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The World Turned Upside
Down: Paul

At the core of ancient thinking we have found the assumption of nat-
‘ural inequality. Whether in the domestic sphere, in public life or when
contemplating the cosmos, Greeks and Romans did not see anything
 like a level playing field. Rather, they instinctively saw a hierarchy or
pyramid.
~ Different levels of social status reflected inherent differences of
being. The paterfamilias, priest or citizen did not have to win or justify
his status. His superior status reflected his ‘nature’. It was self-justifying.
- And so entrenched was this vision of hierarchy thar the processes of
the physical world were also understood in terms of graduated
essences and purposes - ‘the music of the spheres’. Reason or logos
provided the key to both social and natural order. Thought and being,
it was assumed, were correlative. Each, in the end, provided the guar-
 antee for the other. These assumptions about reason ensured that the
categories of the mind could, in a sense, ‘command” reality, even when
that involved defining an immutable order or “fate’,

Natural inequality meant, however, that rationality was not equally
distributed among mankind. The distractions of the senses, vagaries
of desire, the snares of imagination - all of these drastically restricted

the distribution of rational understanding. Nor could the social role
 especially identified with rationality — that of the citizen ~ always be

counted on to deliver it. A life governed by reason required that the
 pride given by status be joined to discipline and self-denial. For Plato,
“only a select few, the guardians, were able to leave behind the unreli-
 able world of sensations and gradually ascend to knowledge of the
~ forms, Even followers of Aristotle, who viewed the physical world
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with less suspicion, did not doubt that their telos or ‘function’ in a
hierarchy of being established that some humans were slaves ‘by
nature’,

Thus, reason or logos and a hierarchical ordering of things —
everything ‘in its place’ — were virtually inseparable. From a modern
vantage point, both rested on an assumption that looks irredeemably
aristocratic. In the first century B, however, this aristocratic model
came under threat.

We have already encountered one threat. The relentless spread of
Roman power, until the Mediterranean became a Roman basin, was
accomplished even before the Roman Republic became an empire
under Augustus. In terms of political life, Rome had become the centre
and the rest of the Mediterranean world the periphery. Rome was like
a giant theatre or stage, with the citizens of subjugated and dependent
cities reduced to mere spectators sitting on its benches, They were
ceasing to be actors on their own stages. Their inherited roles were
jeopardized.

The undermining of local autonomy — of that civic life which pro-
vided the justification of citizenship and its privileges — had profound
social and intellectual consequences. The ancient family had given
birth to an aristocratic model of society, while polytheism had
expressed the self-esteem of so many autonomous centres of political
life. Just as the ancient citizen class was stricken by a mortal illness,
because of centralization, so the familiar civic gods were fading into
mere ghosts. In their place was a fierce, remote and often unfathom-
able power: Rome.

Where were people, not least the citizen classes, to turn in such an
unfamiliar landscape? It is hardly surprising that a period of religious
ferment coincided with these institutional changes. Mithras, Osiris
and other exoric deities artracted followers, The growth of mystery
cults, the search for personal ‘salvation’ and a new openness to for-
eign beliefs reflected the displacement of ancient citizenship. And this
weakening of local identities afflicted inferiors as well as superiors,
for it was not only the civic gods who began to lose their hold. So too
did the whole structure of ancient rationalism, which - as we have
seen - had been complicit in hierarchy, identifying reason as the areri-
bute of a superior class.
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Developments in Platonic philosophy provide an uncannily accur-
ate picture of these wider developments. Instead of being content
with the model of a rational ascent up the great chain of being by a
few - that ascent which tied thought and being so closely together -
philosophers began to worry about the source of all being. They began
to worry about what was called the Absolute, a first cause that was
beyond comprehension. This search for the power that lay behind
everything turned philosophy in a more mystical direction. It began to
reshape ethical thinking as well. For it led to moral rules being con-
sidered, not so much as rational conclusions derived from the nature
of things, but as commands issuing from an agency that was ‘beyond’
reasomn.’

It was as if the trials of dealing with Roman power were being pro-
jected onto a universal screen. Was ‘will’ rather than ‘reason’ the key
to things? If so, could a philosophical tradition that presented reason
as the key both to nature and to right living provide an adequate con-
ception of the will? Already, the attraction of mystery cults suggested
that intensely personal acts of faith or dedication were gaining ground
against the claims of a *rational’ order.

Such new questions gave, inadvertently, an enormous advantage
to a religious tradition which, by the first century Bc, had ceased
to be a merely local tradition. An important Jewish diaspora was
bringing radical monotheism to the attention of many Greek-and Latin-
speaking urban dwellers around the Mediterranean. Synagogues
became centres of interest in many cities. They attracted numerous
followers, even while ritual requirements such as circumcision and
diet preserved the tribal identity of Judaism, Eventually these follow-
ers acquired a name. They were ‘God-fearers”,

Just what was it that, rather suddenly, made Jewish beliefs so inter-
esting? It was partly a matter of imagery. The image of a single, remote
and inscrutable God dispensing his laws to a whole people corre-
sponded to the experience of peoples who were being subjugated to
the Roman imperium. But it was not just imagery. It was also a ques-
tion of meaning, the meaning of law. For the Jews ‘law’ meant not
logos or reason, but command. The law, properly so called, was Yah-
weh's will.

