic classes in postcolonial South Africa and observe a postcolonial response to the

current crisis.
Slavery in the Greco-Roman world

The institution of slavery occasioned the meeting and relationship of Philemon and
Onesimus. Wiedemann observes that the basic definition of a slave may be a human being
that does not belong to himself but to another as a piece of property to perform some duties
(1984: 17 — 18). Kyrtatas observes that the Greek world saw slaves as no equals of human
beings, for them, slaves were morally inferior and to be likened to animals; they were
barbarians and by nature they were meant to serve the Greeks (2011: 93). Onesimus fell into
that category. The system saw him as less than a human being — a commodity, a property to
be sold, bought and put on the market. His worth was not measured by his capacity to think,
his standing as a person, his stature, his wisdom, his character or his nobility, but it was
measured by his usefulness, how much his hands could do, how much hard work he could
endure in chains. His future was not determined by how much he was willing to study or how
much he was willing to go in order to advance in life, it was already determined by the
system. That system had already decided that he was to belong to another person, after all he

was not a Greco-Roman citizen.
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The identity of a slave

The identity of the slave through the lens of its proponents is a negative one. This is not the
self-identity of the slave, but that of the colonizer. The system created the identity and
ensured the slave may not have another identity or even think of creating one for themselves.
Wiedemann notes that in Aristotle’s thinking, slaves were deemed as property in a full sense
of the word and their purchase was seen as household management (1984: 17). Buying a
slave was not hiring a housekeeper or gardener, it was simply acquiring property. Roman law
regarded slaves as human, but distinguished them as human property other than ordinary
property (Joshel, 2010: 38). Thus, slaves were human in part because they could breathe,
move and talk, but not human enough. Tey still needed someone to think for them, decide
when and what they would eat, decide when and where they should go. In ancient times,
notes Fitzmyer, slavery was part of the fabric of society, hence it was not seen as indecent or
inhumane (2000: 25). Those in the upper echelons of power and those who were free-born
and did not fall into this category saw nothing wrong with it. For the Greco-Roman world it

was acceptable to view a person as a tool.

Wiedemann notes that a slave is a tool. Like tools are needed to perform certain tasks, the
property slave was also a tool bought to perform tasks in the household (1984: 17). The
slaves together with their wives and children were included as part of the family household of
their master (Fitzmyer, 2000: 25). Slaves were dressed in a tunic and simple shoes and could
easily be identified as slaves from what they were wearing (Joshel, 2010: 132). The slaves
usually slept in one room and shared a bed with as many as three other people (Joshel, 2010:
137 — 138). A slave was worse than a person living on the margins of society: he/she was just
a thing.

Joshel observes that when one became a slave either from selling himself or being captured
or born a slave, they were regarded as having experienced a social death (Joshel, 2010: 39). A
social death is one of the most dreadful things a person can ever endure, to be part in a
society, but not be part of it, to serve a society and be not recognized by it. Social death for
the slave meant that they kept on living, but ceased to exist. They could no longer be counted
amongst the humans. As noted in chapter one, one of the major devastating effects of
colonialism was to kill the identity, culture and self-worth of the colonial subjects. The slaves
in the Mediterranean, of which Onesimus is part, lost that identity when they became slaves.
They lost their culture and could no longer be the kind of people they wanted to be. They lost
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their sense of self-worth because the system decided that they are worthless. The hegemonic
system squeezed, fractured and destroyed the slaves’ identity, as it did in the colonial era and
continues to do in the postcolony. | would go as far as saying social death is by far the worst
death — to be living, but not really living. There cannot be anything more humiliating than
that.

Joshel further notes that the system was so cruel that it would even tear a family apart just to
keep the institution going (2010: 150). He notes that family life was often disrupted when the
slave owner would sell some slaves to separate wife from husband, mother from child (2010:
150 — 151). The powerless are nothing in the hands of the mighty. The mighty decide what to
do with the powerless as well as when and how to do it. An orphaned child of a slave means
nothing to a master who lives comfortably with his family inside the house. In the same
manner, the poor family that lives in a shack in the informal settlements of the Alexandra™
Township in Johannesburg means nothing to the man passing by to get to his home in
Sandton™? in his expensive car. Even in the postcolony, the marginalized continue to be

oppressed by the system that feeds only a few in the upper echelons of society.

There were various ways in which one could become a slave. A slave could sell himself to a
master if he had too much debt and wanted to settle it. One could also be a slave by being
captured by pirates and sold or rented out to masters. Another way was if a slave was born to
slave parents. Slaves could also be placed on the market for sale (Fitzmyer, 2000: 26; Joshel,
2010: 79 — 80). It is not clear however how Onesimus came to be a slave. As noted in chapter
four above, he could have come from the neighbouring Phrygia, however that was just a

speculation. Onesimus could have been born to slave parents or captured by pirates.

Slaves in the Greco-Roman world were denied any legal rights, they belonged to the absolute
ownership and control of another (Wiedemann, 1981: 15). Kyrtatas observes that the Greeks
deemed the slaves as normal property and as such could not have property of their own. Their
labour power as well as its produce belonged to their master (2011: 106). Their worth was
valued according to what they could do with their hands. However, such fruits could only be
enjoyed by their masters and not the slaves themselves. They laboured and toiled for others to

reap, for they were just tools, machinery producing profits for its owner. Moreover, because a

! Alexandra is a township in Johannesburg next to the N1 Highway. Its informal settlement is one of the most
impoverished in South Africa.

!2 sandton is one of the most expensive suburbs in South Africa and it is situated on the other side of the N1
Highway .
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slave was just property and had no rights, male slaves had no legal connection to their
offspring and were thus cut off from the culture of fatherhood (Glancy, 2002: 9). Another
element of a social death is a denial of the right to fatherhood. Having a child for a slave was
just producing another piece of property for the master to enjoy the benefits.

