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of kenosis, arguing that Christian reconciliation is fundamentally Theology; Christian
grounded in a voluntary self-emptying modeled after Christ.
Often marginalized within the Pauline corpus as a merely private
correspondence, Philemon is reinterpreted here as a profound
theological laboratory of reconciliation wherein human @|
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dependencies are transformed through the evangelical logic of
fraternity, humility, and sacrificial service. Adopting an
interdisciplinary methodology that integrates historical-critical
exegesis, socio-rhetorical analysis, and Pauline systematic
theology, this study highlights a intersecting threefold kenotic
dynamic involving Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus. Paul, acting
as apostle and mediator, voluntarily divests himself of his
institutional prerogatives, choosing instead a pastoral posture
grounded in agape, fraternal persuasion, and vulnerable
mediation. By identifying with Onesimus and assuming his
financial liabilities, Paul embodies the downward trajectory of
Christ the servant. Philemon, conversely, is summoned to
transcend his legally protected rights as a Roman master to
welcome Onesimus no longer as a reified commodity, but as an
absolute brother in Christ. Concurrently, Onesimus consents to
return voluntarily, entering into a posture of structural
accountability and relational restoration. This triple kenotic
matrix demonstrates that authentic Christian reconciliation
(katallagé) cannot exist without a voluntary renunciation of
power, privilege, and systemic structures of domination. The
study further demonstrates that while Paul refrains from an
explicit juridical condemnation of imperial slavery, the baptismal
sociology promoted in the letter introduces a subversive
theological dynamic capable of progressively deconstructing
social hierarchies from within. Finally, the article outlines
generative perspectives for contemporary moral theology,
pastoral leadership, conflict mediation, and restorative justice
practices, establishing kenosis as a permanent theological
criterion for genuine reconciliation and ecclesial communion.

I. Introduction

1.1 Reconciliation at the heart of the christian faith

Within the landscape of contemporary systematic theology and the sociology of
religion, reconciliation stands as one of the most defining axes of the Christian faith. It
simultaneously expresses the primary, unmerited salvific initiative of God toward a fallen

81


mailto:robijob111@gmail.com

Konfrontasi Journal: Culture, Economy and Social Changes, 13(2) June 2026, 81-101

ISSN: 1410-881X (Print), 2716-2095 (Online)

Ramarolahy Patricia Josette ,Robijaona Rahelivololoniaina Baholy: The Kenotic Matrix of
Reconciliation: Subverting Status and Domination in the Epistle to Philemon

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20635637
http://www.konfrontasi.net/index.php/konfrontasi2

humanity and the complex relational, ecclesial, and systemic implications generated by that
divine act. In the New Testament corpus, the Greek noun katallagé and its verbal equivalents
denote far more than a sentimental ceasefire; they signify the objective restoration of broken
relationships, systematically bridging the cosmic chasm between the Creator and human
beings, while restructuring the horizontal bonds among humans themselves (Marshall, 2018).
Sociologically, this dual structural dimension—traditionally categorized as vertical and
horizontal—reveals that Christian reconciliation cannot be reduced to an isolated inner
experience or a strictly privatized spiritual phenomenon. Instead, it operates as a public,
counter-cultural reality that actively reorganizes interpersonal dynamics, institutional
community practices, and localized social structures (Volf, 2021).

In the contemporary global context, which is increasingly fractured by identity politics,
systemic socio-economic inequalities, geopolitical conflicts, and institutionalized forms of
exclusion, the discourse surrounding reconciliation remains deeply relevant from both a
theological and an ethical standpoint. However, the history of Christian thought reveals a
persistent, structural tension between the lofty dogmatic affirmation of a universal peace
accomplished in the person of Christ and its concrete, historical implementation within actual
human environments marked by oppression, violence, and marginalization (Moltmann,
2019). This socio-theological tension was already highly visible within the nascent Pauline
communities of the first-century Greco-Roman world. These early churches were structurally
embedded within an imperial society governed by rigid, deeply entrenched social hierarchies
that starkly opposed citizens and non-citizens, males and females, elites and laborers, and
masters and enslaved persons (Meeks, 2004).

Consequently, theological reconciliation within a rigorous academic framework cannot
be treated as a mere moral platitude or a superficial exhortation toward social harmony. True
katallagé demands an ontological and sociological transformation of human relationships,
requiring a radical reconfiguration of power dynamics and social status in the light of the
gospel (Gorman, 2018). The Pauline literature offers a vivid defense of this paradigm by
presenting reconciliation as a disruptive theological reality that produces immediate,
measurable structural consequences within the visible community of faith (Longenecker,
2016). In this regard, the Epistle to Philemon serves as an invaluable, highly condensed case
study. It places a raw, localized social crisis into direct conflict with the demands of the
gospel, forcing a head-on collision between the established Roman legal order and the
revolutionary theological mandate of absolute spiritual fraternity (Barclay, 2020).

1.2 Kenosis : From a christological concept to a relational principle

While Paul’s theology of self-emptying finds its locus classicus and explicit dogmatic
formulation in the christological hymn of Philippians 2:5-11 (Ramarolahy & Robijaona
Rahelivololoniaina, 2024), this study argues that the Epistle to Philemon functions as a
practical, socio-ethical laboratory of the very same kenotic dynamic.

The concept of kenosis, epistemologically derived from the Greek verb kenodo—
signifying "to empty,” "to pour out,” or "to divest oneself"—occupies a structurally
foundational position within Pauline theology, finding its programmatic articulation in the
pre-Pauline christological hymn of Philippians 2:6-11. This locus classicus delineates the
dramatic, downward trajectory whereby Christ, existing essentially in the form of God (en
morphé theou), deliberately chooses not to exploit His divine prerogatives for status or self-
assertion, but instead voluntarily vacates His visible majesty to assume the ontological reality
of a servant (morphé doulou) and submit to the historical ignominy of the cross (Gorman,
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2019). From a classical dogmatic standpoint, kenosis operates as the ultimate christological
paradigm of voluntary condescension, self-giving love, and structural vulnerability,
establishing a radical redefinition of divine power as love in absolute disposal (Balthasar,
1990).

However, within the framework of contemporary socio-theological analysis, the
systemic trajectory of kenosis extends significantly beyond the boundaries of an abstract
speculative or metaphysical Christology. In the socio-ecclesial architecture of the Pauline
corpus, kenosis undergoes a profound functional mutation, transitioning from an objective
theological description of the incarnation to an operative ethical and relational axis designed
to deconstruct and reorganize communal life (Horrell, 2016). Sociologically, this relational
kenosis demands a deliberate abdication of institutional power, social prestige, systemic
privileges, and even legitimate legal rights for the explicit purpose of fostering interpersonal
communion and rebuilding the fractured social fabric of the ekklesia. It introduces an
alternative theological logic of social interaction based entirely on service, unmerited grace,
and mutual submission, functioning as a robust critique against the natural human drive
toward institutional domination and competitive self-interest (\Volf, 2019).

This counter-cultural dynamic is implicitly but highly tangibly manifested within the
structural narrative of the Epistle to Philemon. Rather than utilizing the coercive mechanisms
of his apostolic status to enforce absolute obedience, Paul deliberately enacts a kenotic
divestment of his institutional authority, choosing instead a posture of humble mediation and
persuasive rhetoric rooted in love (Barclay, 2020). Philemon, as an elite master within the
oppressive socio-legal matrix of Roman slavery, is divinely challenged to undergo a
structural kenosis of his own aristocratic honor and legal property rights, thereby receiving
the fugitive Onesimus no longer as a subhuman economic asset, but as an absolute brother in
Christ (Harrill, 2021). Concurrently, Onesimus undergoes a corresponding relational
transformation, re-entering a dangerous social space through a vulnerable disposition of
accountability. This short, intensive epistle demonstrates that systemic Christian
reconciliation can never be achieved through superficial moral consensus ; rather, it requires
a voluntary self-emptying of socioeconomic privileges, establishing kenosis as the primary
theological engine of genuine, egalitarian human fraternity (Bird, 2023).