The feeling of privileged control that had accompanied ancient
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citizenship - the product of taking part in public discussion and
decision-making in the polis - had infiltrated the ancient sense of
rationality itself. It had led to the conclusion that reason could gov-
ern. Now both the feeling and the conclusion were compromised by
the decline of the polis.

Conforming to an external will was becoming the dominant social
experience. And the voice of Judaism spoke to that experience, as no
other did. The message of the Jewish scriptures was radical. Virtue
consisted in obedience to God's will. His will was not something that
could be fathomed by reason. It could not be deduced from first prin-
ciples. Nor could it be read in the book of nature. Seripture alone
mattered, because it was the record of God's commands and prom-
ises. Historical events - the medium of God’s will — were privileged
over deductive reasoning. The Jewish God refused to be pinned down:
Twill be who I will be.!

A new sense of time thus went hand in hand with the new aware-
ness of will. For both Greeks and Romans the dominant model for
understanding change had been cyclical - the cycle of birth, growth
and decay had seemed to fit only too well their experience of political
constitutions being corrupted, of ‘virtue’ being undermined by ‘lux-
ury’. Only the efforts of heroic legislators could restore virtue, and
that but temporarily, before the cycle reasserted irself. Permanence
was provided by the cycle itself. And that predictability frted well
into the framework of ancient rationalist thinking,

The Jewish sense of time was different. It was unilinear rather than
cyclical. Even the repeated lapses of Israel into idolatry did not dispel
belief in God's overall control and direction of events, Had he not led
his people to the ‘promised land’, and saved them repeatedly? The
Jewish God expressed himself in time, Nothing would ever be the
same as before, That was the nature of time. Is it fanciful to trace this
sense back to the experiences of a nomadic people in the desert, aware
that wind blowing across the sand transformed their landscape from
one day to the next?

But there was something else. Although the law had always been
understood as the inheritance of Yahweh's ‘chosen’ people, the law
embodied his will for all of his people. And all were deemed to be cap-
able of sinning against that law, even the most famous Jewish kings
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such as David. Law therefore did not have the aristocratic connota-
tions it had acquired through its identification, by Greeks and Romans,

- with the logos of a citizen class. Nor did Yahweh's will have the static

quality conveyed by logos or reason. It was as if the imagery surviving
from their nomadic past provided a different simile for the Jews'

. monotheism. God’s will was like the wind shifting the desert sands.

Nothing could resist it.
The concept of the will began to provide a new foundation for

| philosophical reflection by the first century AD. A gap opened up
~ between the rationalism of earlier thought and this new voluntarism.
. Typical of the older view was Seneca’s comment on the gods: ‘They
- who believe the gods do not want to do harm are mistaken; the gods

cannot.” That is, the gods themselves are constrained by the rational
structure of reality. They too must submit to a comprehensible natural
order.

Later Platonists had, it is true, begun to compromise that rational-
ism in their account of the Absolute. They held thar, because the first
cause of being was beyond rational understanding, it could only be
revealed in momentary illuminations to those whose rational discip-
line had led them away from sense experience to knowledge of the
forms. But what such moments of illumination revealed was ineffable,
beyond the resources of language to express. All that could be said
about the Absolute was negative: that it was not limited, not necessi-
tated, not the subject of knowledge. But if that was so, then the
Absolute was not constrained by the supposed unity of thought and
being, indeed by anything at all. The Absolute could act as it chose,
whenever and however.*

The experience of submitting to a remote Roman ruler may well
have contributed to such philosophical preoccupations among learned
members of the citizen class. But for the urban populations of the
Mediterranean at large thar experience was more likely to result in a
religious disposition than philosophical conviction. The set of roles
provided by the city-state was disturbed. Withdrawing from accus-
tomed roles into the self - a kind of inner exile - was often the result.
The drama of the polis was losing its hypnotic hold. Instead of acting
out parts written by their prescribed ‘natures’, people had little choice
but to identify themselves in another way. An act of submission now
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seemed to be the precondition of knowledge. So it began to appear
that obedience led to understanding, rather than the reverse. It was a
remarkable turnabout. For making obedience precede understanding,
rather than follow from it, amounted to an intellectual revolution. It
was a revolution thar overturned the basis of the claim to superiority
of the citizen class.

By the second century Ap the new direction taken by argument
made philosophers more self-aware. They no longer claimed that
Moses and Plato had taught the same truth. Galen, writing about A
170, contrasted Jewish belief in a creator whose unconstrained will
brought everything into being, with Plato’s and Aristotle’s conception
of a creator whose work is constrained by the dictates of reason - ‘even
a god is not able to change his nature.