Duties of a slave

There were different types of duties for slaves. Slaves were often educated and could be
responsible for household duties such as foremen, household managers and estates
administrators. However, most were retained for menial tasks (Fitzmyer, 2000: 26). The
narrative does not give any information as to what kind of a slave Onesimus was. It is not
clear if he was an urban or field slave or even educated or in charge of menial or important
tasks. | want to opine however that even if a slave was given a duty as important as being an
estate administrator it does not mean that he was important to his master as a valuable
employee nor does it change his status as property to be valued and sold on the market.
Onesimus, if he was in charge of some important duties, was still a slave and remained

property hence his decision to flee from his master.

Other duties of a slave included sexual performance, a master could indulge himself with
either his male or female slave and the slave would have to just oblige (Joshel, 2010: 151).
Glancy notes that masters had unrestricted sexual access to their slaves (2002: 9). What is
even more disturbing is that the masters cared very little what the sexual orientations of their
slaves were or even if the slave was romantically involved with someone else. If a male
master wanted to have sex with a male slave it did not matter if the male slave was
comfortable with that or not and if a female matron wanted to have sex with a male slave it
did not matter if the slave was comfortable with it or not. It was just about the sexual
satisfaction of the master or matron, regardless of the impact it would have on the slave’s
personal relationships. Being the property of their masters even in a sexual sense, one would

argue that they were treated as sexual instruments: as vibrators.

Slaves’ bodies were available for the pleasure of their masters (Glancy, 2002: 21). Male
slaveholders could help themselves with either male or female slaves as they existed for
satisfaction of the master. If the slave had children from her master it would be an increase of
property stock for the slaveholder (Glancy, 2002: 21). Matrons could also help themselves
with male slaves, however if they fell pregnant from the slave such would be deemed a

disruption in the family. She would probably be divorced and the child deemed illegitimate
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(Glancy, 2002: 21). The offspring of a slave is not worthy to be counted as a child of a
Roman citizen, but just another piece of property on the asset list of the master. To be used
for sex and your offspring disregarded in that manner must be one of the most disgraceful
things one could ever endure. Denial of sexual freedom and denial of family ties just to keep

the institution of slavery going was the work of the colonial masters.
Good and bad slaves

Slaves were categorised as good and bad slaves. There were qualities that would qualify one
a good or bad slave. As in any form of system one would want to be in the category of the
good and not the bad. However, in the ancient Mediterranean system of slavery, being a good
slave was much more than doing your duties well and on time. A good slave is one who is
loyal; obedient; vigilant; looking after his owner’s interests and never sleeping on the job
(Joshel, 2010: 115 — 116). Enduring a whipping or racking or even burning without complaint
was deemed the attitude of a good slave (Joshel, 2010: 117). Thus a slave had to endure a
social death; be denied the right of sexual orientation; be denied their family ties and top of
that to be regarded as a good slave he had to endure one of the worst kinds of pain. To be
humiliated by being absolutely loyal to your master was not enough, so much that the slave

had to endure the disgrace of master inflicted pain without complain.

There were also those who were deemed to be bad slaves. | would imagine that even their
price tag would reflect a lower price because they are bad slaves. Joshel notes that bad slaves
in the eyes of their owners are those who are disobedient, greedy and oversexed. They love
food and too much alcohol, are reckless, quarrelsome, lazy, idle and they waste time and fail
to do the job (2010: 117). Being lazy was not a right in the Mediterranean institution of
slavery; it was the sign of a bad slave. If the slave did not jump to perform his duties
diligently he was simply a bad slave. To be a slave was disgraceful enough, but to be

considered a bad slave must have been even more disgraceful.

There were all sorts of ways of punishing a slave gone astray. As Joshel notes, slave owners
had absolute control over the bodies of their slaves and could inflict whatever punishment
they deemed appropriate (2010: 118). Troublesome slaves were marked with brands or
tattoos on their faces to indicate that they were troublesome and the crime they had
committed (Joshel, 2010: 119). The slaves’ legal status of property allowed for the master to

do whatever they wanted to do with their bodies. Even if the master suddenly had new ideas
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of punishment by just looking at a slave with anger, he was allowed to inflict such

punishment. It was his slave, thus he could do whatever he wanted with it.
Fleeing slavery

Slave owners feared the running away of slaves and legislation was put in place to regulate it
such as issuing a warrant against a runaway slave (Fitzmyer, 2000: 26). Runaway slaves
could seek asylum in shrines or sanctuaries or go to a bigger city and disappear into beggars
or robbers or they could flee to a foreign land where they know to be a shortage of labourers
(Fitzmyer, 2000: 28). This would mean loss of property and loss of investment for the master.
It would also mean a reduction in production machinery. It could also be a nightmare for the
master if half of their slaves decided to flee, it couldn’t be imagined that Roman citizens
could do things for themselves (Fitzmyer, 2000: 28). Thus, there had to be strict measures put
in place to avoid the fleeing of slaves, potential punishment had to be severe in order to
discourage slaves from running away. However, the law still allowed that they could seek
asylum at certain places such as shrines, it was the danger of getting caught that the slaves
had to be cautious of because that meant very harsh punishment for them.

According to Fitzmyer, harbouring a runaway slave was in itself a crime because it meant
stealing property of another person (2000: 28). Joshel notes that a runaway slave was himself
guilty of stealing his owner’s property by trying to gain independence (2010: 118). Thus the
law of slavery in the ancient Mediterranean made it virtually impossible for a slave to even
think of running away. There was enough legislation against running away to discourage a
slave to do it. The system was so demeaning that it told someone that attempting to gain
independence was stealing yourself from your master. Such behaviour as stealing yourself
from your master was unacceptable and severely punishable by law in the Mediterranean.
Upon discovery of a runaway slave, a person was under obligation to report that to the
nearest municipal magistrate and the local authorities could return them to their master and be
recommitted to servitude (Fitzmyer, 2000: 28). However, there was severe punishment
permitted by law that was in store for runaway slaves (Fitzmyer, 2000: 28). Any punishment
the master saw fit could be inflicted on the runaway slave to discourage him, if not prevent

him from ever doing it again.