1.3 State of research and theological issues of the epistle to Philemon

Historically relegated to the margins of the Pauline corpus and long dismissed as mere
private correspondence or an incidental domestic note, the Epistle to Philemon has undergone
a profound analytical renaissance within contemporary Biblical studies and the sociology of
early Christianity. Early historico-critical scholarship focused almost exclusively on the
socio-legal mechanics of Roman slavery, analyzing the institutional vulnerability of the
fugitive slave Onesimus and the statutory rights of the master, Philemon (Bradley, 1994).
Subsequent waves of narrative and rhetorical criticism shifted the focus toward the text's
discursive strategies, highlighting Paul’s sophisticated rhetorical persuasion, his tactical use
of affective language, and his deliberate avoidance of apostolic coercion to elicit voluntary
adherence rather than blind legalistic obedience (Fitzmyer, 2000).

More recently, sociologically oriented theological research has begun to underscore the
radical ecclesiological and structural implications of the letter, demonstrating that Paul
introduces a subversive transformation of ancient social stratification by establishing
Christian fraternity as an alternative relational framework (Lohfink, 2011). Despite this
welcome paradigm shift, a significant lacuna persists in current scholarship: very few
systematic investigations have explored the explicitly kenotic dimension of this Pauline
mediation and its foundational role in the wider theology of katallagé. While modern social-
scientific commentaries frequently dissect the power dynamics between patron and client,
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they fail to recognize that the Epistle to Philemon serves as a vital historical laboratory. It
documents precisely how the cosmic, christological self-emptying of Christ is translated into
concrete human interactions, the renegotiation of socio-economic status, and localized
conflict resolution (Gorman, 2019).

The present study addresses this scholarly gap by situating its inquiry at the intersection
of systematic theology and structural sociology. It rejects the reductionist reading of
Philemon as a mere moralizing exhortation to personal benevolence or paternalistic charity.
Instead, this research approaches the epistle as a highly dynamic theological matrix of
Christian reconciliation, wherein kenosis operates as the primary hermeneutical and ethical
axis (Barclay, 2020). By examining the deliberate divestment of power enacted by Paul, and
demanded of Philemon, this study demonstrates how structural hierarchies are dismantled and
human relationships are radically reconfigured in structural alignment with the reconciling
work of God (Volf, 2021).

1.4 Research question and hypothesis

The structural intersection of ancient socioeconomic stratification and early Christian
relational ethics raises a profound theological and sociological inquiry. The fundamental
research question directing this investigation is formulated as follows: In what manner does
kenosis constitute the primary theological and ethical criterion for systemic Christian
reconciliation within the narrative and rhetorical matrix of the Epistle to Philemon ? By
exploring this intersection, the study aims to uncover the hidden socio-ecclesial mechanisms
that allow a localized domestic dispute to become a universal paradigm for structural and
relational transformation within the early Christian community (Gorman, 2019).

The primary hypothesis of this research posits that Christian reconciliation (katallagg),
as dramatically operationalized within the Epistle to Philemon, only becomes socio-
theologically viable and historically credible through a deliberate process of voluntary self-
emptying (kenosis). This process fundamentally necessitates a structural divestment of
institutionalized power, traditional socioeconomic privileges, legitimate legal rights, and
symbolic class security (Barclay, 2020). Consequently, the three historical actors—Paul,
Philemon, and Onesimus—are simultaneously compelled to enter into a dynamic of relational
conversion. This transformation transcends the boundaries of a privatized individualistic
piety, directly deconstructing ancient social representations, subverting established structures
of domestic domination, and embodying the alternative social architecture of the Kingdom of
God (Volf, 2021).

Furthermore, this study defends the secondary hypothesis that Pauline mediation acts as
a localized incarnation of the cosmic, christological logic of Christ’s self-emptying depicted
in early Christian hymnody. Rather than operating as a detached legal arbitration, Paul's
apostolic intervention reflects the downward trajectory of the incarnation, transferring the
dogmatic reality of Christ’s humiliation into the realm of social engineering (Longenecker,
2016). Interpersonal reconciliation is therefore conceptualized not merely as a superficial
moral achievement or a psychological truce, but as an active, ontological participation in the
continuous reconciling mission of God. In this framework, voluntary condescension and
structural vulnerability are established as the non-negotiable foundations for a radically
egalitarian and counter-cultural human fraternity (Bird et al., 2023).

1.5 Research objectives and methodology

The programmatic architecture of this investigation is structured around a two-fold
socio-theological objective. Primarily, the study aims to demonstrate that kenosis operates
not merely as a localized rhetorical device, but as the foundational theological and ethical
criterion for systemic Christian reconciliation within the narrative framework of the Epistle to
Philemon. Secondarily, the research seeks to map the structural, ecclesiological, and pastoral
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implications generated by this kenotic understanding of katallag€, evaluating its capacity to
reconfigure power dynamics, institutional governance, and relational ethics within
contemporary Christian faith communities facing complex social fractures (Gorman, 2019).

To operationalize these objectives and ensure analytical rigor, this study adopts a highly
disciplined, interdisciplinary methodology that integrates three complementary axes of
inquiry. The first axis consists of an extensive historico-critical exegesis of the Pauline text.
This analytical layer pays scrupulous attention to the socio-legal mechanisms of the first-
century Greco-Roman household, the institutional realities of Roman slavery, and the
strategic rhetorical conventions employed by the apostle to subvert dominant cultural
hierarchies (Harrill, 2021). By anchoring the exegesis within the social world of early
Christianity, the methodology prevents the text from being abstracted from its material and
historical reality.

The second methodological axis deploys a systematic theological reading focused

strictly on the dual thematic intersection of kenosis and reconciliation within the broader
Pauline corpus. This phase of the analysis involves a comparative and thematic tracking of
the downward trajectory of christological self-emptying and its subsequent transformation
into an operative relational principle for the ekklesia (Barclay, 2020). Finally, the third axis
establishes a robust socio-theological and ethical reflection. Drawing upon contemporary
sociological theories of space, status, and reconciliation, this final layer evaluates how the
voluntary divestment of privilege can be structurally operationalized within modern ecclesial
institutions, transitioning from a localized ancient text into a living paradigm for global
pastoral praxis and social responsibility (Bird et al., 2023).
Rather than confining kenosis to a purely speculative or christological dogma, contemporary
pastoral and empirical literature increasingly highlights its necessity as a foundational matrix
for ecclesiastical leadership and systemic transformation (Ramarolahy & Robijaona
Rahelivololoniaina, 2025).

I1. Research Method

2.1 Exegetical Approach
a. Historico-Critical Analysis

To prevent analytical anachronism and grasp the systemic implications of the text, this
study employs a rigorous historico-critical exegetical method that firmly grounds the Epistle
to Philemon within its specific first-century socioeconomic, legal, and ecclesial matrix. Far
from being a detached theological tract, the letter is structurally embedded in the Greco-
Roman world, an urban landscape where institutionalized slavery served as the primary
foundation for the economic and domestic organization of the Roman Empire (Bradley,
1994). Within this highly stratified environment, the intersection of the legal status of
Onesimus—a fugitive slave (servus fugitivus) liable to severe corporal and financial penalties
under Roman law—and his subsequent conversion to Christian discipleship under Paul’s
ministry introduces a severe, unyielding friction between the coercive juridical norms of
imperial society and the egalitarian relational demands of the early Christian movement
(Harrill, 2006).

