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Determining What is Best1:  Using On-the-Ground Experiences from within the Campaign for Fair Food 

to Interpret Philippians (working title) 

Noelle Damico and Gerardo Reyes Chavez, SBL 2011 

 

Paul was a pivotal, but not exclusive, leader building an expansive social movement of poor, subjugated 

peoples from across the Roman Empire.2  This first century movement confronted the legitimacy of 

Imperial power with the very different power of God in Christ Jesus.  How might considerations and 

challenges around growing such a movement have shaped Paul’s letter to the Philippians? 

 

To explore this question, we will probe our experiences within the Campaign for Fair Food, a growing 

social movement led by farmworkers3 to advance farmworkers’ human rights, eliminate modern slavery 

and ensure corporate accountability, and bring them to bear on the text and its context.   We have 

worked side by side in the Campaign for Fair Food as a farmworker-leader and a national representative 

of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) for over ten years.  During that time we’ve strategized and organized 

for the Campaign, taught in church and university contexts, marched in mass protests, sat at the 

negotiating table together with major corporations to forge ground-breaking agreements, and labored 

side by side to implement and monitor reforms in the field.   

 

In preparing this chapter, we drew from this intense and long history in the following manner.  Noelle 

provided context on the People’s History Working Group on Philippi to Gerardo.  Gerardo read 

Philippians in Spanish translation.  We conversed about themes in the letter that occurred to each of us.  

                                                           
1
 Philippians 1:10. 

2
 “The task before us is to explore the ways in which ordinary people whose lives were determined by the Roman 

imperial order formed communities and movements that spread and expanded into a significant historical force in 

late antiquity…We are striving both to discover and reconstruct significant historical communities and movements 

and to explain them” (Richard A. Horsley, “People’s History Unearthed” in Richard A. Horsley ed., A People’s 

History of Christianity, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), p.4.) 

3
 The Campaign for Fair Food is led by the Coalition of Immokalee Workers but has broad participation from people 

from many different social settings.  Religious, student, human rights, grassroots and sustainable food 

organizations comprise different “sectors” of the movement.  Differences in race, class, gender and ethnicity 

further shape relations among farmworkers within the CIW and among each of the ally sectors as well as between  

the sectors and between the sectors and CIW. 
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The ideas simmered for a year as Campaign activity continued to intensify, slavery investigations were 

pursued, and the CIW’s fair food agreements were implemented.  Over the past year we have conversed 

in person, and at a distance (usually one of us in an airport) about these themes.  Noelle interviewed 

Gerardo on specific work that CIW has done in slavery investigations and leadership development.  She 

then wrote an outline to which Gerardo gave input.  Then she developed a draft that Gerardo critiqued 

and improved.  Our constant, primary work is in the field of human rights.  We offer our perspectives as 

people who believe that biblical scholarship, particularly that which is done from a people’s history 

perspective, has much to offer to social movements led by poor people, such as the Campaign for Fair 

Food.  Further we believe that our on-the-ground experience can be helpful to scholars seeking to 

reconstruct “from below” the movement of Jesus followers in the first century of the Common Era. 

 

We begin with brief snapshots of Immokalee, Philippi and their inhabitants to set the contexts for the 

two social movements.  Then we examine the contours, characteristics and dangerous context of Paul’s 

letter to the Philippians.  We explore the themes of hyperbole and warnings, jail/suffering, and Paul’s 

discussion of leaders by looking at the Campaign for Fair Food’s experience of infiltration, the CIW’s 

rhetoric in situations of danger, and our understanding of how leaders are developed and shared 

leadership is exercised within the CIW and the Campaign for Fair Food.  We suggest Paul’s hyperbolic 

rhetoric indicates that the assembly in Philippi may well have had imperial or imperially-aligned 

infiltrators within it.  We argue that Paul’s letter to the Philippians was originally oral in at least its 

delivery, though possibly also in its composition and adaptable in form according to setting.  And finally 

we recommend that the imperial/colonial manner in which Paul gives counsel should not obscure the 

either the leadership of the Philippian assembly or Paul’s own understanding of the need to foster and 

share leadership within the Jesus movement.  This chapter gives biblical scholars a window into 

considerations at play when building a social movement in dangerous situations and is an invitation to 

further scholarly exploration of the topics raised here. 

 

Snapshot:  Immokalee and its People 

Despite being separated across millennia, Jesus followers in Philippi and farmworkers in Immokalee 

share some interesting similarities.  The population of the city of Philippi and the town of Immokalee are 

both comprised of people from many different nations, living under domination. 
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The agricultural town of Immokalee, Florida is located in southwest Florida about forty-five minutes due 

east of Ft. Myers.  It is an important locale for the US food industry because it is the epicenter for fresh, 

domestic tomato production in the United States.  Florida tomato growers produce over ninety percent 

of domestic tomatoes consumed in the US during the winter months.4   Mexican, Mayan, Guatemalan 

small farmers who have lost their family land holdings due to NAFTA and the FTAA have migrated north, 

joining political refugees from Haiti and local Immokalee-born residents to pick in the tomato fields.  

More than twelve languages are spoken in Immokalee.  While Spanish, rather than English, is the lingua 

franca of Immokalee, it is often the second language for many farmworkers and their families whose 

first language might be Haitian Creole, Mixtec, Kanjobal, Quiche, Tztotzil, or Mam.  Most farmworkers 

have received minimal formal education; many possess only rudimentary reading and writing skills.   

 

Farmworkers harvesting in the tomato industries earn sub-poverty wages, lack basic workplace rights, 

and in extreme instances, harvest in conditions of forced labor (modern slavery).  There have been nine 

cases of forced labor prosecuted by the US Department of Justice in Florida agriculture since 1997 

involving over 1,200 workers.5  While such forced labor is not the norm, it occurs along a continuum of 

abuse that can best be characterized as sweatshop conditions.6  These conditions can tip over into 

slavery as unscrupulous bosses squeeze a little more profit out of already desperate people by holding 

them against their will and forcing them to work for little to nothing.   Retail food corporations (fast-

food, foodservice, grocery) have a hand in creating these exploitative conditions through their high-

volume, below market-cost purchasing from Florida growers.  As an Oxfam America report explains, 

"Squeezed by the buyers of their produce, growers pass on the costs and risks imposed on them to 

those on the lowest rung of the supply chain: the farmworkers they employ." 7  To change these 

conditions, farmworkers reached out to consumers and organized what is now known as the Campaign 

                                                           
4
 The state of Florida annual tomato crop is valued at $500 million to $700 million and supplies 90% of the nation’s 

domestically grown tomatoes during the winter months (Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer 

Services, March 2009). 