When a runaway slave had been caught a metal collar would be put around their necks,
identifying them as fugitives (Joshel, 2010: 119). A runaway slave could be sold to another

master who could be even harsher. He or she could be scourged, branded, mutilated, fitted
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with a metal collar, crucified, thrown to the beast or even killed (Fitzmyer, 2000: 28; Joshel,
2010: 121). The slave owner could even hire torturers to come and torture their slaves as
punishment (Joshel, 2010: 121). This is the possible punishment that Onesimus faced when
returning to Colossae. The letter in his hand sought to ensure immunity from such
punishment. However, it was not guaranteed that the letter would achieve such a purpose.
Onesimus ran the risk of having a metal collar on his neck by going back. he was in a cruel

and pervasive system that saw him as nothing else but property.
Onesimus’ escape

The text as we have it does not indicate the reason as to why Onesimus sought to escape from
the household of Philemon, or even why he wanted manumission as | have alluded to in
chapter fours above. However, the evidence is sufficient that slavery was a wretched and
horrid system in which no one would comfortably live in. Onesimus lived through this
experience, he experienced a social death. It is not clear whether he experienced the social
death through capture by pirates or if he experienced it when he was born, which would even

be more humiliating.

Assuming that he was born into the social death of slavery it would mean that when he was
born, he died. It would mean that he lived his childhood and youth in death. All that was
around him were the signs of the death he was experiencing. The small room he shared with
other slaves told him everything. The separation from the other members of the household
indicated to him that he was less than human. The duties he woke up to, the branding of
others before him reminded him that he was dead. All around Onesimus was the sign of
social death and he could no longer bear it. It was too much for him; he could not take any
more of it and sought to be reborn socially. Whether he left as a bad runaway slave or with
the intention of seeking Paul for manumission as | have argued, it is clear that he left to
escape the horrid experience of slavery. Onesimus lived in the environment of slavery that |
have just described and a minute longer of it would be too much pain. Thus, he took the brave
step, the risky step of attempting freedom: he ran from his master. A runaway slave; a
fugitive; a thief who has stolen himself from his master, he went on to run away from a
system that had already decided his past, present and future, he attempted to loosen himself

from the bonds and off he went.

With its risks, running away was one of the best decisions Onesimus had ever taken, he

sought to decide for himself what and when he would eat; when and how he would sleep and
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with whom he could have sexual relations with. Thus | posit that he went to Rome to seek
Paul about whom he had heard as the leader of the evangelistic movement. He may heard that
Paul was under house arrest or not, but he went there to seek Paul and convince him to
persuade Philemon to manumit him. Paul then wrote a letter to Philemon that Onesimus was
to take with to Colossae and present it as his motivation letter for manumission. If Philemon
considered the request seriously, then he would have made use of the system of manumission

within the ancient Mediterranean world, to which | now turn.
Manumission

Manumission is the act of freeing a slave, it was a transaction between the manumitor (the
slaveholder) and the slave, and it could be done at the will of the slaveholder or at the request
of the slave (Zelnick-Abramovitz, 2005: 130). This does not mean that upon request a slave
would be manumitted, it depended on the goodwill of the master. Thus, the two possibilities
existed, but were unlikely to lead to manumission. Manumission not only meant freedom for
the slave, it also meant reduction in property and loss of investment, thus a master would not
necessarily manumit a slave easily. If a slaved was faithful in their duties they could be
rewarded with manumission (Fitzmyer, 2000: 26). Again being a good slave, though it may
qualify one to be manumitted, would not necessarily guarantee manumission because the
onus was still on the master. Thus one could work hard for a long time with the hope of being
recognized and awarded with manumission, but that was only a possibility. After all, why
would you want to let go of your best slave when you can still get so much more from him? It
could be that since his childhood Onesimus had worked hard as a slave with the hope of
being manumitted, but in his youth he was still not manumitted and sought alternative ways
of achieving that.

Manumission was done in different ways: manumissio vindicta which was done before the
magistrate in a legal proceeding; manumissio censu was when the censor included a slave in
the Roman citizen roll; manumissio testamento which was when a master would include in
their last will and testament; manumissio per epistulam which was when a master wrote a
friend a letter saying that his slave has been liberated; manumissio inter amicos which was a
ceremony conducted by a master in the company of his friends as witnesses to the liberation
of the slave (Harrill, 1995: 54).

Thus Philemon had three types of possibilities for manumitting Onesiumus. He could make

us of manumissio vindicta. Upon conviction of the argument presented by Paul to him he
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could take Onesimus to the magistrate and declare his intention so that the magistrate could
legalise the manumission, which seems to be more honourable of the three possibilities to his
disposal. He could also us the manumissio per epistulam which is less honourable and written
to a friend of his, perhaps Paul. In the alternative he could have used the manumissio inter
amicos which is more honourable in that by having his friends over, Philemon would have to
invite Onesimus to the table of non-slaves and for the first time he would enjoy a meal with
people he has had to serve in the past. The ceremony would have been enjoyed by Philemon
with the other guests no longer in an unequal state, but now in an equal state where Onesimus
relates to the friends of his patron as a freed person with other freemen. However, Flexenhar
notes that the last two types would not result into full citizenship (2013: 8). Thus, taking

Onesimus to the magistrate using the manumissio vindicta would be best for Onesimus.

Flexenhar notes that a manumitted slave had several legal rights in the Mediterranean (2013:
9). He could buy and sell property; he could get married with a Roman citizen and their
offspring would be born free (Flexenhar, 2013: 9). Thus, Onesimus had a chance to be reborn
to a normal citizenship like a normal person. It is the prospect of such a life, | argue, that led
him to risk his life by fleeing from Philemon’s household to seek liberation. It may be that
Philemon had been kind to Onesimus. He may have taken good care of Onesimus and
regarded him a good slave. As master and slave they may have had a good relationship
altogether. However | contend that it was not enough for Onesimus and it cannot be enough
for anyone living under such conditions. McKeown has noted that there are various
complexities concerning slavery (2007: 17). He has noted that the body of literature
illustrates that besides negative sides to the master-slave relationship there were also some
positive emotional aspects of the relationship that could have enhanced love between a
master and his slave (2007: 18 — 19). Such emotional aspects should not been seen as positive
and such a position should be rejected outright. The emotional aspects of slavery were
imposed on the slaves and if he had his freedom he otherwise was likely not to seek such
aspects. Thus to suggest that any slave could have appreciated such emotions is to underscore
the negative effects of slavery on the slaves and to suggest that slaves may have enjoyed the
system. Onesimus fled in order that he may not have to relate to his master emotionally in a
slavery entrapment. If there were to be emotional relations with him and his master they were

to occur outside the institution of slavery.