By interrogating these material realities, this historico-critical investigation
systematically uncovers the exact socio-historical circumstances surrounding the composition
of the letter, reconstructs the intricate web of patrons, clients, and dependents linking Paul,
Philemon, and Onesimus, and scrutinizes the legal hazards of Onesimus's physical return to
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Colossae. Furthermore, the method provides the analytical tools required to dissect the
underlying power asymmetries inherent to the ancient master-slave relationship (Meeks,
2004). Through this lens, the investigation demonstrates that the framework of reconciliation
(katallagg€) advanced by the apostle cannot be reduced to an abstract moral exhortation
toward domestic peace. Rather, it represents a highly disruptive, localized theological
intervention into a concrete structure of social domination and human commodification
(Glancy, 2021).

b. Literary and rhetorical analysis

Despite its extreme brevity, the Epistle to Philemon exhibits an exceptionally
sophisticated literary architecture and a tightly coiled argumentative structure. Consequently,
this research dedicates a specific analytical layer to evaluating the text’s literary and
rhetorical mechanics, tracing how the structural arrangement of the letter functions as an
engine of behavioral and ideological transformation (Fitzmyer, 2000). This phase of the
methodology examines the formal adaptations of Hellenistic epistolary conventions, maps the
tactical progression of the Pauline argument, and analyzes the deliberate deployment of
familial, affective vocabulary alongside specific semantic fields of economic debt, legal
accountability, and unmerited hospitality (proslambanou).

To ensure a comprehensive analysis, the study integrates these literary observations
with the insights of contemporary socio-rhetorical criticism, which explicitly tracks how
ancient authors mobilized dominant cultural codes, honor-shame dynamics, and social
expectations to subvert or reconfigure established social status (Robbins, 2020). The analysis
reveals that Paul systematically avoids the coercive mechanisms of raw apostolic command
(epitassein), choosing instead a highly intentional persuasive strategy anchored in mutual
agape and interior liberty (Barclay, 2020). By refusing to operate from a position of
institutional dominance and instead appealing to Philemon's voluntary compliance, Paul's
rhetorical strategy directly mirrors the kenotic trajectory of Christ, translating an abstract
christological pattern of self-emptying into an active, operational methodology for social and
relational mediation (Gorman, 2019).

2.2 Theological approach
a. Pauline theology of kenosis

Paul’s voluntary divestment of apostolic prerogatives challenges the hierarchical
structures of both the Greco-Roman world and the contemporary Church. This subversion
remains highly relevant today, as recent studies identify the lack of a kenotic ethos as a
primary cause for the rise of clericalism, intellectual pride, and status-seeking among pastoral
figures (Ramarolahy & Robijaona Rahelivololoniaina, 2025).

This investigation interprets the overarching structural framework of Pauline mediation
through the lens of the kenotic theology explicitly developed in the Christological hymn of
Philippians 2:6-11. Although the explicit lexical terminology of kenosis does not
superficially appear within the brief text of the Epistle to Philemon, the structural logic of
voluntary abaissement and status divestment is tangibly operationalized throughout the entire
narrative. Rather than enforcing compliance through the institutional or hierarchical
mechanisms available to his apostolic office, Paul intentionally chooses the path of fraternal
entreaty and rhetorical vulnerability (Gorman, 2019).

In Pauline pastoral theology, the voluntary renunciation of status is not an optional ethical
virtue but the fundamental blueprint of Christian existence. As established in recent structural
analyses of Philippians 2:5-11, the historical kenosis of Christ serves as the ontological
model for the Christian life, demanding a radical reorientation of interpersonal relations
(Ramarolahy & Robijaona Rahelivololoniaina, 2024). In Philemon, this model is directly
translated into.
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Sociologically, this calculated posture represents a profound identification with the
absolute legal and existential vulnerability of the fugitive slave Onesimus. By deliberately
subverting his own institutional authority, Paul executes a strategic renunciation of power,
transforming an asymmetric hierarchical relationship into a flattened relational space
(Ehrensperger, 2024). This pastoral strategy effectively bridges the gap between dogmatic
speculation and ecclesial engineering, providing a lived, historical manifestation of the
paradigm of Christ the servant (morphé doulou). Consequently, kenosis ceases to operate
merely as a transcendent or metaphysical concept within early Christian thought; instead, it is
reconfigured as an imminent, practical principle designed to restructure social interactions,
institutional governance, and conflict-resolution processes within the faith community
(Barclay, 2020).

b. Theology of reconciliation

To understand the systemic impact of this textual laboratory, the research analytically
distinguishes between two complementary yet inseparable axes of Christian reconciliation
(katallag€). The vertical axis concerns the objective, forensic restoration of peace between a
holy God and a fractured humanity through the cross, while the horizontal axis encompasses
the historical, structural transformation of human relationships across deeply entrenched
social, ethnic, and economic divides (Marshall, 2018). Within the synthesis of Pauline
theology, these twin dimensions operate in strict, structural interdependence. The localized,
interpersonal reconciliation demanded between the master Philemon and his legal property,
Onesimus, is treated not as a secondary ethical application, but as the visible, historical
validation of the cosmic reconciliation achieved by God in Christ (Volf, 2021).

In this socio-theological configuration, kenosis emerges as the indispensable
theological engine driving horizontal reconciliation. It actively dismantles the logic of
reciprocal debt, legal retribution, and social honor that governed the Greco-Roman domestic
sphere, replacing it with an alternative communal framework characterized by radical
forgiveness, unmerited grace (charis), and a profound reconfiguration of social status
(Marguerat, 2016). By forcing the elite slaveholder to welcome a returning runaway as a
beloved brother, the gospel creates a counter-cultural space that disrupts imperial social
stratification. The theological reality of the incarnation thus directly informs a subversive
ecclesial sociology, showing that genuine reconciliation cannot occur without a voluntary
shedding of socio-economic privileges and power advantages (Lohfink, 2011).

2.3 Ethical and socio-theological approach
a. Analysis of power relations

This structural dimension of the methodology investigates the intricate web of power
relations and asymmetric dependencies operating within the epistolary framework of the text,
specifically focusing on the intersecting dyads of master/slave, apostle/believer, and free
citizen/enslaved non-citizen. Utilizing structural sociological frameworks alongside
theological analysis, the study demonstrates that Paul does not mount a direct, frontal assault
against the juridical institution of Roman slavery, which would have been socio-politically
cataclysmic and historically counter-productive (Harrill, 2021). Instead, the apostle
introduces a subversive relational logic capable of progressively deconstructing the
ontological and moral foundations of that very system.

By demanding that Philemon view his domestic property through a theological lens, the
Pauline narrative effectively destabilizes the ancient paternalistic authority (patria potestas)
that underpinned the Greco-Roman household. The Christian fraternity proposed by Paul
fundamentally reconfigures traditional socioeconomic categories, establishing a counter-
cultural, alternative social space wherein an individual’s baptismal identity in Christ
completely supersedes their imperial juridical status (Meeks, 2004). Consequently, while the
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legal macro-structures remains superficially unaltered, the micro-sociological interactions
within the domestic church are radically flattened, making the ongoing exploitation of a
brother in Christ morally untenable (Bird et al., 2023).

b. Reconciliation and social transformation

Building upon this sociological deconstruction, the investigation highlights the
systemic public implications of horizontal Christian reconciliation (katallagg). The structural
transformation of the gaze directed toward Onesimus cannot be relegated to the private,
sentimental, or purely domestic sphere; rather, it possesses a profound communal, corporate,
and socio-ethical trajectory. In the context of early Christian sociology, the local household
of faith functioned as a public laboratory where alternative societal norms were actively
rehearsed and displayed (Lohfink, 2011).