 

5
 US vs. Flores, 1997; US vs. Cuello, 1999; US vs. Tecum, 2001; US vs. Michael Lee, 2001; US vs. Ramos, 2004; US vs. 

Ronald Evans, 2007; US vs. Navarrete, 2008; US vs. Bontemps, 2010; US vs. Global Horizons, 2010. 

6
 Slavery and the Food We Eat, Coalition of Immokalee Workers, 2010. 

7
 Like Machines in the Fields:  Workers without Rights in US Agriculture, Oxfam America, 2004, p. 36. 
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for Fair Food.  The Campaign is delivering some of the most significant advances in rights that8 

farmworkers in the US have ever seen. 

 

Snapshot:  Philippi and its People 

Philippi was an important colony of the Roman Empire, located within Macedonia, nine miles from the 

sea port of Neapolis on the Aegean sea and situated on the Via Egnatia, the main trade route between 

Rome and the East.  Recent scholarship suggests that  Philippi was inhabited not only by Roman citizens, 

including imperial veterans who were given land in Philippi for their service to the empire, but also by 

people of other nations that Rome had subjugated.   

 

Erik M. Heen explains, “At the time of Paul’s visit, the population of the colony would have included a 

privileged core of descendants from the original Roman settlers, Greeks descended from the inhabitants 

of earlier Hellenistic cities and from other Greek settlements in the area, Greeks involved in commerce 

who had migrated from Asia Mino, and native Thracians.”9  Peter Oaks argues that both the majority of 

the populace of Philippi as well as the majority of the members of the assembly of Jesus followers were 

Greek speaking non-Romans.  Many of Greek were farmers prior to Roman colonization when their land 

was brutally expropriated for Roman veterans.  They were excluded from land ownership around the 

town and from citizenship and from the patronage system; most lived at subsistence level, if that.  Few 

in the Philippian assembly would have spoken Latin, the language of the Roman elite.10  How many 

would have been able to read Greek is difficult to determine.  But if we follow Oakes in his contention 

                                                           

8 In addition to retail corporations paying workers who harvest tomatoes for their suppliers at least 1 net penny 

more per pound harvested, workers also have achieved a human rights based code of conduct that includes an 

external complaint resolution system, specific policies against sexual harassment, shade and protective equipment 

in the fields, and a worker-to-worker education process on their rights under the new agreement.  Furthermore 

under the agreement if instances of slavery are found on the fields of any tomato supplier, corporations who are a 

part of the fair food program will suspend purchasing from that supplier. 

9
 Eric M. Heen, “Phil 2:6-11 and Resistance to Local Timocratic Rule,” in Richard A. Horsley ed,, Paul and the Roman 

Imperial Order, (Harrisburg: Trinity Press, 2004), p. 135. 

10
 Peter Oakes, Economic Situation, People’s History Working Group on Philippians, Society of Biblical Literature, 

Nov. 2010, pp.4-7.   
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that many were from among the poorest non-farmers, it is reasonable to imagine that these members 

would have had minimal to no reading and writing skills.  From among poor and subjugated persons in 

this imperially-aligned city of Philippi a social movement of Jesus followers was born that would 

challenge the legitimacy and operation of the Roman Empire. 

 

Farmworkers in Immokalee and members of the assembly at Philippi both found themselves in a 

subjugated position relative to powerful interests that determine their lives:  the Roman Empire and the 

retail food industry.  Living over and against such domination is risky business.  Building a movement 

beyond an individual locale to change such circumstances is profoundly difficult.  It requires the ability 

to connect disempowered, poor people across cultures, languages and geography, and unite them in 

concerted effort while not getting eviscerated by the forces you are combating or domesticated by 

powerful entities or individuals that believe accommodation within structures of domination is the best 

way forward. 

 

Contours, Characteristics and the Dangerous Context of Paul’s Letter to the Philippian Assembly 

Following his salutation, Paul insists that his prayer is “to help you to determine what is best, so that on 

the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that 

comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God” (1:10-11).   Reading Philippians from within 

a contemporary social movement whose members have faced violence, intimidation, and threats, and 

where the movement itself has faced surveillance and attempts at accommodation, we believe that the 

central objective of Paul’s letter is to empower leaders within the Philippian assembly to determine how 

to live faithfully amidst opposition and danger.    

 

Paul’s message to the assembly in Philippi was composed from jail.  Paul and his message were 

perceived as a threat by the Roman Empire.   In his letters he describes torture, hunger, nakedness, 

beatings and more.  It is intense suffering.11  That Paul is communicating from jail with the assembly at 

                                                           
11

 Angela Standhartinger, Letter from Prison as Hidden Transcript; What it Tells US about the people at Philippi, 

People’s History Working Group on Philippians, Society of Biblical Literature, 2010.  Significantly, Standhartinger 

distinguishes how Paul’s imprisonment is portrayed in the Book of Acts from the historical conditions faced by non-

elites within Roman prisons; conditions likely experienced by Paul and perhaps described by him in his letters, p.3.  

 



Not for distribution or publication.  Damico and Reyes Chavez                       pg. 6 

 

Philippi, suggests that the assembly itself was a “known entity” by Roman authorities and may possibly 

be at risk or under surveillance itself.  

 

Paul expounds on how his suffering in jail is actually a proclamation of Christ.  Indeed Paul encourages 

the assembly to stand strong in the face of opposition and their own suffering.   

“Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come 
and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in 
one spirit, striving sided by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, and are in no 
way intimidated by your opponents.  For them this is evidence of their destruction, but 
of your salvation.  And this is God’s doing. For he has graciously granted you the 
privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well – since you are 
having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have.” (1:28-30). 
 

Paul says that the suffering of the Philippian assembly is akin to his own.  Whatever this suffering 

encompassed, such as “deep poverty” (Oakes), we dare not overlook the fact that Paul is concretely 

suffering from imprisonment, torture, and malnourishment in the Roman jail from which he composes 

the letter.   

 

However, if we consider Paul to be a primary leader within a larger social movement, it is important for 

interpreters to not only  attend to the circumstances under which Paul composed his message but also 

to the context in which leaders in Philippi would have heard his message.  Such a message would not 

have been proclaimed in a merchant’s shop or in the fields where a peasant labored, but delivered orally 

to small groups within domiciles of the assembly’s members.12  These were somewhat secluded places; 

apart from the public and attended by those understood to be Jesus followers.  They were private but 

not necessarily confidential spaces. 