However, such a freedman would still be related to the master as a client to his patron

(Harrill, 1995: 53; Fitzmyer, 2000: 26). Being manumitted was seen as a social rebirth, being
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relieved from the status of human property to that of a freedman (Joshel, 2010: 42). A critical
point in the life of a slave was undergoing this social rebirth. Escaping the social bonds of
slavery; the status of belonging to another person; the status of a sexual instrument was the
dream of every slave | would imagine. Manumission meant being alive for the very first time.
Onesimus sought to experience that rebirth, he wanted to feel alive. He wanted to be his own

man and make his own decisions and he risked his life to achieve that.

Being manumitted had its limitations socially and economically, it meant that the former
slave was now a client of his former master, in fact manumission was seen as an act of
kindness to increase the slave’s social standing, but keeping him in the slave mentality
(Bradley, 1984: 81; Joshel, 2010: 44). When a slave had been manumitted they still had to
perform some duties to their patron which would have been negotiated before manumission,
such duties were referred to as the operae (Bradley, 1984: 81). The master and his
manumitted slave, now a freed man, entered into a new relationship of patronage, to which |

now turn.

The system of Patronage in the Greco-Roman world

If Paul’s request was that Philemon grant Onesimus manumission, as | have argued, , then
their economic relationship changed from that master and slave to that of patron and client.
Patron-client systems are relations in society based on generalized reciprocity between social
un-equals in which a lower status person in need, called a client, has his needs met by having
resource for favours to a higher-status, well situated person called a patron (Malina & Pilch,
2008: 227). Philemon would now be a patron to Onesimus and Onesimus his client. The
patronage system would work to benefit both Philemon and Onesimus. Since Onesimus had
been a slave, he probably did not have enough money to look after himself, and since he
could not acquire property he probably did not have a place to stay. The system allowed for
Philemon to take care of Onesimus by granting him favours as his patron and in reciprocation
receive some services from Onesimus. The two would continue to live together side by side,

however this time with Onesimus no longer being a slave, but a freed person.

When granted a favour, the client promises to pay back the patron whenever and however the
patron decides.As the patron grants the favour, they in turn promise to be open for further

requests at other times (Malina & Pilch, 2008: 227). Onesimus would of course be indebted
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to Philemon in terms of service to pay back the favours granted by Philemon. It is not certain

however, how Philemon would want the services of Onesimus to be provided.

When entering a patron-client agreement, the client relates to the patron as to a superior and
more powerful kinsman, while the patron ensures that his clients are taken care of as he
would his dependants (Malina & Pilch, 2008: 227). Thus, Philemon would remain a much
superior person to Onesimus and Onesimus would remain a much more inferior person to
Philemon. If this scenario works out as | posit where Paul wants Philemon to manumit
Onesimus and he does so, then manumission serves Onesimus only to a certain extent.
Manumission allows Onesimus to be a freed person and enter into contracts and sales and be
a Roman citizen; he is free politically. However, crucial to his social rebirth is the fact
economically he is still not free. He is still indebted to Philemon. He is still dependent on
Philemon. Philemon still controls the economic life of Philemon which in turn runs into his
social life. Entering into the patron-client relationship perpetuates the inequality between
Philemon and Onesimus. Philemon is mandated by the letter to accept Onesimus as a brother,
however manumission limits that acceptance to a client only, for a brother would mean much

more than client.

Garnsey & Saller note that one of the main motivations for this system is that one of the
things a Roman citizen prided himself in is their place in society and having a position in the
social hierarchy, even extending out from his household (1997: 96). Romans were obligated
to and could expect support from their families, kinsmen and dependants both inside and
outside the household, and friends, patrons and protégés and clients (Garnsey & Saller, 1997:
96). The emperor of Rome acted as a patron of many clients throughout the Roman territories
(Garnsey & Saller, 1997: 96). The Roman provinces were led by governors who together
with the province's elites were the clients of the Roman emperor (Garnsey & Saller, 1997:
96). The emperor being the powerful and in control of the Roman colonies provided certain
securities to his client which reciprocated by being his obedient subjects (Kahl, 2010: 43 —
45). The emperor gave benefits to the Roman people and was regarded as being a good
patron. The people returned the favours with respect and loyalty (Garnsey & Saller, 1997:
97). Thus, | argue that the system of patronage did not exist to provide social and economic
securities for clients so much as it existed to secure the pride and status of the patron. The
system itself was created to be an unequal system and retain the lesser in rank at the lower

level and the more powerful in a higher position. The system has already dictated that even if
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Philemon manumits Onesimus, the two remain unequal. Onesimus remains a lower-class
citizen. Onesimus is not wholly free; he is only free in part. If his freedom was whole, then he
would not need to have a subsequent relationship with Philemon. The freedom granted to him
through manumission should allow him to be totally independent and free of his former

master.

According to Nicols, the exercise of patronage was not regulated by law and disappointed
patrons and ungrateful clients could not bring their claims to any court of law (2014: 2). What
the two parties relied upon was the fact that they would suffer embarrassment and indignity
should the one party dishonour the terms of agreement (Nicols, 2014: 3). Honouring the
agreement meant the increase of prestige and dignity to the parties and manifested power and
influence (Nicols, 2014: 3). Thus, in the new dispensation resulting from manumission
Onesimus would still be at the receiving end of the stick. He has no assurance that his needs
will be taken care of except relying on his patron’s desire for honour. For Philemon it may be
about increasing honour and manifesting power and influence, however for Onesimus it is
much more than that. It is about survival, without the benefits received from his patron
Onesimus runs the risk of going hungry. Thus the relationship remains unequal, Onesimus is

still in the hands of Philemon economically.