Therefore, the interpersonal reconciliation between a master and a returning fugitive
operates as a dynamic process of relational conversion that fundamentally challenges the
overarching imperial logic of social domination, honor-shame stratification, and systemic
exclusion. By translating cosmic christological peace into concrete ecclesial practice, this
reconciliation establishes a new social matrix. This matrix proves that theological
reconciliation is never a passive endorsement of the social status quo, but an active,
transformative force that redefines human dignity and social responsibility based on the
egalitarian ethics of the Kingdom of God (Volf, 2021).

c. Hermeneutical limits and methodological precautions

Finally, this research explicitly recognizes several critical hermeneutical limits and
methodological parameters required to maintain historical integrity and academic rigor. First,
the analytical framework strictly avoids any form of historical anachronism that would
project modern socio-political debates, contemporary abolitionist frameworks, or Western
concepts of individual human rights backward onto a first-century document (Bradley, 1994).
Second, the methodology carefully distinguishes between the transcendent theological
principle of kenosis and its localized, historically conditioned structural applications within
the ancient Mediterranean world.

Third, the study explicitly acknowledges the historical reality that Paul does not
articulate an explicit juridical condemnation or a systemic program for the structural abolition
of imperial slavery. Recognizing these boundaries, the socio-ethical conclusions of this
research are formulated with academic prudence and strict respect for the historical and legal
context of the first-century Roman Empire (Glancy, 2021). Nevertheless, this methodological
restraint does not diminish the text's radical nature ; rather, it highlights how the kenotic logic
of voluntary self-emptying and vulnerable mediation provides a timeless theological
framework for deconstructing power asymmetries in any historical era (Gorman, 2019).

I11. Result and Discussion

3.1 The epistle to Philemon : A tangible enactment of reconciliation
a. A conflictual situation with theological and social stakes

The Epistle to Philemon stages a highly complex relational dynamic where personal,
juridical, socioeconomic, and theological dimensions closely intersect. The socio-religious
matrix of this brief correspondence involves three primary historical actors: Paul, the
incarcerated apostle and mediator; Philemon, an influential, elite slaveholder hosting a
domestic church (ekklésia kat’ oikon); and Onesimus, Philemon’s fugitive slave who
experienced a profound spiritual conversion through his encounter with Paul during the
latter's imprisonment (Légasse, 2009). From a structural sociological perspective, this
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configuration represents a raw collision between institutionalized Roman social stratification
and the alternative, counter-cultural space of early Christian house churches (Harrill, 2021).

The conversion of Onesimus introduces an ontological and institutional tension
between the coercive norms of the Roman legal apparatus and the egalitarian relational
framework inaugurated by the gospel. Legally, Onesimus remains a servus fugitivus and a
thief under the Lex Fabia, rendering him subject to severe public branding, financial
restitution, or capital punishment (Bradley, 1994). However, ecclesiastically and
theologically, his conversion radically redefines his structural identity: he is no longer
recognized as a subhuman economic asset, but as a "beloved brother" (adelphos agapétos) in
the Lord (Phlm 16). This dual reality exposes a profound systemic friction between an
imperial social order rooted in strict hierarchy and an alternative Christian sociology
grounded in corporate spiritual equality (Léon-Dufour, 1996 ; Marguerat, 2016).

Consequently, the core issue of this letter extends far beyond the boundaries of a
private domestic dispute or a localized pastoral arbitration. Paul utilizes this specific
relational crisis to establish a profound theological paradigm, wherein horizontal human
reconciliation becomes the direct, material reflection of vertical divine katallagé (Gorman,
2019). Within this framework, Christian discipleship is removed from the realm of mere
abstract doctrinal adherence or privatized interior piety; instead, it demands a thorough,
visible reconfiguration of human relationships and socio-economic dependencies in the light
of the cross (Légasse, 2009).

This operational dynamic demonstrates that Christian reconciliation possesses a
fundamentally public and structural trajectory. The master-slave dyad becomes the exact
spatial locus where the ideological friction between the structures of the ancient world and
the eschatological reality of the Kingdom of God is openly displayed (Volf, 2021). Without
formulating an explicit, socio-political program for the immediate legislative abolition of the
imperial slave system, Paul nonetheless introduces a subversive theological logic that
undermines the moral and internal foundations of ancient domestic domination
(Schnackenburg, 2002).

b. A Reconciliation founded on liberty and not on coercion

One of the most theoretically significant dimensions of the Epistle to Philemon lies in
the specific rhetorical and ethical methodology Paul deploys to facilitate this structural
reconciliation. Although he possesses recognized apostolic authority (exousia) and the
corresponding legitimate right to demand compliance, he deliberately chooses to divest
himself of institutional coercion. The epistolary architecture is constructed upon a highly
calculated strategy of socio-rhetorical persuasion rooted in mutual agap€, absolute volitional
freedom, and unforced partnership (koindonia) (Légasse, 2009). This methodology is
crystallized when Paul explicitly declares: "Bold as I am in Christ to lay down the law to you
on what you face, | prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love" (Phim 8-9).

This apostolic statement serves as a primary theological axis of the entire
correspondence. By voluntarily relinquishing the coercive exercise of his status, Paul creates
a flattened social space that allows Philemon to enter into the dynamic of reconciliation
through an act of genuine, unforced volition (Fitzmyer, 2000). From both a theological and a
psychological standpoint, the structural transformation Paul seeks cannot be authentic if it
remains merely external, transactional, or ecclesiastically mandated. To align with the gospel,
it must flow from a deep interior conversion and a completely autonomous consent (Sesbodié,
2003).

This apostolic methodology represents a thorough, historical incarnation of the kenotic
principle. Within a rigorous sociological and theological framework, kenosis does not merely
encompass an individualistic or passive disposition of moral humility; rather, it functions as
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an active, structural renunciation of institutional power, control, and socio-legal advantages
for the express purpose of generating an open relational field where the marginalized other
can exercise genuine agency (Cothenet, 2004). In this sense, structural Christian
reconciliation is shown to be ontologically incompatible with any form of paternalistic
domination, spiritual manipulation, or systemic moral constraint (Bird et al., 2023).

This perspective carries extensive ecclesiological implications for contemporary
understandings of institutional governance. According to the Pauline pastoral model,
authentic Christian authority is never validated through authoritarian command, bureaucratic
hierarchy, or the exploitation of status asymmetries. Instead, it is validated through self-
emptying service, fraternal persuasion, and vulnerable relational witness (Longenecker,
2016). Through this intentional methodology, Paul directly replicates within his historical
mediation the downward, self-giving trajectory of Christ the servant (morph€ doulou) as
articulated in Philippians 2:6-11, transforming Christological dogma into concrete socio-
ecclesial practice (Marguerat, 2016).

3.2 Pauline kenosis as a relational strategy
a. Paul and the renunciation of apostolic authority

An analytical examination of Philemon 8-9 reveals that Paul does not merely preach
the theological principles of kenosis as an abstract concept ; rather, he actively
operationalizes this self-emptying paradigm within the structural execution of his own
apostolic ministry. Possessing the institutional legitimacy, ecclesiastical rank, and ideological
capital necessary to demand absolute obedience (epitassein) from Philemon, the apostle
deliberately and voluntarily abdicates these coercive instruments in favor of a structural
posture characterized by humility, vulnerability, and relational interdependence (Légasse,
2009).

Paul’s refusal to command Philemon, opting instead to plead on the basis of love,
reflects a deliberate imitatio Christi. This pastoral strategy directly operationalizes the kenotic
paradigm of humility and self-giving love described in the early Christian traditions of the
captive apostle (Ramarolahy & Robijaona Rahelivololoniaina, 2024).