 

Given the hostility of Rome to those proclaiming the Lordship of Jesus Christ (2:9-11) whose name “is 

above every name” at which every knee in heaven and on earth should bow, it is not unreasonable to 

consider the degree to which Rome or its collaborators (religious or otherwise) who were looking to 

improve their status may have kept tabs on members of the Jesus movement who did not travel but 

who were based in assemblies in Philippi, Corinth, Rome, Jerusalem and elsewhere.  Paul’s own words 

                                                           
12

 2007 SBL San Diego; the guest scholar who joined our working group to talk about Paul’s letters being 

performed?? – Dick can you help me out here?  I can’t put my finger on the notes from our meeting; it was San 

Diego I think. 
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demonstrate his affection and concern for his friends and co-workers to whom he was writing, for 

example Paul addresses the Philippian assembly as “beloved” (or kin, or brethren) in 1:12, 2:12, and 4:8 

and “brothers and sisters” in 3:1, 3:17, and 4:1 adding “whom I love and long for, my joy and crown” to 

the appellation and tacking on “my beloved” for further emphasis.  Attending to the safety of the 

Philippian leaders receiving his message would arguably have been of paramount concern to him. 

 

But beyond imperial attention, we also wish to raise the possibility that Philippian leaders themselves 

may also have been jailed (1:8).  Furthermore, Epaphroditus, who was sent by the assembly at Philippi 

to aid Paul, almost died, according to Paul, “risking his life to make up for those services that you could 

not give me” (2:30b).  Could the guards have suspected Epaphroditus as a co-conspirator and tortured 

or jailed him for information?  Whether or not Philippian leaders themselves were facing or had done 

jail time, these are dangerous times for Paul, the leaders in Philippi and the assembly’s emissary. 

 

Further we notice that the letter makes use of hyperbole:  the whole imperial guard knows Paul is 

imprisoned for Christ (1:12-13); Paul regards everything as loss for the value of knowing Christ (3:7-9).  

Why use such hyperbole?  Is it merely a form of encouraging the assembly?  Or could there be an 

additional purpose?  Paul also gives cautionary advice couched within metaphorical language to the 

assembly, “Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the flesh!” 

(3:2).   If Paul is concerned enough to warn the assembly, why not speak more directly about these 

opponents?  What is gained by being opaque?  

 

Finally Paul spends a great deal of the letter discussing particular leaders and co-workers among Jesus 

followers in Philippi.  He empowers leaders to “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling” 

(2:12).  He exhorts them to “hold fast to the word of life” (2:16), “be of the same mind” (3:15) and to 

“join in imitating me” (3:17).  Paul’s call to discernment, steadfastness and unity by assembly leaders 

comes into better focus when considered against the backdrop of building a strong social movement in 

dangerous times. 

 

Making sense of Paul’s message from within a social movement 

Infiltration in the Philippian Assembly 

In his letter, Paul refers several times to opponents who are presumably within the Philippian 

community (1:15-18, 3:2, 3:18-19, possibly 4:2).  Some scholars have suggested that these are those 
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whose theology or practice may be critical of or simply other than that of Paul.13  We would suggest 

another possibility: there are infiltrators in the assembly who are aligned with imperial power.   It has 

been our experience that when powerful interests are threatened, they fight back.  Being able to get 

inside the opposing movement is a massive tactical advantage.  It gives you a window into your 

opponent’s disposition (both mental and material) and analysis (what they think are effective triggers 

for moving you, how they think you will respond) as well as provides advance notice of 

engagements/actions, giving time for the adversary to deflect the impact or to try and squash a 

particular effort or group as a whole.   

 

Would Rome or local Roman rulers have worried enough about a fledgling Jesus-following assembly to 

infiltrate it?  While it is impossible to answer definitively, we immediately noticed Paul’s use of 

hyperbole because it is one tactic for misdirecting infiltrators who represent powerful interests.   

 

The Campaign for Fair Food calls on retail food corporations to work together with the CIW to improve 

wages and working conditions in the Florida tomato fields.  In this scenario you have farmworkers with 

basically no rights, little income and few protections united with consumers from the student and 

religious communities facing down multi-million dollar corporations who are not necessarily inclined to 

want to either know or be accountable for human rights violations against farmworkers in their supply 

chain. 

 

In 2008, Burger King hired Diplomatic Tactical Services (DTS) to infiltrate the Student Farmworker 

Alliance, the national student network that works in partnership with the CIW.  DTS employees carry 

weapons.  Two employees were wanted on outstanding warrants in a murder case in Miami.  A 

subcontractor was facing murder charges in US District Court in Miami for his role in allegedly executing 

four crew members of a charter fishing boat and then dumping their bodies at sea.i14  Burger King’s goal 

in hiring DTS to infiltrate the student group was to gain information about a mass, peaceful protest and, 

ostensibly to prevent it from either being carried out or carried out successfully.   

 

                                                           
1313

 M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, The People’s New Testament Commentary, (Louisville: 

Westminster/John Knox, 2009).   

14
 See http://ciw-online.org/BK_campaign_archive.html (scroll down); accessed on 10/26/11. 

http://ciw-online.org/BK_campaign_archive.html
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Here’s how the infiltration happened.  An employee of DTS posed as a student from a Florida college 

who was interested in learning more and getting involved in a protest being planned at Burger King’s 

headquarters.  She contacted one of the coordinators of SFA and they began an email exchange.  She 

was less than forthcoming about details such as what year she was in school, her major, and groups with 

whom she was connected.  She had sudden interest in but little knowledge of the Campaign.  She was 

phenomenally interested in the protest.  Her email and phone conversations seemed “off” to student 

organizers and so they started looking her up online to see if they could garner information.  Their 

suspicion and research paid off as they were able to match her telephone number and name to the 

owner of Diplomatic Tactical Services.   

 

And she was slated to be on a planning call for an upcoming protest expected to involve over one 

thousand people.   

 

Student Farmworker Alliance made the decision to quietly inform the other student leaders who were 

calling in and hold the call anyway in order to deliver information that would make the company even 

more concerned.  On the call everyone chimed in discussing how the numbers would be in the 

thousands, how Burger King had absolutely no idea what was going to hit them, how students had been 

fired up by the company’s adamant refusals to work with the CIW and infuriated with the falsehoods 

that the company had spewed in the press about the CIW.  Then SFA turned to Eric Schlosser, a trusted 

ally and journalist, to assemble all the evidence, contact Burger King and write a damning op-ed for the 

New York Times which exposed the company’s ploy.15  Burger King is now working as a partner with the 

CIW, but this example of attempted infiltration is not an isolated one.   