Garnsey & Saller note further that one of the things that the clients were to do for their
patrons was to gather up at their door step every morning to offer the salutatio which is to
praise their patrons for their good deeds (Garnsey & Saller, 1997: 99). How can Onesimus be
free when he still has to offer praises to a man who has treated him as a slave. The unfair and
unjust relationship between the two continues with very similar conditions. Onesimus has
escaped the horror of at times working in chains or being denied the right to sexual
orientation and family ties, but he remains entangled in an unequal economic life. Socially he
has been reborn, however the rebirth still have demeaning conditions; he still has to go to
someone he is indebted to each day and salute him for the good deeds he does. Philemon and
Onesimus are in a postcolonial state, however the conditions of the colony still control their
relationship. They are not wholly free from the colonial relationship that existed between

them, in fact they are still in the colonial state.

Garnsey & Saller note another dimension to the unequal system of patronage. According to
Garnsey & Saller, the system of Patronage gave patrons a much higher status than their

clients even in political circles; patrons had the advantage of standing for elections and
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canvassing among other patrons, but they were required to get the support of their clients as
well (1997: 99). Thus, in their postcolonial state, Philemon and Onesimus would not enjoy
the same benefits of Roman citizenship. Onesimus could not stand for elections and as a
statesman promote better legislation regarding the treatment of slaves and client. He is still at
a lower status in society; still not powerful; still not influential. The power and influence of
society remain in the hands of his former colonizer and he is still to be loyal to his former
colonizer should he decide to run for elections. Thus Onesimus continues to be powerless in
the powerful hands of his former master.

Within the ancient Mediterranean world there is economic information that can be explored
in aid of my argument. Having observed the inequality in the institutions of slavery and
patronage, | now move to observing the economic inequality in the citizens of the Greco-

Roman world with a postcolonial lens.
Economic scales in the ancient Mediterranean

Following Steven Friesen’s poverty scales which measures from poverty scale 1 (the
wealthiest elites) to poverty scale 7 (the poor living below subsistence level), Bruce
Longenecker suggests that the move be towards economic scales (2010: 44 — 45). According
to Longnecker, economic scales are useful in trying to understand the economic statuses of
the first century Mediterranean world and enable us to interpret the economic issues in the
text (2010: 45). Following Oakes (2012), | noted in chapter one that economics provides the
analytical framework for interpretation. Such an analytical framework is provided when the
interpreter attempts to discover the economic situations of not only the characters in the text,
but also the inhabitants of the world of the text, reading the context in its broadness. This is

also observed in the economic situations of the world of the interpreter.

Central to Longenecker’s argument is that Friesen’s poverty scales place only seven per cent
of the population in the middle group which is not plausible enough (2010: 45). He then
posits that the middle group should be increased from seven per cent to seventeen per cent
since it is the middle class that accounts for most of the population (2010: 46). Moreover,
Longenecker argues that poverty scales only measure poverty, whereas it would be more
meaningful to measure economic scales so that all components of the population are
represented and valued (2010: 46). This is an important contribution to understanding the
economic situations of the ancient Mediterranean as Longenecker correctly asserts that the

economic scales enable us to better define who the poor are as well as understand the lower
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and middle classes better (2010: 55 — 56). My thesis is not on poverty, but on economic
inequality and the scales as proposed by Longenecker is helpful in my endeavour. Placing
Philemon and Onesimus on economic scales before and after manumission is important.
When Philemon and Onesimus had relations as master and slave they were economically
unequal. When manumission happened Onesimus was elevated to being a client of Philemon,
however their economic situation remained highly unequal. They are in a new dispensation
with new conditions, in fact Onesimus now has freedom, albeit with limited rights, but the
inequality of their past relations still remains. Onesimus is still situated well behind Philemon
economically. They are still not equal and their brotherhood is limited. What kind of brother
is Onesimus to Philemon if he still has to depend on him? Are they not supposed to be equal
as brothers? How far must Philemon take Onesimus to consider him truly as a brother? The
institution of patronage is not enough. It does not bring them to an equal status as brothers.

When, after the liberation movement, the ANC took over the government of South Africa
twenty years ago, the different people of South Africa moved into a new dispensation. They
were no longer unequal. Everyone had a right to vote and everyone had a right to live
wherever they wanted. Politically all citizens are equal, however economically we are not.
The hyper-patrimonial and the hyper-meritocratic society which we live in as | have noted in
chapter two, has kept those who were economically on the upper side in a more advantageous
position and those on the lower side in a disadvantageous position. Twenty years into the new
dispensation and the gap between the rich and the poor remains very high. The new
dispensation has indeed liberated us from an oppressive system, but economically we have
not been liberated. There is still a small group of elites and a large group of the poor, while

only the middle class has shifted slightly.

Longenecker places Philemon, the master-turned-patron (as | have posited in the previous
chapter), on economic scale 4 or 5 because according to him, the fact that he owned a slave
does not indicate that he had some wealth of note (2010: 245). This would place Philemon in
the category of (ES4) merchants; traders; artisans (especially those who employ others);
military veterans and (ES5) regular wage earners; large shop owners; freed persons and some
family farm owners (Longenecker, 2010: 45). This places Philemon in the middle class:
neither rich nor poor, but comfortable. He is not rich, but he does not go to bed hungry and he
affords a comfortable lifestyle. When one considers another a brother they consider them an
equal, someone on the same level as they. Thus if Philemon considers Onesimus a brother

equal to him then it would posit that he elevate him economically to the level of an equal, that
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he may also live a comfortable life. However, patronage limits that elevation and they remain
as unequal as the rich and poor of South Africa. Oakes observes that in the ancient
Mediterranean the economic elite would be able to own houses. However, the economic non-
elite would be tenants and not owners of houses, which is also an indication of their income
and not of wealth (2009: 57). Thus Philemon could be considered to be a normal working
man in the middle class who owns a slave(s). The request on him to accept Onesimus as a

brother demands upon him that he brings Onesimus to the middle class as an equal.