This profound renunciation transcends the boundaries of a superficial, manipulative
rhetorical strategy. Instead, it embodies a radical socio-theological redefinition of Christian
authority, which is systematically decoupled from dominant imperial models of top-down
bureaucracy and anchored in voluntary condescension and sacrificial service to the other.
Paul explicitly dismantles the vertical logic of institutional domination to inaugurate a
flattened, dialogical, and strictly fraternal relational axis (Marguerat, 2016). Consequently,
within this alternative ecclesial sociology, authority is reconfigured not as an exercise in
systemic imposition, but as a mechanism of humble mediation, pastoral accompaniment, and
collaborative partnership (koindnia) (Ehrensperger, 2024).

This precise structural posture directly reflects the downward Christological trajectory
of the kenosis outlined in early Christian hymnody. Just as Christ deliberately vacated His
visible cosmic privileges to enter into solidarity with humanity within its historical condition
of ontological weakness, Paul divests himself of his apostolic prerogatives to encounter
Philemon within a horizontal space governed exclusively by agapé (Sesboiié, 2003). The
Epistle to Philemon thus demonstrates that kenosis cannot be restricted to an objective
dogmatic locus within systematic theology; it functions simultaneously as an imminent,
structural model for ecclesial leadership and institutional governance. Paradoxically,
authentic Christian power is validated not through the accumulation of control or the
enforcement of status asymmetries, but through the capacity to voluntarily shed
socioeconomic advantages to establish genuine, egalitarian community communion
(Cothenet, 2004 ; Gorman, 2019).
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b. Paul’s ildentification with Onesimus : A logic of fraternal substitution

A highly critical sociological and theological dimension of the epistle resides in Paul’s
systematic, progressive identification with the fugitive slave Onesimus. The apostle
intentionally destabilizes traditional ancient kinship structures by introducing Onesimus as
his own spiritual child (teknon), legally and spiritually begotten while in imperial chains
(Phlm 10). This rhetorical move constructs an indissoluble, counter-cultural bond that
directly subverts the rigid boundaries of Roman social stratification (Marguerat, 2016).

This identification culminates in a radical, socio-legal mandate when Paul commands
Philemon to "welcome him as you would welcome me" (Phlm 17). This formulation
possesses immense theological and structural weight, establishing a complete relational and
status substitution wherein a disenfranchised, vulnerable fugitive is ontologically and socially
associated with the personhood, honor, and prestige of the apostle himself. Consequently, any
subsequent evaluation of Onesimus's social worth must be filtered through the protective lens
of Christian fraternity, rendering ancient patterns of domestic exploitation morally impossible
(Légasse, 2009).

On a localized human scale, this dynamic mirrors the cosmic, Christological logic of
substitution, solidarity, and grace. Paul symbolically absorbs Onesimus’s institutional
vulnerability, willingly sharing the profound relational, legal, and social hazards associated
with the runaway's integration into the Colossian house church (Schnackenburg, 2002).
Through this deliberate act of advocacy, the traditional master-slave dyad is entirely
reconfigured. Onesimus is no longer defined primarily by his degraded legal classification
under Roman civil law, but by his new ontological status within Christ and the corporate
body of the ekklesia. This baptismal sociology introduces a transformative framework of
identity that relativizes, critiques, and ultimately hollows out the institutional force of ancient
social hierarchies (Bird et al., 2023).

c. The assumption of the debt : The economic dimension of kenosis

The structural logic of kenosis achieves its most concrete material expression in Paul’s
explicit financial pledge to personally assume any monetary liabilities incurred by the
runaway slave : "If he has wronged you in any way or owes you anything, charge it to my
account” (Phlm 18). This legal and commercial declaration operates simultaneously on
symbolic, economic, and theological levels. By utilizing the formal phrasing of a Greco-
Roman promissory note, Paul voluntarily assumes the tangible material and financial costs of
horizontal reconciliation, converting an abstract ethical discourse on forgiveness into a
concrete, measurable act of economic restitution (Cothenet, 2004).

This narrative detail demonstrates that structural Christian reconciliation is an
extraordinarily demanding process that requires tangible sacrifice and a redistribution of
resources. It cannot be reduced to sentimental platitudes or transactional compromises ;
rather, it actively engages the material resources, personal security, and legal protections of
the mediating parties (Sesboué, 2003).

Paul refuse to remain a detached, objective arbitrator of a domestic labor dispute ;
instead, he steps into the systemic matrix of the crisis, willingly absorbing the economic
shockwaves of the conflict onto his own person. This financial assumption vividly
instantiates the mechanics of divine grace (charis), wherein the restoration of broken
relationships inevitably demands a voluntary, self-emptying divestment of personal capital
(Léon-Dufour, 1996). In this manner, economic kenosis becomes the ultimate material
verification of theological reconciliation, providing a robust paradigm for contemporary
pastoral ethics and structural social justice (Barclay, 2020).
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3.3 Philemon faced with the kenotic demand of reconciliation
a. A conversion of the gaze and of relational identity

A primary socio-theological objective of the Pauline correspondence is to catalyze a
radical, ontological transformation of the gaze that Philemon directs toward Onesimus.
Within the framework of early Christian sociology, Paul’s rhetorical strategy aims far beyond
obtaining a localized legal pardon or a superficial transactional amnesty; instead, it seeks to
engineer a fundamental restructuring of social perception and interpersonal recognition
(Légasse, 2009).

The core of this transformation is crystallized in the mandate that Onesimus must no
longer be viewed through the degrading, reified lens of an imperial legal classification, but as
a beloved brother, "both in the flesh and in the Lord™ (Phlm 16). This specific dual phrasing
introduces a revolutionary redéfinition of relational identity within the ancient household
system. By binding the material sphere of domestic labor (in the flesh) directly to the
eschatological reality of Christian discipleship (in the Lord), the text establishes Christian
fraternity not as a secondary, privatized sentiment, but as the primary, absolute structural axis
governing all social interactions (Marguerat, 2016).

In this socio-ecclesial configuration, kenosis operates as an internal conversion of the
gaze and a thorough deconstruction of deeply entrenched social representations. Philemon is
divinely challenged to vacate his institutional identity as an elite owner, completely
abandoning the imperial logic of commodification, possession, and patriarchal hierarchy to
enter an alternative social space characterized by mutual recognition and corporate
communion (Gorman, 2019). This conversion of the gaze carries extensive theological and
structural significance, as it serves as the visible, material validation of divine katallagg.
Beholding a marginalized socioeconomic subordinate as an absolute spiritual equal
constitutes a direct ideological critique against ancient social categories rooted in structural
domination, honor-shame asymmetries, and systemic exclusion (Volf, 2021).

b. The renunciation of legitimate rights : Evangelical grace as the foundation of
reconciliation

Through the apostolic mediation of Paul, Philemon is placed in a severe, unavoidable
tension between imperial civil justice (jus) and the transformative ethics of the gospel.
According to the objective juridical norms of first-century Roman society, the slaveholder
possessed absolute, legally protected rights to inflict severe punitive measures or demand full
economic restitution from a returning runaway (Bradley, 1994). Nevertheless, the Pauline
narrative implicitly summons Philemon to enact a deliberate abdication of these legitimate
legal prerogatives in the name of the new corporate reality of the ekklesia (Léon-Dufour,
1996).

Consequently, horizontal Christian reconciliation is exposed as an extraordinarily
demanding, counter-cultural process that requires a thorough form of voluntary self-emptying
(kenosis). Philemon is commanded to shed not only his coercive juridical authority, but also
the symbolic class security, social honor, and aristocratic prestige intrinsically tied to his
institutional status as a Roman master (Bird et al., 2023). This kenotic logic demands a
profound internal displacement that alters his relationship to power, social standing, and
economic assets.