 

Paul opens his letter with brash statements calculated to illustrate that he is not in any way intimidated 

by his opponents, and to imply that neither should the Philippian assembly.  He proclaims, 

“what has happened to me has actually helped to spread the gospel so that it has become known 

throughout the whole imperial guard and to everyone else that my imprisonment is for Christ; and most 

                                                           
15

 Eric Schlosser, “Burger With a Side of Spies, “ New York Times, May 7, 2008. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/07/opinion/07schlosser.html?_r=2&oref=slogin; accessed on 10/26/11. 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/07/opinion/07schlosser.html?_r=2&oref=slogin
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of the brothers and sisters, having been made confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, dare to speak 

the word with greater boldness and without fear.” (1.12-14) 

 

Not only is the whole imperial guard hearing the gospel, but most of the brothers and sisters 

(presumably within and without of jail) are emboldened.  Such an opening salvo in the first person sends 

a strong message while keeping the focus off the Philippian assembly itself.  Through hyperbole he is 

deftly irritating any imperially aligned or affiliated hearers who may have infiltrated the assembly while 

not endangering any Philippian assembly members.   

 

That this blustery pronouncement come within the first twelve verses is also significant.  He may also be 

warning the Philippian assembly that infiltrators may be present if they don’t already suspect as much.  

How might Paul know things about the Philippian assembly that they themselves don’t know?  The 

answer is he may not know specifically what’s going on but he may have strong suspicions based on his 

experience with other assemblies and because of his personal experience tangling with Rome’s power.  

We should also remember the Philippian assembly sent Epaphroditus to Paul.  Epaphroditus may have 

shared information about dynamics or situations within the assembly that raised Paul’s concern.  Once 

you’ve experienced infiltration you start to notice the signs.  The more varied experiences you have the 

more adept you become at picking up the clues.   

 

Immediately after this opening salvo, Paul then proceeds to deflate any infiltrators who think that they 

can succeed by posing as a member of the assembly but having its demise as their goal.  He doesn’t 

name names, which could be a way of further dismissing his opponents’ significance.  Rather he insists 

“What does it matter?  Just this, that Christ is proclaimed in every way, whether out of false motives or 

true; and in that I rejoice” (1:18).  The message to Rome:  the movement is not crumbling; we will 

succeed because the power of God cannot be defeated!   

 

Paul’s caution for the community to beware “dogs,” “evil workers” and “those who mutilate the flesh” 

in 3:2 is an intensification of his earlier discussion of opponents.  These general terms do not easily 

translate, according to Mark Nanos, into comments directed against Judaizers.16  These derogatory, yet 

                                                           
16

 Mark Nanos, Reconceptualizing the Concerns of Paul’s Audience from his Polemical Warnings in Philippians 3, 

Society of Biblical Literature, Paul and Politics Philippians Group, 2010. 
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non-specific epithets could allow Paul to tip the hand of Roman or Roman-affiliated collaborators, 

without naming names that might place the Philippian assembly leaders themselves in jeopardy.  

Imagine that you are an infiltrator in such a situation and you hear Paul’s words first about opponents 

and then these epithets in 3:2.  You may be the target of these terms but you can’t be sure; you don’t 

know whether you are exposed or not.  Such uncertainty of standing leads inexperienced infiltrators to 

expose themselves through reaction and can make experienced infiltrators cut their losses and pull out, 

lest they become unreliable conduits of information. 

 

As was clear in the example of infiltration within the Student Farmworker Alliance, it can be useful to let 

infiltrators continue to operate while factoring in their presence.  Paul may have had similar concerns in 

mind. 

 

Throughout the letter to the Philippians, Paul and the messenger faced the daunting task of deftly 

juggling the sharing of instruction and encouragement to leaders at risk while sending strong messages 

to any overhearing opponents within the assembly at Philippi.   

 

 Oral Priority and Flexibility in the Message 

Paul sent a message from jail to the assembly in Philippi.  We don’t know for certain where Paul was 

imprisoned, but we do know something about Roman prisons.  Given Paul’s imprisonment, it seems less 

likely that the apostle is seated at a desk, quill in hand, scribing his thoughts in the mode of medieval 

illuminations.  While visitors to prison offered food and encouragement, would a helper such as 

Epaphroditus actually have been able to come into the prison and hand Paul easy means of 

communication?  While it may have been possible (bribing the guards, smuggling papyrus), stakes were 

high. If Paul was bound or shackled, someone else would have needed to write.  Beyond the practical 

considerations of writing such a letter, any letter composed in prison would need to be secured and 

handled by a trusted, if not literate, courier.  Even given such a courier, a document could be lost by and 

never reach its intended audience.  Or confiscated by prison guards who could have either read the 

letter or passed it on to superiors for review placing Paul and Epaphroditus, for example, would have 

been placed in further jeopardy.  Angela Standhartinger has argued that Paul has taken Roman officials’ 

reading into account within the letter, suggesting that this letter is a public transcript that contains 

within it a hidden transcript, understandable only to the dominated community to which it is 
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addressed.17 But how “hidden” is the refrain “so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in 

heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord?” 

(2:10-11)? 

 

We would like to suggest a far more straightforward alternative.  Paul composed and delivered this 

“letter” orally to a messenger who would have remembered and then recounted this message to others 

orally.18  We suggest that the “letter” was an oral message, not only because the “communication 

environment” of the Roman Empire was oral and Paul’s situation in prison, but also because of the 

precariousness of the assembly in Philippi.  But even if we were to agree that Paul had the means and 

opportunity to write the letter in prison, we argue for its oral delivery in Philippi.19 

                                                           
17

 Angela Standhartinger, Letter from Prison as Hidden Transcript; What it Tells US about the people at Philippi, 

People’s History Working Group on Philippians, Society of Biblical Literature, 2010.  For definition and discussion of 

public and hidden transcripts, see James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance. Hidden Transcripts (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990).  

18
 For a discussion of oral communication and oral-derived literature see Richard A. Horsley with Jonathan A. 

Draper, Whoever Hears You Hears Me: Prophets, Performance, and Tradition in Q, (Harrisburg: Trinity Press 

International, 1999).  “Since not only the Israelite popular tradition(s) generally but also the great tradition in its 

cultivation even by scribal teachers was oral, we are led to a major recognition that biblical studies, devoted as it is 

to the interpretation of sacred texts, has been resisting for some time:  that the communication environment of 

Palestine in particular and Hellenistic Roman antiquity in general was oral” p.5. 

19
 We also wish to note that because of the predominance of non-literate members who were leaders in the 

community, an oral, rather than a written message, would allow leaders who did not read and write (who would 

have been the majority in ancient society, not only the Philippian assembly) the ability to participate fully in 

receiving and analyzing Paul’s message and on equal footing with other leaders in the assembly (if there were any 

who were literate themselves).  Weekly meetings of the members of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers feature 

interactive oral communication, teatro (participatory theatre) created by farmworker leaders into which 

farmworker members are invited to find themselves, take a role and express their experience dramatically so the 

whole community can then analyze their experiences together.  For education on workers’ rights, farmworkers 

have created their own videos to educate their colleagues and run a low-power FM station that conveys news and 

important information to this predominantly oral, multi-lingual, multi-cultural farmworker community in 

Immokalee, FL.  Even in less dangerous times we should presume that there were pauses in delivery of the 

message so that the Philippian assembly leaders could discuss, comment, object to what Paul was saying. 
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An oral message is a flexible message, capable of being adjusted by the messenger according to 

circumstances that present themselves.  In such a scenario the messenger plays an active, critical role in 

delivering the message in such a way that it does not jeopardize the hearers and best preserves content.  