Longenecker is hesitant to place Onesimus on an economic scale with certainty due to the
lack of enough information, arguing that his being a slave would place him between
economic scale 5 and economic scale 7 (2010: 249). This would mean Onesimus probably
fell in the category of (ES6) labourers; artisans (especially those employed by others); wage
earners; small shop or tavern owners and (ES7) unattached widows; orphans; beggars;
disabled; unskilled day labourers and prisoners (Longenecker, 2010: 45). It is important to
note that these are the lowest economic scales, which puts Onesimus at the bottom of the
heap as a slave and also as a client. As a manumitted slave he may easily find himself at ES7
alongside beggars if he does not honour the terms of patronage fully or if Philemon finds him
to be not an adequate client. He is heavily reliant on Philemon’s generosity even in
patronage. While it may seem better to be on ESB6, it is not really based on the income
received by low scale labourers and artisans employed by others. He is not in a comfortable
enough position to be considered an equal brother to Philemon, their situation is still highly
unequal. Oakes suggests that slaves did not really have income, even though at times they
had some small workshops that did not really have a sufficient client base (2009: 59). | would
imagine that their clients would primarily be other slaves who would not have much to pay or

even tip.

Having said “the people shall share the wealth of the country”, it would be expected that the
ANC would have endeavoured upon taking control of the country to bring about a sharing of
the wealth of the country and closing the inequality gap. However, twenty years into
democracy we still hear of calls to a sharing of the wealth of the country. With this proposed
equality of all people, have the economic forces been equalled for all people and if so how?
All people are equal in South Africa but there is still so much economic disparities between
the people. If the previously oppressed people have been elevated to equal citizenship with
their previous oppressors then the economic means should have been made available to

ensure that they are truly equal. However this is not the case.
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The words contained in the letter to Philemon “receive him, no longer as a slave, but more
than a slave, as a beloved brother” have an implication and create a certain expectation that
now Onesimus would be a brother to Philemon and not a slave. If indeed Onesimus was to
become a brother to Philemon, what are the economic implications involved in this change of
scenario? | have argued in the previous chapter that this means the slavery of Onesimus
changes to patronage. There are other implications such as social and economic implications

to be considered, but they are still not enough, the relationship is still unequal.
Social categories in the Mediterranean

Peter Oakes looks at four people from different social statuses in Roman Pompeii and
evaluates their socio-economic situations and then observes their reaction to the message
brought to them by Paul (2009: 130). This is an important exercise worth some serious
noting. For the purposes of this appropriation | want to follow Oakes in this endeavour in
relation to Philemon: Onesimus and the economically unequal people of South Africa. Oakes
selected four people from different houses in Pompeii and in different social standings to not
only illustrate their social and economic disparities, but also to illustrate the different
reactions to the text of Romans (2009: 130) even though at that time Romans was just a letter

from Paul to the congregation at Rome and not a biblical text.

In the first instance Oakes talks about Primus the slave who is at the lowest of all social
statuses; he is poor; oppressed; looked down upon (2009: 131). Primus’ main concern is that
he is a faithful Christian, yet he suffers poverty, while his wicked master enjoys wealth and
relates that to the God of justice as proposed by Paul in his letter (Oakes, 2009: 131). Oakes
observes that for a low level slave, a senior household member who is a steward and
mistreats the slave, the God of justice would be relevant (2009: 134). The conditions of
slavery under which Onesimus lived in Philemon’s household are not stated in the text,
however the general status of slavery in the Mediterranean maybe assumed. It could be that
Onesimus had a senior servant that mistreated him; it could also be that Philemon or his wife
or even his child mistreated him. When he hears the message which | have argued in the
previous chapter, may have been from Epaphras, he wonders what this could mean for him.
He ponders the possible liberation the gospel can bring to his situation. This is not so for
Onesimus only, but also the many people in South Africa who daily go and work for people
knowing that the fruits of their labour will be enjoyed by other people; they wonder what
effect and what positivity the message of the gospel can bring upon their lives. Moreover they
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wonder what the God proclaimed in the gospel has to say about the master that advances his
wealth even more and does not seek the same for the poor. The letter of Philemon gives the
poor in the postcolony an idea that if the system is oppressive one should seek a way to flee
from it or discover a loophole in it to liberate oneself using the very system that oppresses
them. Philemon sought to flee from that system and worked out a plan to liberate himself,
however he found himself in another unjust system; a system that retained him as a lower

class citizen.

Secondly, Oakes looks at Sabina a freed person who worries daily about survival (2009: 138).
Having been manumitted, she no longer has her master worrying about what she will eat or
wear, but that is now her concern and she listens to the gospel to hear what it will say about
her situation (Oakes, 2009: 138). She and her husband still had to rely on their former master
who was now their patron for economic support in return of some duties since they were not
in a position to provide any political beneficiation (Oakes, 2009: 138). Oakes observes
further that because of the marginal profitability of the work of stoneworkers, Sabina and her
husband could not afford a decent place and had to live in whatever cramped small
accommodation they could find and going around to look for jobs while continuing with the
daily struggle of survival (2009: 138). The perpetual struggle of survival continues for
Onesimus in the new dispensation. Politically he is liberated, but he is now faced with an
even more daunting task: survival. He is not wholly free; he is not yet a brother to Philemon,
not in a true sense of the word. The poor in South Africa are still very far from the rich and
there is also a gap between them and the middle class. They are still struggling for survival

and even in the new dispensation they live as Onesimus.

In the third instance Oakes talks about Iris the bar owner’s female slave who works as a bar
maid and because she has no control over her body, she might have had to have sex with
some customers at the instruction of her master (2009: 143). Iris like many other slaves was
the subject of sexual exploitation; her body belonged to her master and he could do whatever
he wanted with it and Iris listens carefully to message of the letter to the Romans to discover
if the gospel might speak to her situation (Oakes, 2009: 143). Onesimus is very much like
Iris; he stands to be exposed to sexual exploitation by either Philemon or his wife or even his
guests. Being a slave places Onesimus in a situation of social death; though physically alive
he is socially dead. | noted in chapter two that twenty per cent of South Africans live in
poverty; they are socially dead. When your concern is not what you are going to wear at a

party tomorrow, but where your next meal is going to come from then you are socially dead.
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Such a person has been stripped off of their dignity; poverty has killed their social life. This
happens when the benefactors of the hyper patrimonial links and the hyper meritocratic links

are advancing even further and further, stretching the gap from the poor.