This dimension underscores the historical reality that systemic Christian reconciliation
can never be reduced to a cheap, psychologized concept of forgiveness or a superficial
emotional truce. True katallagé inevitably exacts a tangible material cost, an accepted loss,
and a voluntary divestment of power advantages (Barclay, 2020). The unmerited grace
(charis) of the gospel does not eliminate the necessity of sacrifice ; rather, it transfigures it,
infusing it with a radical Christological meaning modeled on the downward trajectory of the
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cross (Sesbotié, 2003). Through this rigorous demand, the Epistle to Philemon demonstrates
that the goal of theological reconciliation is never to restore a flawed, exploitative social
status quo, but to inaugurate an entirely new relational matrix anchored in the egalitarian
ethics of the Kingdom of God (Lohfink, 2011).

3.4 Discussion: Kenosis As The Theological Key To Christian Reconciliation

a. Kenosis as the theological criterion for christian reconciliation

Reconciliation without kenosis : The structural limits of superficial peace

An analytical evaluation of the Epistle to Philemon demonstrates that any framework of
reconciliation (katallagé) completely devoid of an underlying kenotic dynamic remains
fundamentally incomplete and structurally flawed. When a restored relationship relies
exclusively on judicial coercion, institutional bureaucracy, or enforced submission, it leaves
untouched the deep-seated structures of domination, social honor, and power asymmetries
that initially precipitated the relational rupture (Volf, 2021). Sociologically, the peace
generated under such transactional or coercive parameters is merely an external, precarious
ceasefire that leaves the systemic roots of oppression intact, rendering the reconciliation
highly fragile and inherently reversible (Lohfink, 2011).

Within the specific historical matrix of the Colossian house church, a superficial
reconciliation mandated solely by Paul’s recognized apostolic authority (exousia) might have
restored a facade of domestic order, but it would have failed to transform the interior
dispositions or the objective socioeconomic status of the actors involved. Similarly, if
Onesimus’s physical return to his master had been motivated entirely by the terror of imperial
legal sanctions (servus fugitivus), the oppressive, reifying logic of the Roman slave system
would have remained entirely unchallenged (Harrill, 2021). Paul’s strategic objective,
however, extends far beyond localized conflict management or a paternalistic settlement; he
seeks to inaugurate a radically new relational ontology anchored in egalitarian Christian
fraternity (Légasse, 2009).

Consequently, authentic Christian reconciliation cannot be reduced to a clinical
mechanism of dispute resolution. It demands a thorough interior transformation of the
subjects and a structural redefinition of interpersonal dependencies. Without a voluntary,
calculated renunciation of institutional power, socioeconomic privileges, and the innate
human drive toward domination, reconciliation risks becoming an ideological fiction—a
moral platitude incapable of generating genuine, counter-cultural communion (Gorman,
2019).

The Pauline approach explicitly highlights the absolute necessity of unforced,
autonomous volition within the transformative process. Philemon must deliberately choose to
vacate his legitimate, legally protected rights as a Roman master ; Onesimus must
courageously step into a posture of historical truth and existential responsibility; and Paul
himself must actively renounce the coercive instruments of his apostolic office. This triple,
intersecting dynamic demonstrates that authentic reconciliation requires a structural,
voluntary self-emptying (kenosis) from every participating actor. Kenosis thus emerges as the
indispensable theological criterion for Christian reconciliation, ensuring that relational
restoration is neither purely forensic nor superficially emotional, but deeply evangelical—
systematically grounded in the downward, self-giving trajectory of the incarnation (Barclay,
2020).

b. Kenotic reconciliation as an ontological transformation of relations

The socio-theological narrative of the epistle further demonstrates that a reconciliation
anchored in kenosis does not merely introduce a marginal improvement in human interactions
;rather, it operates an ontological transformation of the relational identity of the persons
involved. The kenotic logic fundamentally shifts the gravity of human interaction : the
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marginalized other is no longer perceived as an object of economic control, legal debt, or
systemic domination, but is elevated to a sovereign subject worthy of unmerited hospitality,
radical dignity, and mutual recognition (Bird et al., 2023).

Paul’s pastoral mediation vividly illustrates this transformative mechanism. By
systematically identifying with Onesimus's vulnerability and legally assuming his financial
liabilities, Paul enters directly into a process of self-imposed relational exposure. The
mediator refuses to remain an objective, detached bureaucrat or an external arbitrator of a
labor dispute ; instead, he willingly absorbs both the symbolic social stigma and the material
weight of the conflict onto his own person (Légasse, 2009). This structural posture serves as a
historical instantiation of the Christological paradigm of substitution and sacrificial self-
giving (morphé& doulou), proving that true mediation requires a profound investment of
personal capital (Gorman, 2019).

Furthermore, kenosis fundamentally reconfigures the very definition of justice within
human communities. In the light of the gospel, justice is liberated from a purely mechanical
execution of statutory law or the strict transactional calculation of retribution and debt.
Instead, it is transfigured into a restorative force aimed at the rebuilding of broken
communion and the resurrection of fractured relationships (Marshall, 2018). Within this
alternative sociology, unmerited grace (charis), radical forgiveness, and the corporate sharing
of economic and social burdens become the non-negotiable, constitutive elements of
authentic katallagé (Barclay, 2020).

This structural dimension carries extensive ecclesiological implications for
contemporary understandings of institutional governance. The Christian faith community is
envisioned as an alternative social space where human relationships are progressively
dismantled and rebuilt in conformity with the character of Christ the servant. Kenosis
operates as the definitive hinge linking cosmic, divine reconciliation to horizontal, human
interactions : by actively participating in the self-emptying logic of the cross, believers
structurally participate in the ongoing reconciling mission of God within human history
(Moltmann, 2019). Kenotic reconciliation never minimizes or sanitizes the intense cost of
conflict; rather, it deliberately absorbs it through a dynamic of transformation and corporate
communion. It is precisely this structural capacity to integrate suffering, status renunciation,
and systemic vulnerability that endows Christian reconciliation with its profound theological
depth and its historical durability (Volf, 2021).

3.5 Ecclesiological and social impact of the epistle to Philemon
a. The church as a space of fraternity and social reconfiguration

The kenotic matrix found in Philemon offers a structural antidote to modern
ecclesiastical crises. By translating Paul’s theology of reconciliation into contemporary
ministerial training, the academic community can better foster an environment where
humility, love, and mutual subversion replace the pursuit of academic titles and material
domination (Ramarolahy & Robijaona Rahelivololoniaina, 2025).

The socio-theological analysis of the Epistle to Philemon unveils an ecclesiological
paradigm that was highly subversive within the first-century Mediterranean world, redefining
the early Christian community not as a mere private religious association (collegium) or an
abstract mystical gathering, but as a dynamic space of structural relational reconfiguration.
Within the rigid sociological framework of the Greco-Roman world, an individual’s
ontological and civil worth was exclusively dictated by their legal status, ancestral lineage,
and cumulative honor capital (Meeks, 2004). By introducing the revolutionary theological
category of a "beloved brother" (adelphos agapétos) to define the fugitive slave Onesimus
(PhIm 16), the Pauline narrative executes a structural status displacement, wherein a shared
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baptismal identity in Christ completely supersedes and neutralizes imperial civil
stratifications (Gorman, 2019).

This relational reconfiguration transcends the boundaries of a privatized or sentimental
metaphor; it is visibly actualized within the domestic materiality of the early house church
(ekklesia kat’ oikon) meeting in Philemon's own residence (Phlm 2). From a structural
sociological perspective, the cohabitation of master and slave within the same sacred space
and around the same eucharistic table operates as a direct subversion of traditional domestic
authority (patria potestas), deconstructing the very core of ancient social domination (Bird et
al., 2023). Although the macro-structures of the imperial economic framework were not
immediately abolished by external political force, they were inside the church thoroughly
hollowed out and morally invalidated by the theological affirmation of corporate equality in
the body of Christ (Barclay, 2020).

