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This work is a Lectio Divina, a spiritual exercise centuries old, where the sacred texts are reflected upon and prayerful thoughts recorded to see how God is speaking to that individual. This work seeks to understand the spiritual fruit of Saint Paul’s Letter to Philemon, the shortest of St. Paul’s letters, but certainly not his least in spiritual power. Each verse has been prayed over, thought over, meditated upon, to understand the meaning, both literal and divine. This is not a commentary upon the work; do not look here for greater understanding of linguistics and syntax, deep theology, and in-depth cultural and social norms. What will grace your eyes will be one man’s reading and reflection as he moves word by word through God’s letter to Philemon. The thoughts presented are my own, with some research to give greater clarity. I am not writing to convert sinners or call back that wayward Christian; that work belongs to the Holy Spirit. I am writing because the Spirit has called me to record my reflections that others might possibly avoid the pitfalls that have ensnared me too often. I would wish you strength on this journey, but strength is not what is needed here; what is mandatory, instead, is a repentant heart that seeks the comfort only Jesus Christ can offer. You see, we are never strong, but God in us is the strength that we need to accomplish the tasks before us. So, then, I wish you, too, to have an open heart to the words that are written, a heart filled with Spirit, a soul stirred by the Spirit. In your hour of emptiness, when the world looks bleak, may you find the Christ who came to reclaim us all. And if this book plays a small role in that, even minuscule, then I am grateful to God. So, open your bible to The Letter of Paul to Philemon in the New Testament, and follow along. In place of scripture citation, I have opted for a prayer to open each section. It is my prayer that you will find in Christ what you are searching for. 

Blessed Mother and all the saints, pray for us to Christ our Lord. 
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A Kind Word
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This is a work of redemption, of the flowering of the soul into the shining light of forgiveness offered freely, and of the soul’s acceptance of that forgiveness. The host of witnesses, saints, and martyrs jointly pray for the souls of all the lost, that those souls will find the path that leads back to the hill, to the cross, to the crown of thorns and pierced hands that brought us the salvation our souls need. This is the journey of Onesimus, yet when I write, I do not record the journey of one man, but of all men who strive for fellowship with the divine Christ. Their journey is my journey, my trials their trials. You see, I am Onesimus, and they are me. 

I am Onesimus. 

Lectio Divina
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Verses 1 – 3
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...a prisoner...

Prayer: God, are you there? Are you listening? People pray to You and receive help. Their voices rise to You in their cells of abandonment and You hear them. Enslaved, You free them. I am a slave, a prisoner. Where are You? Are You here with me? God, can You hear me? Do You even care? God? 

I hear those names, names that anger me, names that haunt my memory. They are a past that is dark, a past for me that is haunted by my agonies, my failures, of evil things done, and of good things not done. Who am I that I should stand among such names as Paul, Apphia, Archippus, Philemon? That name alone drives home to me more the pain of my hurt and failures than all the others. Philemon is holy; he is righteous. There is a church in his house, a church that he oversees. He is a pastor; his family is holy. What am I? Philemon is light, and I am darkness. 

Their names are holy, recorded for all to hear. But where is my name? Why am I not mentioned among the holy? Should I not also be present among them? Should my name not also be written among the heavenly multitudes of saints? Is my sin too great that I, too, cannot have my name so magnificently recorded for posterity? Have I fallen so far that the mere sight of holiness makes me angry? To read, to hear, to see holiness is to feel an anger that only can emerge from darkness, from the evil deceiver. And those names I fear, enrage me, for they are good, one with God and Christ Jesus, and in the silence of my heart, in that emptiness that I only confess to myself, I know that I am not one with God, and follow not the Lord who died for me. Those names anger me because they have God, and I do not. 

But it is not just their names that cause me ire; no, it is equally how they are described. They are workers, they are soldiers. I was once a worker, faithful and proud. I served the house with dexterity and aptness. My master was pleased in me, and I in myself. Now, though, I cannot call myself anything but shamefulness and deceit. I am no worker, not like Paul, not like Philemon. They labor vigorously for Christ in his vineyard. They labor happily, content to be used by the Lord for whatever purpose, be it laborer, pastor, soldier, prisoner. 

I think of the word prisoner and it irritates me. I have heard it said by all that there is freedom in Christ, that He is a great liberator of all humanity. Freedom from sin is found in Christ, but if it is, how am I a prisoner again? I don’t want to be a prisoner to Christ, for Christ. I don’t want to be a Paul chained to a wall, waiting for the inevitable outcome of death to finally sever my prisoner body from my prisoner soul. I am free! I am free, free to choose or not choose. Liberation is mine alone, my own charted course to take. I am free, and no one can tell me otherwise. I am free, and freedom is my master. I am freedom itself, and I serve only my freedom. I am free to choose my master, and I choose freedom, blessed freedom, liberating freedom. I am a prisoner to no one; and my master is Freedom! 

I am free. I am free. I am free...I think. 

Am I free to be what I choose? Free to chart my own course? Then why am I here, in this place, in this way? Maybe I was not free enough? Maybe I was too free? Maybe in the freedom God allows us, I chose to forsake my Lord and embrace a liberation that was not real freedom. I could have been so much, could have done so much, but now I am wasted away, a prisoner to everything that is not God, a prisoner in a prison of my own making, and a slave to darkness. I could have been a warrior for God, a soldier, but now I am nothing but free, free in my own imprisonment. 

I like the idea of being a soldier. Soldiers are warriors, and they fight for glory and honor. I can fight for honor, too. I am capable of being a soldier, but for Christ? Paul treats believers as soldiers, but who do they fight? Do they war with one another? Do they war against the pagans? Or do they war with a power that is darkness and evil? How can they fight against such a power? What is their strength, and what weapons do they use? Will a sword in my hand be wielded properly? Will my courage withstand the ferocious attacks? I would fight and die, if need be, but then I remember I am darkness, I am evil in spirit. I have fled from the battlefield, fled from all that loved me, and ran to the very thing that seeks to destroy me. Behind me is that house church full of love and grace, a place of healing, of redemption. Before me is bleakness, listlessness, isolation. No, I am no warrior, and I am not free. 

I am only Onesimus. 
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Verses 4 – 7
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...I remember you in my prayers...

Prayer: God, Paul says You are there. I hear his prayers in the night, his voice speaking softly, mentioning names that are dear to him, the communities that he helped establish through Your Spirit. In those communities, in each heart You reside. Do You reside in me, also? Are You truly reaching out to me, a sinner? Are You indeed listening to me? Is Paul truly praying for me? God, I’m scared. Help me, hear me. 

I listen to Paul speak, I hear his words echoing in the cavernous expanse of my soul. He speaks of a God that is personal, relational; a God that can be known to us. I can know friend and I can know family, but a god that is personal, a god that wants to know me, Onesimus? How can that be? Who would want to know me, or who would dare to befriend me? I am not holy; I am no saint. My life is a tattered cloth stained with unrighteousness. I am a worm, a dog, a piece of filth tossed away in disgust. What God would want to know me? But Paul’s god, that god he thanks in his prayers and who resides in the form of man in Christ Jesus:  what about him? 

Paul prays, and in his prayers, he talks to God like I talk to anyone who would care to listen to me. He talks, and God listens. Paul prays, gives
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