Such trust in the messenger and the flexibility of the message is imperative for communities or 

movements in dangerous situations. 

 

In its work against modern slavery, the Coalition of Immokalee Workers is a trusted partner of the US 

Department of Justice and the F.B.I.  One role of the farmworker organization is to do preliminary 

investigation when abuses are suspected.  As farmworkers who know the fields and who, among them, 

speak multiple languages and come from different cultures, they play the dual role of 

messenger/investigator, a role that it is difficult if not impossible for law enforcement themselves to 

play because, aside from issues of language and culture,20 they have only the most basic idea of the 

work setting in the fields (manner of work, modes of communication, norms of expected behavior), 

making it almost impossible for them to successfully navigate and investigate the circumstances.  As one 

can imagine, this is precarious, dangerous work.  Forced labor cases in Florida agriculture have been 

marked by extreme violence including shootings, pistol whipping, beatings and rape.   

 

Gerardo Reyes Chavez explains. 

  

When there are reasons to believe there might be a case of slavery, we plan about where we visit to try 

to find out possible evidence. If it is a slavery case we try to do some intelligence work by trying to go to 

work undercover in this operation until we identified who to talk to, and delivered in a subtle way the 

idea of escaping to those workers who would be willing to testify to eliminate this conditions. In each 

case the CIW assists FBI and US Department of Justice on how to implement a plan that takes into 

consideration the findings of the CIW. When it is a case of slavery, opportunities for undercover work or 

escaping are very few and very risky if you are caught (severe beatings, rape, death).  In some cases the 

workers have been helped to escape directly by CIW and in some others the authorities implement their 

operatives.  Either way, in these instances there’s the need to be extremely careful.   

 

                                                           
20

 Finding a Mam-speaking young man who is familiar with indigenous Guatemalan culture and is also an F.B.I. 

agent, is a long-shot for example. 
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Gerardo describes how members the Coalition of Immokalee Workers gain access to potential victims 

and the manner in which they careful probe for information in undercover operations.  Listen for the 

context and the rhetoric of such communications, and pay special attention to how the interviewer tries 

to gain information without jeopardizing victims or tipping off slavers or their associates.   

 

We don’t go to the fields where the farmworkers labor to investigate; we go to the mobile home park.  

We identify where the farmworker crews are living.  And we identify where the crew leader (boss) or his 

family lives.  And it’s usually by identifying where the nicest cars and busses are within the camp; but not 

always.  In a recent investigation, the Ramos case, the people were living in town.  In the Cuello case it 

was a trailer in the swamp.  It varies from case to case.  You need to take all these variables into 

consideration in developing your strategy.21 

 

The place where the CIW delivers its message is not a public space; it is private but not confidential.  

Paul’s message may have been delivered in a similar space.  Further, it may have been delivered in 

different houses to different groups from the assembly that had gathered at different times.  Each of 

these “places” may have had different features, such as proximity to opponent’s homes or imperial 

spaces that would have needed to be taken into consideration.  In one slavery case, CIW investigators 

timed their visit to coincide with church services because the slavers attended church faithfully and they 

were confident the principal actors would not be present.  These kinds of factors may have been taken 

into account by Paul’s messenger. 

 

When investigating a possible case of slavery or some other abuse, there has to be a very detailed plan.  

Like when a team from CIW went to investigate the Ramos case in Lake Placid.22  They already knew 

about the violence and crimes that took place before the Ramos brothers were arrested.  But what they 

                                                           
21

Noelle Damico, Transcript of Interview with Gerardo Reyes Chavez, September 29, 2011. 

22
 U.S. vs. Ramos - In 2004, Ramiro and Juan Ramos were sentenced to 15 years each in federal prison on slavery 

and firearms charges, and the forfeiture of over $3 million in assets. The men, who had a workforce of over 700 

farmworkers in the citrus groves of Florida, as well as the fields of North Carolina, threatened workers with death if 

they were to try to leave, and pistol-whipped and assaulted -- at gunpoint -- passenger van service drivers who 

gave rides to farmworkers leaving the area. The case was brought to trial by the USDOJ after two years of 

investigation by the CIW. The Ramoses harvested for Consolidated Citrus and Lykes Brothers, among others.  

Excerpted from “Slavery and the Food We Eat,” CIW, 2010. 
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needed was to find people who were willing to testify against their slavers when the US Department of 

Justice prosecuted the case.  The camp was controlled by the Ramoses.  So they couldn’t just go to ask 

“oh we’re here to ask people ‘who wants to complain?’”  In order for the investigation to move forward, 

they went there talking about health matters and while doing that they were trying to identify people 

who would be willing to talk, who looked like they would be willing to share a bit more than concerns 

about their health.     

 

In each case, we go and do an investigation without being direct about it, unless of course it we are 

totally certain that we’ve identified workers who want to escape.  We try to identify where the workers 

are, where the crew leader is living and we make a plan about where to go first and what to talk about 

and what to do in case the crew leader or somebody who seems to be an informant / family is present.23  

Sometimes this can require sending a CIW member into the slavery operation undercover as a worker in 

order to gather more evidence and to learn the slavers’ and farmworkers’ patterns of daily life and 

communication. 

 

With CIW’s slavery investigations, the message is tailored.  Even “the plan” can need further adjustment 

in the moment.  Paul’s “letter” could have been changed significantly by the messenger depending on 

who was in the room.  

 

We arrive not knowing what’s going on. We talk to people and inform them that there are different 

services they may be eligible for.  Sometimes we give the idea that we are there to inform them about 

what to do in case they need to get a new passport or something completely different depending on who 

is in the room.  We might say, “We can connect you with the Mexican consulate.”  Once we see how 

willing people are to speak, we can have a sense of who is in the room.  And when that happens we start, 

without directly asking them or presuming or assuming something. 