Consequently, the local church emerges as a distinct counter-cultural space—an
eschatological anticipation of the Kingdom of God wherein human dignity is no longer
indexed to economic power, legal property ownership, or civic status, but to universal
participation in divine grace (charis). Kenotic reconciliation thus becomes the defining
structural principle of ecclesial life, demanding that those who hold institutional power
advantages voluntarily humble themselves to recognize the full agency and dignity of
marginalized populations (Volf, 2021). This alternative social architecture proves that
Christian dogmatics cannot be isolated from concrete interpersonal ethics; rather, it demands
a progressive transformation of the actual relational structures through which faith
communities live out their theological commitments (Lohfink, 2011).

b. Between historical limitations and subversive potential

One of the most complex hermeneutical and social questions in contemporary New
Testament scholarship surrounds the apparent tension between the radical theological logic of
Pauline reconciliation and the text's silence regarding the structural abolition of imperial
slavery (Bradley, 1994). Paul does not articulate an explicit juridical condemnation of the
institution, nor does he offer a programmatic manifesto for direct legislative reform. This
historical restraint has led some critical scholars to view the letter as socially conservative or
structurally limited, suggesting that early Christian ethics failed to directly confront the
systemic injustices of its era (Glancy, 2021).

However, a close reading informed by socio-rhetorical criticism demonstrates that the
Pauline strategy is not an endorsement of the status quo, but a sophisticated, long-term
subversion of ancient socioeconomic structures (Harrill, 2021). By imposing upon the elite
slaveholder the absolute ethical obligation to receive his returning property no longer as an
economic asset or an animated instrument (instrumentum vocale), but as an equal in Christ,
Paul completely dismantles the ontological foundations of ancient human commaodification
(Légasse, 2009). Replacing a legal logic of absolute possession with an ecclesial logic of
fraternal communion fundamentally dissolves the moral legitimacy of patriarchal domination.
Although this structural transformation remains implicit and evolutionary rather than
immediate or political, its long-term subversive potential is immense. The introduction of
corporate Christian fraternity establishes a theological principle that continuously challenges
entrenched social hierarchies. By placing an egalitarian baptismal dignity above civic and
imperial distinctions, Pauline theology creates a relational horizon that is ultimately
incompatible with any absolute form of human exploitation or institutionalized asymmetry
(Schnackenburg, 2002). The Epistle to Philemon thus exemplifies the typical dialectical
tension within early Christianity between historical adaptation to imperial constraints and
radical eschatological transformation. Reconciliation does not proceed through an immediate
institutional revolution, but through the continuous infusion of kenotic relational principles
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capable of decompressing and transfiguring oppressive social structures from within (\Volf,
2021). For contemporary systematic theology and religious sociology, this tension remains a
crucial methodological guidepost, inviting scholars to maintain a strict fidelity to the
historical context of the text while discerning its prophetic, liberating ethical trajectory in the
face of ongoing structural injustices (Gorman, 2019).

3.6 Contemporary theological and ethical actualization

a. The kenotic dynamic in the face of contemporary conflicts

The kenotic interpretation of the Epistle to Philemon carries a profound and diagnostic
relevance for contemporary societies characterized by deep-seated relational, socio-political,
and institutional fractures (Gorman, 2019). In many modern contexts, formal reconciliation
processes frequently fail because they remain bound to the strict preservation of
constitutional rights, the defense of institutional power advantages, or the pursuit of a
symbolic victory over the historical adversary (Harrill, 2021). Under these competitive
parameters, conflict resolution becomes a zero-sum game that reproduces the exact
ideological divisions it seeks to mend.

In sharp contrast, the Pauline narrative suggests that the authentic structural restoration
of fractured human relationships requires an active disposition toward voluntary self-
emptying and status divestment. Systemic reconciliation demands an accepted structural
vulnerability, a calculated willingness to absorb relational risks, and a partial, deliberate
renunciation of the logic of domination, retribution, and reciprocal trauma (Moltmann, 2019).
This socio-theological posture does not imply a passive negation of objective justice or the
erasure of institutional accountability. Rather, it demonstrates that building a sustainable
social communion requires moving beyond a purely primitive, retributive framework. Within
this ethical matrix, kenosis serves as an indispensable spiritual and structural condition,
clearing away entrenched institutional barriers to open an entirely new space for dialogical
encounter, mutual recognition, and structural transformation (Sesboué, 2003).

b. Kenosis and restorative justice

The transactional mechanics of the Epistle to Philemon provide invaluable theoretical
foundations for contemporary frameworks of restorative justice (Wright, 2013). Unlike
purely punitive or retributive legal models—which isolate the offender, reinforce existing
power hierarchies, and focus exclusively on statutory infraction—the Pauline approach
prioritizes the restoration of broken social networks, the rehabilitation of trust, and the
permanent reintegration of marginalized individuals into the corporate community (Lohfink,
2011).

In this light, Paul functions as a paradigm of a restorative mediator. He structurally
acknowledges the objective material injury and financial liability caused by the runaway
slave, yet he refuses to let this past transgression permanently define or diminish Onesimus's
human and ecclesial identity (Fitzmyer, 2000). Consequently, the restoration process is
operationalized through a rigorous commitment to mutual ontological recognition, personal
accountability, unconditional structural welcome, and a collaborative sharing of the relational
burden.

Paul’s formal promise to assume Onesimus's economic liability serves as a perfect
historical illustration of this restorative logic. By stepping into the legal matrix of the dispute
and absorbing the financial shockwaves of the conflict onto his own person, the mediator
transforms an abstract discourse on forgiveness into a measurable act of structural solidarity
(Cothenet, 2004). This pastoral intervention directly aligns with modern secular and
theological mediation principles that prioritize active accountability, radical empathy, and the
systemic reconstruction of fractured social tissue (Zehr, 2015).

96



c. Implications for moral theology and pastoral leadership

Finally, the kenotic reading of the text generates vital normative implications for
contemporary moral theology and the structural execution of pastoral leadership (Sesbolie,
2003; Gorman, 2019). Paul's intentional abdication of institutional coercion offers a radical
ecclesiastical model that decouples spiritual authority from administrative domination,
bureaucratic prestige, or the exploitation of hierarchy, anchoring it instead in self-emptying
service, deep ethical humility, and vulnerable mediation (Marguerat, 2016).

Contemporary Christian leaders are thus summoned to exercise institutional governance
through a strictly kenotic framework. This approach demands a continuous suspension of
authoritarian impulses, an openness to structural transparency, and a deliberate renunciation
of paternalistic power dynamics. Within this framework, pastoral authority is validated not
through the preservation of institutional control, but through a dedicated ministry of
horizontal reconciliation (katallage) (Légasse, 2009).

This ecclesial reconfiguration is urgently needed in modern faith communities fractured
by ideological polarization, internal governance crises, or systemic relational wounds
(Moltmann, 2019). Christian mediation can only claim public and theological credibility if it
actively participates in the self-giving, vulnerable logic of the gospel. The Pauline witness
demonstrates that true reconciliation is an extraordinarily demanding and materially costly
process. However, precisely because it participates in the cosmic, self-emptying trajectory of
Christ articulated in Philippians 2:6-11, it retains a unique, historically proven capacity to
execute a durable transformation of human identity, communal sociology, and global spiritual
consciousness (Gorman, 2019).