Lastly, Oakes considers Holconius who is rather wealthier than the rest (2009: 130). He was a
cabinet maker and later a surgeon and owns a house; the congregation also assembles at his
house (Oakes, 2009: 130). I would argue that being a surgeon places Holconius on ES3 at the
heart of the middle class. He falls in the category of most decrial families; wealthy people
who do not hold office; retainers; veterans and merchants (Longenecker, 2010: 45). He is in a
comfortable position, living a comfortable life and is far above the level of subsistence living.
He is a little higher than Philemon since he may be considered wealthy; but both are more
advantaged economically. It is important to note that he was a cabinet maker and later a
surgeon. He moved from one place of economic advantage to another. In many respects he
represents South Africa’s predatory black ruling class. In the old dispensation some of them
were in the middle class and some of them were not even in the middle class. However in the
new dispensation they are now in the upper middle class and have started a new elite: the
predatory black ruling class. They advance further and further in wealth and they leave
behind their counterparts with whom they suffered in the old dispensation. They leave
Onesimus behind; they find new wealth for themselves and do not invite Onesimus to share;

they live more than comfortable lives, but close the door, leaving Onesimus in the open.

As noted in chapter two, South Africa has entered into a new period in history: one in which
has been born the predatory black ruling class which has become bedfellows with private
capital and advances its own elite gains. Having been liberated with others they now look
after themselves only and the wealth of the country is shared by a small minority only. The
letter of Philemon has lessons for that elite group as well. When Onesimus has been
manumitted and now has the right to purchase property, he should not purchase property in
the persons of slaves. He should not mistreat other slaves for he was once one of them and
suffered the same plight as them. The Onesimus within the black majority of South Africa
has turned predatory and has chosen to lie down on the same bed with Philemon rather than
convince Philemon to abandon altogether the practice of slavery. The Onesimus in the black
ruling class is more concerned in acquiring more property than setting up systems or
programmes that will encourage and uplift other slaves to a better and more comfortable

situation. Instead of being the bridge to close the gap between Philemon and other slaves, the
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Onesimus in the black ruling class chooses to get more comfortable linen for his bed with

Philemon. The focus shifts from liberation to comfort.
The question for the postcolonial reader

Having observed the economic inequality that exists between Philemon and Onesimus as
master and slave and also as patron and client and having observed the economic inequality
that exists between the citizens of South Africa, the question then becomes how the relations
should be in the postcolony. Does it go to say that Philemon should abandon his wealth and
share everything he has with Onesimus? Does it mean that the privileged in South Africa
should follow the example of John Wesley and live with as little as possible? In an ever
competing world that hungry for success the question is what South Africans poor and rich in

the postcolony should learn from Philemon.

It is not my position that we should follow the example of John Wesley — the situation in
South Africa today is radically different from the situation in seventeenth century England. It
is from the teaching of Mr Wesley that | want to draw lessons. As noted in chapter three
Wesley taught that having more than what you need simply equates to wealth. Wesley did not
argue against people owning private property. However, he considered it to be a symbol of
wealth. Thus in Wesley’s terms, having more than you need for survival is being rich.
However more important to note in Wesley’s understanding is that having more than what
you need should open your eyes to those who have less than what you have, those who do not
have enough for survival. Giving all you can as advanced by Wesley does not mean giving all
you have, but it means giving to many as you can and reaching as many people as you can
with the wealth that you have. This ties in well with the Setswana understanding that poverty
and wealth are inextricably intertwined. Being rich cannot leave your eyes closed from
poverty when you hire a person to clean your yard or your kitchen or to make you tea.
Poverty lives alongside wealth and the inequality between them cannot be ignored neither in

Colossae nor in postcolonial South Africa.

Two things emerge for me as postcolonial reader from this text. Firstly, | notice the
helplessness, the powerlessness, weakness and the almost inexistence of the weak at the
hands of the mighty. Onesimus as a slave could have been brought from his place of origin by
being captured by pirates or he could have been born to slave parents. Either way he was in a
position of helplessness; he had no control of the situation and the powers that were sought to

sell him like a commaodity. Onesimus is helpless and society takes advantage of him. Because
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he has been captured or born to people captured he does not have the right or power to
establish himself as a human being. Society then takes advantage of his helplessness and
sentences him to slavery. This is the same plight of those on the lower level of the unequal
economy of South Africa. Because of their helplessness and powerlessness they are at risk of
exploitation and abuse. The very same society that is equal to him politically is the society
that sentences them to eternal poverty. The letter of Philemon poses a challenge to that
society and suggests the helpless can break the barriers of their plight and seek liberation for

themselves.

Secondly, | notice the ruthlessness of the rich in their treatment of the poor. The ancient
Mediterranean allowed if not encouraged for the mistreatment of the poor by condemning
them to the institution of slavery and further humiliation as clients should they ever escape
slavery. The rich and elite in the Mediterranean had already pre-destined Onesimus to a life
of low class and were determined to keep him there. Even if he attempted to run there was
legislation against that as well; severe punishment would befall him. Even if he was
manumitted there was legislation for that; he would be limited in rights and would still be
dependent on a patron. Society ensured that Onesimus remained a lower class citizen. The
elite of South Africa is not different, the situation in the postcolony is still of a gap between
the rich and the poor. Society has conditioned that if Philemon has a chance to advance
economically he should do so even if it means exploiting and mistreating Onesimus.
Onesimus exists to serve Philemon without enjoying the fruits of his labour as much as the
poor exist to further the ambitions of the rich in South Africa without enjoying the fruits of

the labour.

In reading the narrative of Philemon from the side of Onesimus, Johnson points out that in
the traditional reading of the narrative, interpretation has begun from the side of the signifier
and not the signified (2012: 94). Johnson argues that it is not only Paul who signifies in the
narrative, but Onesimus as well. God is speaking not only through Paul but through the
textual tensions in the text (2012: 94). For Johnson, if Onesimus does not speak then he is
signified and not the signifier and that limits the voice of God in the text. | am inclined to
Johnson’s view that in narratives a theological interpretation is primarily what God says and
not just what the author is saying, and in some instances the voice of God as heard in the
intratextual tensions may differ from that of the author (Johnson, 2012: 94). Traditional
interpretation has subjugated Onesimus and made the narrative about Paul and Philemon

while Onesimus falls into the background. The importance of Philemon is highlighted while
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Onesimus’ importance is silenced. Onesimus’ voice is not heard and he is constrained to the

margins.