 

We talk in the third person or first person.  We just chat about different things unrelated to that specific 

situation.  We share stories.  For example, “yeah, we work also in the fields and work in tomatoes, 

oranges and sometimes its good; but sometimes you meet crewleaders who don’t really respect the 

people.”  Sometimes they will tell you their experience in turn.  Once they do that, you know there are 

                                                           
23

 Ibid. 
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people in the room who are not afraid to talk; so you know that there’s no informant or crewleader or 

family member there.  If we notice they get nervous when we are talking about these things, then we try 

to understand why they react like this.  You can tell that that there are likely informants present.  You 

have to be able to read the room; the people.  If you notice there’s someone who is asking a lot of 

questions, and those questions show that person is trying to get to know who you are, that can mean 

that the person is unafraid because they are working in a way that they won’t be fired or they could be 

trying to prompt you so they can go to the crewleader with information.  So you need to read the room, 

weigh and make decisions in the moment.  

 

Because Paul has been away from the community traveling and working with other assemblies, Paul 

likely knew some but not all members of the Philippian assembly.  And the messenger, depending on 

who it was, may not have known anyone in the room. How well did Paul’s messenger know the 

community?  We have no idea.  Paul may have sent a colleague he trusts like Timothy (2:19) to bring the 

“letter.” He is someone who may not know the Philippian community well but who they know by 

reputation (2:22).  Or assuming Timothy is imprisoned with Paul, the messenger may have been 

someone well known to the assembly, like Epaphroditus (2:25).  But Epaphroditus then might also be 

well known to local authorities (religious or imperial).   Such a messenger would need to be doubly-

cautious.  

 

Paul spends time talking about how his imprisonment is a proclamation of the gospel (1:7, 12-26, 3:7-16) 

and referring to his suffering.  Such discourse may well serve as credentialing to a community he only 

knows intermittently, a community that itself may well have faced jail or worse.  Further Paul’s 

discussion of his imprisonment or his own suffering at the hands of opponents may also be used by the 

messenger to test the room; to see how people respond.  Are they fearful?  Do they begin to talk about 

members of the Philippian assembly who are facing harassment or jail?  We only have one side of the 

message – we don’t know how the Philippian assembly responded.  But one can imagine that with 

pauses in the delivery of the message came discussion, push-back or, more ominously, absolute silence. 

 

Of course what we have in hand is a written document which scholarly consensus attributes to Paul.  At 

some point this message was put into writing by Paul or someone else.  But given the make-up of the 
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Philippian assembly and its dangerous context, we argue that we should interpret this letter first and 

foremost as an oral message rather than as a manuscript.24   

 

Developing Leaders 

Historically, biblical scholarship has not paid much attention to the members of the assemblies to which 

Paul wrote, other than to assume that Paul chastised them or encouraged them according to how well 

their theology and practice accorded with Paul’s own.  The assemblies became the foil for the master 

apostle Paul and his teachings.  Perhaps this tendency was aided by the easy and comfortable analogy 

that Paul is to the Philippian assembly as a pastor is to a (middle class Northern Hemisphere) 

congregation.  Hierarchical assumptions of knowledge and authority are built into such an image.  But 

these models need not be translated onto the text.  Feminist and post-colonial biblical scholarship has 

critiqued such efforts, insisting that we must also pay attention to the communities to which Paul wrote 

and not simply to Paul.   They have developed various approaches to biblical interpretation that help us 

distinguish between the rhetorical and historical situation of the text, place analysis of gender at the 

center of interpretive efforts, examined the coercive rhetoric of “imitation,” and lifted up the agency of 

leaders within the Pauline assemblies.25 

 

From our perspective as leaders in the movement for fair food, one of us a farmworker and the other a 

religious ally, our experience leads us to affirm Paul as a primary but not exclusive leader within a social 

                                                           
24

 The letter has specific references to the community that do not seem to be references “for all time” such as Paul 

discussing sending Timothy and Epaphroditus to Philippi (2:19, 25), a specific disagreement between Euodia and 

Syntyche in which Paul asks a “loyal companion” to “help these women,” (4:2-3) and Paul’s thanksgiving for 

resources sent through Epaphroditus (4:15-20).  This lends credence to Paul writing the letter himself (or dictating 

it to someone from jail).  Alternatively we wondered if there might be some who gained preeminence in the 

Philippian community (perhaps the “loyal companion” in 4:3) that sought to solidify their own power by writing 

down what they remembered Paul communicating.  For a discussion of signs of orality within written texts, see  

Jonathan Draper, “Recovering Oral Performance in from Written Text in Q,” in Richard A. Horsley with Jonathan 

Draper, Whoever Hears You Hears Me, (Harrisburg: Trinity Press, 1999).  Our argument is that orality, at the very 

least in the message’s delivery/reception, is important because of the dangerous context in which the message 

was received. 

25
 For a comprehensive review and development of these efforts see Joe Marchal, The Politics of Heaven: Women, 

Gender, and Empire in the Study of Paul, (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008).   
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movement of Jesus followers.  We approach Philippians therefore assuming there are other strong 

leaders in the movement both in Philippi and beyond. Further we believe the simple yet compelling fact 

that this social movement of Jesus followers survived is a testimony itself to leadership development 

and the existence of many leaders beside Paul. 

 

Look at how Paul begins the letter, “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ 

Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons” (1:1).  The letter is from Paul and Timothy.  

Though the letter quickly moves into the first person by 1:3, it is important that the letter is from both 

men, not simply Paul.  Further, note how both Paul and Timothy are situated as leaders who are 

servants of Christ Jesus.  It is Christ Jesus who is the leader of this movement.  Paul and Timothy view 

themselves as ultimately accountable to Christ…just as all other leaders in the movement are 

accountable to Christ (2:5).  It is a nod not only to the fact that there are other leaders in the movement, 

but presses toward an equal relationship among the leaders who are all accountable to Christ.   

 

However, the language of “subjection” is imperial language.  Examining Paul’s rhetoric in First 

Corinthians, Cynthia Briggs Kittridge argues that “Paul uses imperial language to both subvert and 

reinscribe the imperial system.”26  Easy affirmations such as “we are all leaders” in contemporary social 

movements can also serve to mask the real power held and exercised by some over others.  Sometimes 

the language is parried into that of “stakeholder” where the real inequalities of power are glossed over 

under the banner of inclusion of everyone at the table.  In the Campaign for Fair Food, the farmworkers 

are the primary stakeholders; they are the leaders at the forefront of the movement.  This distinction is 

important for reasons of ethics as well as efficacy.  It is farmworkers who are experiencing abuses, in the 

fields, not religious leaders, not NGO program coordinators, not student activists.  As such farmworkers 

have unique knowledge of the material configuration of how dominating power is exercised on a daily 

basis in the agricultural fields.  They are distinctively placed to determine what needs to change, develop 

and test new approaches, and see whether remedies are actually effective.27   

                                                           
26

 Cynthia Briggs Kittridge, “Corinthian Women Prophets and Paul’s Argumentation in 1 Corinthians,” in Richard A. 