3.7 Theological and pastoral contributions of the research

This research offers three distinct, valuable contributions to contemporary systematic
theology, Christian ethics, and practical pastoral reflection. Primarily, it establishes a
rigorously unified kenotic hermeneutical key for the Epistle to Philemon. While previous
scholarship has frequently bifurcated the letter into separate historical, social, or rhetorical
categories, this study demonstrates that kenosis serves as the foundational theological locus
that unifies Paul's apostolic mediation, the transformation of social status, and the logic of
communal reconciliation. Reconciliation is thus rescued from the realm of superficial conflict
management and elevated to a real, ontological participation in the self-emptying of Christ
(Gorman, 2019).

Secondarily, the study clarifies the systemic ecclesiological implications of this kenotic
framework. The church, when viewed through the lens of the Philemon narrative, cannot be
reduced to a bureaucratic institution, a rigid dogmatic structure, or a passive social club. It is
ontologically called to function as an egalitarian space of fraternity where natural drives
toward institutional domination and paternalistic control are systematically dismantled by a
shared baptismal identity. This reality demands that modern ecclesial communities translate
their dogmatic assertions into concrete reconfigurations of power dynamics, structural
transparency, and inclusive social practices (Lohfink, 2011).

Thirdly, this research enriches contemporary moral and pastoral theology by advancing
a robust model of Christian mediation anchored in structural humility, absolute vulnerability,
and a corporate sharing of the relational and financial burden. Paul’s historical example
indicates that authentic Christian mediation is an extraordinarily costly endeavor that requires
the mediator to actively invest their own social, relational, and material capital to absorb the
shockwaves of conflict and restore broken communion (Cothenet, 2004 ; Sesboué, 2003).

This theological subversion of power structures addresses a profound contemporary
crisis within ministerial education. In this respect, recent empirical data from the Global
South demonstrates that when modern academic frameworks—such as the LMD system—are
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integrated into pastoral training without a robust spiritual counter-balance, they can
paradoxically foster intellectual pride and material ambition rather than Christ-like humility
(Ramarolahy & Robijaona Rahelivololoniaina, 2025).

Consequently, this alternative model of leadership is highly diagnostic for modern
global contexts fractured by intense polarization, institutional corruption, and systemic
relational trauma. The kenotic logic developed herein offers generative, practical resources
for restructuring restorative justice, localized conflict mediation, pastoral leadership ethics,
and the systemic rebuilding of fractured ecclesial communion (Zehr, 2015). Ultimately, the
research verifies that Christian forgiveness and relational restoration only achieve historical
durability when they demand an autonomous commitment to self-emptying, a complete
renunciation of the desire for control, and a radical openness to structural transformation.

3.8 Limitations of the research and future directions

In accordance with the criteria of rigorous scientific inquiry, this study explicitly
acknowledges several hermeneutical boundaries and methodological limitations. The analysis
focused intensely on the epistolary framework of Philemon and its internal theological
synthesis with broader Pauline themes of reconciliation and kenosis. Consequently, certain
critical dimensions were not exhaustively developed, such as the macro-political economy of
first-century Roman slavery, or the application of contemporary postcolonial and materialist
readings to the textual transmission (Bradley, 1994 ; Glancy, 2021). Furthermore, while the
study emphasizes the highly subversive potential of the gospel, it maintains an essential
methodological precaution against historical anachronism, recognizing that Paul does not
offer a modern programmatic manifesto for civil legislative reform (Harrill, 2021).

These analytical boundaries, however, open up three highly promising and fertile
trajectories for future academic research. The first trajectory involves expanding this kenotic-
reconciliation model across the entire breadth of the Pauline corpus. A comparative
systematic study linking the localized relational dynamics of Philemon with the explicit
cosmic and forensic descriptions of katallagé found in 2 Corinthians 5:18-21 and Ephesians
2:11-22 would allow scholarship to more accurately situate this brief epistle within the
overarching landscape of early Christian soteriology (Marshall, 2018).

The second future direction concerns the empirical and practical application of this
kenotic logic within modern secular and religious conflict-resolution fields. Investigating
how the concept of voluntary status divestment and the assumption of debt can be structurally
integrated into contemporary post-conflict communal reconciliations, transitional justice
systems, and international restorative justice models represents a major avenue for
interdisciplinary socio-theological research (Wright, 2013 ; Zehr, 2015).

Finally, a third research trajectory should explicitly explore the macro-political and
institutional dimensions of kenosis. It is increasingly urgent to analyze how the Christological
pattern of voluntary self-emptying and power abdication can be utilized to systematically
critique, deconstruct, and reorganize contemporary corporate structures, institutional
governance, and pastoral leadership models within a global society struggling with systemic
abuses of authority (Ehrensperger, 2024). Ultimately, the Epistle to Philemon remains not a
dusty historical relic of the ancient Mediterranean world, but a highly dynamic, living
theological laboratory that continuously illuminates modern global challenges surrounding
human dignity, structural fraternity, and the transformation of human relations in the light of
the servant Christ (Gorman, 2019).
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1VV. Conclusion

This investigation demonstrates that the Epistle to Philemon—Ilong marginalized within
historical-critical scholarship as a highly localized domestic vignette or an incidental piece of
private correspondence—constitutes a monumental theological and sociological matrix for
understanding the mechanics of Christian reconciliation (katallag€). The extensive exegetical,
systematic, and socio-ethical analysis conducted throughout this study reveals that Pauline
reconciliation cannot be reduced to a clinical exercise in juridical dispute resolution, nor to a
sentimental, psychologized exhortation to personal forgiveness. Instead, it operates as a
profound, structural relational process that necessitates an interior transformation of historical
subjects, a systematic reconfiguration of social hierarchies, and a calculated, voluntary
divestment of power advantages modeled on the downward trajectory of kenosis.

Crucially, the research illustrates that the operative relational dynamic of the epistle
relies upon a intersecting triple kenosis that simultaneously binds the three historical actors:
Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus. Paul actively executes a kenotic abdication of his recognized
apostolic authority (exousia), choosing to rely exclusively on a flattened, dialogical strategy
of fraternal persuasion and mutual agap&. Philemon is summoned to undergo a structural
status divestment, abandoning his legally protected, patriarchal rights of absolute domestic
possession to welcome his returning property no longer as a subhuman economic asset, but as
an absolute spiritual brother in the Lord. Concurrently, Onesimus surrenders the relative
anonymity of a fugitive status to re-enter a dangerous social sphere, adopting a highly
vulnerable posture of structural accountability and relational restoration.

This triple kenotic dynamic establishes that authentic Christian reconciliation requires a
simultaneous, multi-layered reconfiguration of social reality. It demands a thorough personal
transformation, a radical conversion of the gaze directed toward the marginalized other, a
comprehensive redéfinition of relational identities, and a systemic, implicit deconstruction of
dominant cultural hierarchies. Kenosis is thereby verified as the indispensable theological
criterion for authentic katallagé. Without a voluntary relinquishment of institutional power,
socioeconomic privileges, cultural prestige, or legitimate legal prerogatives, any attempt at
reconciliation remains merely external, precarious, and structurally incomplete. The kenotic
logic functions as the definitive structural hinge connecting cosmic, divine reconciliation to
concrete, historical human interactions.

Finally, this study confirms that the Epistle to Philemon carries extensive
ecclesiological and socio-political weight. Although Paul refrains from formulating an
explicit, frontal assault against the legal institution of Roman slavery, he injects a subversive
relational framework anchored in Christian fraternity that effectively hollows out the moral
legitimacy of ancient social stratification. The house church emerges as a distinct counter-
cultural space—an eschatological laboratory where common communion in Christ
completely neutralizes and supersedes the divisive classifications of civic status, legal
identity, or economic power (Bird et al., 2023).
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