Johnson recognises something very important in the suppression of Onesimus’ voice in the
narrative. He observes that Onesimus’ voice must be silenced because it poses danger for the
master. A slave can be seen, used and discussed, but he cannot be heard. The voice of
oppressed is disturbing to the master (Johnson, 2012: 97). Johnson continues to argue that
Onesimus’ silence is that “of the petrified, one whose existence is frozen within a frame
traced out along the lines of force imposed by those at whose mercy he pursues existence”
(2012: 98). This position leads me to the conviction that Onesimus’ voice is not only a threat
to Philemon and the institution of slavery in the ancient Mediterranean, but also to traditional

interpreters who are benefactors of the colonial enterprise.

The suppression of Onesimus’ voice advances the notion that slaves should be seen and not
heard. Interpreters who benefited from colonialism and those who benefit from postcolonial
inequality continue to suppress the voice of Onesimus, lest he should rise to prominence. To
insist that Paul wanted Philemon and Onesimus to continue as master and slave is to oppress
Onesimus in a postcolonial era and to further embed the marks of colonialism on the lives of
the oppressed. To remain on the position that Philemon and Onesimus should have just
carried on as master and slave is to engage in a colonial reading in a postcolonial era. The
lens manner of reading this narrative cannot be the same as that of John Chrysostom. There
have to be new ways of reading this narrative, ways that embrace the oppressed and give
voice to the voiceless. As | have observed in chapter 1, Oakes argues that economics provides
resources for interpretation. It has been evidenced in the present chapter that there is enough
economic data for this text to engage with the contemporary socio-economic context and to

limit this text to reading slavery and reconciliation only is to do an injustice to it.
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CONCLUSIONS

The objective of this study as | set out in the beginning was to investigate how slavery and
patronage in Philemon can help the postcolonial reader in interpreting the socio-economic
challenges of present day South Africa. Using the postcolonial framework | exegeted the text
in the form the African contextual hermeneutic, bringing my context into conversation with

the text and its context.

The research found that the postcolonial theory is a useful method for study within the
postcolonial era that we find ourselves in. The postcolonial biblical criticism helps the
interpreter to read from the side of the margins and give the marginalised a voice in
interpretation. It was also established that South Africa is one of the most unequal societies in
the world. The gap between the rich and the poor in South Africa is extremely high and
remains high even in the postcolonial era. Having entered into a new dispensation of equality,
South Africans remain unequal economically. The study explored the ideo-theological
predisposition that the reader brings to the interpretation and found that Wesleyan evangelical
economics as well as the Setswana idiom khumo le lehuma di lala mmogo may be useful in
interpreting both the inequality in the text as well as the inequality in the contemporary
context. Moreover the study observed various socio-economic issues in the text and unpacked
some of the different levels in the economy of the ancient Mediterranean. Onesimus was
studied as an independent person and a space was given to his voice, as well an emphasis on
his importance. The study also appropriated the context of the reader with the text and its
context and found that within the ancient Mediterranean world Philemon and Onesimus

found themselves skipping from one unequal system to another.

Suffice it to say three things have been my focus. The first is what Paul may have wanted
Philemon to do and it was addressed in chapter five. Secondly it is what likely happened
between Philemon and Onesimus and this was explored in chapter six. The third was what the
full implications of Paul’s language and rhetoric are from a postcolonial perspective. In
chapter six | explored this question, bringing in the summations of chapters one to five in a

postcolonial framework.
A postcolonial economic hermeneutic

In light of the above | argue that there needs to be a hermeneutic to be applied in studying
situations of economic disparities in both the text and contemporary society. Longecker has
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observed that there is not enough evidence to suggest that Paul wanted his followers to give
away all they had to others (2010: 288). In fact, Longenecker contends that what mattered the
most to Paul is taking care of the needs of the poor (2010: 288). Even in the letter of
Philemon | am of the position that Paul did not want Philemon to share all he had with
Onesimus as much as help Onesimus to reach an equal or close level with him. Thus the letter
does not suggest a socialist approach to economics in the ancient Mediterranean or today’s
context. Even when applying my theological predisposition to the text | am not convinced
that Philemon had to give away all that he had to his slaves. As a Motswana also my ideology
does not say the rich should give away all they have to the poor as much as they should be
conscious of their existence and live with them, realising their full potential. The primary
question for me then becomes what kind of hermeneutic designed in a postcolonial
framework could be applied to read Philemon in its ancient Mediterranean context as well as

the contemporary context, bringing in a dialogue.

Longenecker argues convincingly that Paul sought to be economically weak so that he could
win the hearts of those who were economically weak (2010: 309). Today the context is
different. One no longer needs to do that in order to win the hearts of the poor. People today
listen to a convincing argument whether it comes from a poor or rich man. Moreover, the
quest for survival is also different; having enough means something totally different from

what it used to in the past.

The Onesimus in the postcolony is the people who find themselves at the bottom of the socio-
economic inequality in South Africa. Because they do not have the desired traits for people to
identify with them and aspire to be like them, they fall further into the margins and their
voice less prioritised. Philemon gets the limelight and focus of interpretation. This of course
leads me to asking how the poor people or those in socio-economic margins are given a voice
by the hermeneutical circle. My interpretation of the letter focuses on the inequality between
Philemon and Onesimus and I have established Onesimus’ presence, yet his very own voice
is not heard. How can interpretation bring to the fore the Onesimus and yes, the Philemon in
our contemporary context for a meaningful engagement with each other and thereby
formulate a hermeneutic in the postcolony? Johnson notes that unless Onesimus is brought
into equal conversation he will not have the potential to be a brother (2012: 96). 1 am
convinced that perhaps Philemon (the rich) and Onesimus (the poor) ought to read the
narrative together with equal voices and design an understanding that may work for both of

them.
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