Horsley ed., Paul and Politics: Ekklesia, Israel, Imperium, Interpretation, (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 

2000), p. 104. 

27
 For a fuller discussion see Noelle Damico, Harnessing Consumer Demand and Market Force to Address Labor 

Trafficking, Keynote Panel Presentation at the US Department of Justice National Conference on Human 

Trafficking, Arlington, VA, May 4, 2010. 
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We believe Paul recognizes that there are other leaders beside him in the movement.  But that doesn’t 

prevent Paul from passionately, even arrogantly, arguing that the Philippian assembly should “join in 

imitating me” (3:17), correcting the assembly on behavior (2:3), urging obedience (2:12) or giving advice 

(2:14).  Paul was a literate, well-traveled, person with certain rights (assuming he was a Roman Citizen0.  

He’s an outsider to Philippi.  It does not appear that Paul was from among the most economically poor 

and marginalized strata of society.  But we should not deduce from this that Paul was therefore a 

member of the elite.  There are a number of axes to consider when thinking about position on a 

continuum of power: financial/material resources, slave/free, ability to communicate (multiple 

languages, reading,/writing), ability to travel, physical health, social networks to which one has access, 

and citizenship to name a few.   

 

That Paul argues from a relative position of power and makes use of imperial/colonial forms of discourse 

does not mean, however,  that Paul actually held that position of authority over the assembly at Philippi.  

Rather it indicates is that Paul believes there are real stakes in how the Philippian assembly lives during 

dangerous times and he’s going to argue with all his might.  They may see those stakes differently than 

he.  They may end up being moved by Paul’s pleas to act differently.  He may end up being moved by 

their response.  But we need not see Paul’s argumentation as a necessarily a recognition by the 

assembly leaders of his superiority and their inferiority.  It may well be that it is Paul who is overreaching 

and may be trying, through this letter, to gain more control and influence over the Philippian 

community. 

 

In the Campaign for Fair Food, there are not only leaders from among farmworkers but also leaders 

from among the religious, human rights, student and sustainable food communities who work in 

partnership with the CIW toward a common goal of an accountable and fair food industry.  While the 

farmworkers are the primary stakeholders and the leaders at the forefront of the movement, 

experiences and resources from these other sectors are essential for challenging and changing the food 

industry.  Navigating the trajectories of power, position and assumptions is difficult.  Everyone has made 

mis-steps, assumptions and said and even written and done basically bone-headed things from time to 

time.   
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There are plenty of people who come to Immokalee with good intentions; who begin as allies but can 

get so bound up in their way of seeing the world and their need to be the hero or savior or expert that 

they damage the movement and hurt its members.  Non-profits who believe in and fund the work at 

times overreach in ways that can eclipse the CIW’s priorities.  So the CIW needs to sit with them and talk 

through issues of farmworker-directed action, until they can see what they first “saw” and wanted to 

fund. Religious institutions which are, by nature, conflict adverse and whose members include both 

farmworkers and CEOs, can be frightened about how hard and how far to push even as they agree on 

the goals.  CIW and religious institutions have had many difficult conversations and also made important 

decisions together that have helped churches create spaces where farmworkers and corporate 

executives could meet on equal footing. 

 

Other crusading individuals or groups may want to push harder and faster than the CIW viewing the 

farmworkers’ demands as insufficient and, not appreciating the farmworkers’ daily exploitation or the 

years of failed attempts to change exploitative circumstances through law or enforcement, become 

frustrated that the CIW isn’t asking for something that they might characterize as “more 

comprehensive.”   Sometimes this is rectified by further communication and walking together.  Other 

times allies walk away.  And of course academics who come to “study farmworkers” or “study the 

problems of agricultural labor” or study “patterns of domination” frequently forget that it is the 

farmworkers and not them who have the expertise in this particular instance.  Unfortunately sometimes 

academics have repurposed farmworker insights as their own, their studies contributing further to the 

objectification of the men and women who harvest, rather than illuminating the farmworkers’ agency 

and analysis.  At other times academics have put their expertise in history or bible or human rights at 

the disposal of the movement, broadening conversations and serving as critical sounding boards for the 

development of key provisions for change.  

 

Sometimes allied organizations are willing to support the CIW but are not willing to sacrifice their 

position or endure suffering as a result of push-back from powerful corporations and the force of 

“business as usual.”  Convinced that they have a better way to advance farmworkers’ human rights, they  

may turn and work to undermine the movement’s gains.  When Paul writes about those “whose god is 

of the belly,” he’s may be talking about such people – would be allies who always and ever “know 

better” than the farmworkers they are ostensibly trying to help.  Or ironically, from the perspective of 

the assembly at Philippi, he may be describing himself unknowingly! 
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So navigating these trajectories of power is not easy.  But when a movement is comprised of diverse 

leaders this also gives the opportunity for each to be confronted by others about how they treat each 

other.  And leaders from all of these different sectors/ locales are needed because the problems that 

manifest in the fields of Immokalee are, at root, social problems.  Through shared conversation and 

analysis with the CIW, we locate ourselves in different places in the food system and, from those 

positions, work with the CIW at the forefront, to change the system using the power and resources 

uniquely available to each.  We are different people, all working toward the same, common goal.  The 

process of forging relationships of dignity and equality does not happen overnight; it happens over time. 

 

Interestingly, Paul himself may have become aware of the barriers he could be creating by speaking in 

such a colonial/imperial manner.  It is important to note that throughout the letter Paul’s precariously 

imperious advising is tempered by his reference to the Philippian assembly and to others who are a part 

of the Jesus movement as “brothers and sisters” (1:14, 3:1, 3:17, 4:1).  All are children of God, including 

Paul himself.  Further, Paul spends a significant portion of his letter discussing and commending leaders 

within the Jesus following movement who are based in Philippi.   

 

We also see that the Philippian assembly has also encouraged Paul in his own leadership (1:7-8, 2:25).  Is 

Paul the senior mentor in the relationship? Not necessarily.  Paul has much experience and his ability to 

travel has brought him vast and specialized knowledge of other cities, assemblies and, well, jails across 

the Roman Empire.  That Paul has suffered for the gospel, specifically been tortured, experienced 

deprivation and imprisonment gives him a set of experiences that other leaders may not yet have 

encountered or which they are just now encountering and wondering about.   

 

But local leaders rooted in their own towns had their own experiences and would likely have had their 

own ideas and priorities in mind when developing the Jesus movement within their locales.  Some may 

have even suffered as Paul has suffered.  Further, different leaders have different aptitudes and skills.  

For example, what strategies for survival might slaves and peasants bring to Paul who is freeborn and 

has voluntarily taken up craftwork but who may have been unused to living hand to mouth amidst scorn 

and violence?  What networks of communication existed among slaves of particular families or between 

such families and slaves in the imperial court that could be useful for spreading the gospel? 
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How might we conceptualize a movement that has leaders with different experiences and skills, all of 

which are important?  Gerardo explains how the CIW puts together insights from different leaders 

within the farmworker organization itself and how they bend back and forth involving many leaders so 

they may harness the fullest range of skills. 

 

One of the things we have as a group is that we have a great respect for experience.  And there are 

different levels of experience and different ways to present the issue.  And I think that it’s been in the 

background of the things that we do.  Some people started from the beginning and have history that 

others of us weren’t a part of.  As for me I’ve had experience with the Campaign since its inception before 

it was a campaign.  And I have experience with delivering the message to churches more than other 

leaders.  In terms of things that have to do with communicating with unions, another leader would be 

the person to turn too.  And in presentations the work is distributed among everyone according to their 

familiarity with the campaign.  We encourage newer members to speak from their experience in the 

fields and as they get more comfortable with the history and nature of the campaign they expand into 

those areas.  One of the key things that eliminates conflict from CIW staff is that respect for the 

experience that everyone has and the way that we bring that to the table.  We all want to do as much as 

we can to see that the campaign is successful.  And sometimes when there’s disagreements it’s not about 

the core of the campaign, it’s about little things about what to do; which action to do or how to do 

something in a specific action, but not so much about the direction of things in general28. 

 

At their core, leadership development and the exercise of shared leadership are about harnessing 

experience and sharing experience.  Paul would not have been the “expert” in what works best in 

Philippi.  How could he have been?  For that local leaders are required.  That they are based in Philippi 

and not traveling to the corners of the empire does not mean they were lesser than Paul.  Rather they 

brought knowledge of how the movement was growing in a particular context, a history and 

understanding of social relationships (kin, patronage and other), as well as their own unique experiences 

as a community trying to live amidst and beyond the Imperial power.  Conflicts and differences of 

opinion will emerge, personalities will irritate, and compromises will have to be made among leaders.  

Real movements have all of these factors always going on.  That pushing and pulling happens does not 

make those involved lesser leaders nor does it make disagreements trivial.   

                                                           
28

 Transcript from Noelle Damico Interview with Gerardo Reyes Chavez, September 29, 2011. 
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For example, we read Paul’s comments urging  Euodia and Syntyche to “be of the same mind” (4:2) as a 

practical comment from a leader outside of Philippi (Paul) who has his own perspective to contribute.  

We don’t know what the women were struggling about but they are veterans in the movement.  Paul 

acknowledges their “time in” the movement as well as their unimpeachable standing as “co-workers” 

together with him and Clement (4:42-3).  Rather than assuming that this is some “women’s conflict” or 

that it is personal, it would behoove us to see the struggle between these two women as an example of 

how leadership challenges actually play out on the ground when there is a non-hierarchical, collective 

approach among the leaders.  While Paul calls upon his “loyal companion” to “help” these women 

leaders, such help need not be understood as censure or “taking them in hand.”  And if the loyal 

companion were also the messenger of the letter, it could indicate a desire that Euodia and Syntyche 

each be heard fully by one another and perhaps by others, so that a way forward can be forged. 

 

In the CIW’s work and the Campaign for Fair Food’s efforts there are real lives and livelihoods at stake as 

there were in the early Jesus movement.  And leaders need, quite practically, to figure out how to work 

together if the movement is going to grow and thrive. Gerardo explains, 

 

Miracles exist because we’ve worked so close together for so long and we haven’t jumped on top of each 

other…yet.  Over time with people’s personalities there are frictions.  And there are times when leaders 

don’t get along very well with other leaders.  Overall, we overcome that because the understanding that 

this is bigger than any of us.  And I think we give and seed a bit of the rein depending on where we are 

and find the middle ground so we can continue moving forward.  It’s not perfect but no movement can 

ever be.  It is special because we have been able to sort through different things together and we still 

continue together.29 

 

Paul’s calls for “unity” or “being of the same mind”(1:27, 2:2) are not necessarily about squelching 

disagreement but of reminding leaders what they already know – if they are going to be successful, they 

need to get there together.  His call for unity should be read against his prayer for Philippian leaders to 

“determine what is best” (1:10).  And recognizing that they need to do so in dangerous times from 

within an assembly that may have been infiltrated, together with leaders from assemblies in other parts 
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 Ibid. 
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of the empire.30  In other words, building a movement is complicated, strategic business, but it can be 

done. 

 

While Paul’s writings remain, we have not discovered correspondence from the various assemblies to 

Paul.  So it’s doubly important to note that there’s two-way communication going on: from Philippi to 

Paul and from Paul to Philippi (in this letter).  The Philippian leaders first heard of Jesus from Paul.  But it 

was they, not Paul, who had the responsibility for seeding and cultivating the Jesus movement in 

Philippi.  In doing so, they would have had important information to share with Paul who had more of a 

bird’s eye view of the multi-ethne, multi-city movement itself because of his travels.  And they may have 

wanted more accountability from Paul; after all they had supported him financially as well (4:15-20)!   

 

The Philippian assembly sent Epaphroditus as their messenger/apostle (2:25) to Paul.  Scholars have 

noted that Epaphroditus ministered to Paul on behalf of the Philippian assembly, but as a messenger he 

may well have been carrying a message (oral most likely) to Paul from Philippi.  And Paul discusses 

“sending” Epaphroditus back to Philippi (2:25).  While we don’t know the content of the message, in 

Paul’s view, Epaphroditus risked his life in this mission to communicate with and aid Paul (2:30).  

Epaphroditus may even have ended up imprisoned himself with Paul – the text is not clear.  He became 

gravely ill (2:27); whether that was from time in prison or something else remains a mystery.   But such 

two-way communication between the assembly and Paul points toward the assembly’s strength.  Like 

Paul, they have things to communicate -- analyses, news, perspectives -- as well as material resources to 

share. 

 

Conclusion 

Paul opens his letter by lauding the Phillipian assembly saying, “all of you share in God’s grace with me, 

both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel” (1:7).  He is buoyed by 

their support even as he offers his own support to them.  His prayer is that they be able to “determine 

what is best” at this juncture in their life together (1:10).  By reading Philippians against the backdrop of 

a contemporary social movement we hope that we have provided a window into some concrete 

considerations of movement building as well as stimulated biblical scholars to further explore the ideas 

of the possibility of infiltrators in the assembly at Philippi, the oral primacy and flexibility of Paul’s 
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 In his letters Paul regularly refers or alludes to the actions of other assemblies of Jesus followers (4:15-16). 
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message, and the significance of having many leaders in building and growing the social movement of 

Jesus followers in the first century. 

                                                           
 