If the God of the Old Testament was known through the dictates of
his will, his reasons were beyond human comprehension. ‘For my
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways . . . For
as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than
your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” A new sympathy
with these words of the prophet Isaiah was a sign that the ancient
Mediterranean world was on the brink of a profound change. Postu-
lating an act of will was becoming necessary to understand that world.

It might, indeed, look as if Jewish habits of thought were about to
triumph completely over Graeco-Roman habits of thought, as if, in a
battle between the idea of agency on the one hand, and that of ration-
ality on the other, agency was about to drive rationality from the field.
Did not the Jewish idea of ‘law’ correspond more closely to everyday
experience — and help to cope with it — than ‘reasons’ founded on
nature? Yet no such complete victory of Jewish thinking ook place.
And it did not take place at least in part because of the vision of a
young Jew, Saul of Tarsus,

We have been looking at the impact of a religious tradition issuing
from Palestine, a tradition that privileged time and will as against rea-
son and nature. But Palestine itself had not been immune to outside
influences. Ever since the Greek-dominated kingdoms established fol-
lowing Alexander’s conquests, the Near East had been exposed to
Greek influence in both obvious and less obvious ways. The Greek
language had become virtually a lingua franca. Few among the Semitic
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peoples had not encountered it and learned a smattering of Gree‘k,
while some, like Saul of Tarsus, had become wholly proficient in its

use. Hellenized Jews were not uncommon. Greek culture had a very
significant presence in all major cities, even in Jerusalem. Altogether,
after three centuries of exposure the Near Eastern world was deeply

* Hellenized.

The spread of Roman power added to this intermingling of cul-
tures. But it also created a new threat to Jewish nationhood and

' identity - an identity that had been defended stubbornly for centuries,

in the face of repeated invasions and periods of exile. Little wonder

 that Judaism became increasingly volatile at this period, with the
. growth of Messianic movements, some of which looked forward to

the advent of a national saviour, others of which renounced the world
in anticipation of ‘the last days’.

One of these movements was the Jesus movement. Jesus of Naza-
reth seems to have begun as a disciple of one who later became known
as John the Baptist. But Jesus came into his own and acquired fullq?tw—
ers, who accompanied him as he preached in the Galilean countryside.
Just what did he preach? As far as we can tell, he preached repentance
and the imminent end of the world. He spoke of God as his “father’
wha loved all his children, not least the socially marginal. Those who
truly repented of their sins could hope to enter the Kingdom Of. God
They should become like children, showing charity and trusting in
God's mercy.

Apparently there was no unanimity among his followers about the
exact nature of Jesus’ mission. Some were probably still tempted to
see him as the Messiah, in the sense of a leader who would lead Israel
to victory over its enemies. Others understood the *kingdom” in more
mystical terms. Uncertainty about the nature of his claims, on the part
of the Jewish and Roman authorities, may have contributed to his
arrest, trial and crucifixion in Jerusalem. Shortly afterwards, the con-
viction that Jesus had survived death and that his work must go on
gave this movement (‘the way’) new life in Jerusalem, where it was led
by his brother James and disciple Simon Peter, the so-called *Jerusalem
church’,

Beyond these sparse facts, little can be asserted with confidence
about the historical Jesus of Nazareth. What we do know, however, is

5




‘A MORAL REVOLUTION

that Jesus' followers very soon perceived his crucifixion as a moral
carthquake. And the aftershocks of that earthquake continue into our
own time, Followers of Jesus began to claim that his sacrificial life and
death amounted to a dramatic intervention in history, a new revela-
tion of God’s will. Understanding that revelation would, in due course,
provide crucial underpinning for what we understand as the nature
and claims of the individual. It provided the individual with a foot-
hold in reality.

First, Jesus crucified; then, Jesus resurrected. Previously in antiquity,
it was the patriarchal family thar had been the agency of immortality.
MNow, through the story of Jesus, individual moral agency was raised
up as providing a unique window into the nature of things, into the
experience of grace rather than necessity, a glimpse of something tran-
scending death. The individual replaced the family as the focus of
immortality.

The earliest surviving writings about Jesus are the work of Saul of
Tarsus, who, of course, became St Paul. It is Paul who, translating the
word ‘Messiah’ or ‘anointed one’ into Greek, began to speak elo-
quently and with determination to a non-Jewish world about Jesus as
“the Christ’ - the Son of God who died for human sins and whose res-
urrection offers mankind the hope of eternal life. “The Christ’ thus was
not a proper name but a title and an idea. It originally referred to an
anointed one who would deliver Israel from its enemies, but Paul gave
the term a new meaning and spoke of the Christ offering salvation to
all humanity. *The Christ’ stood for the presence of God in the world.

It is hardly too much to say that Paul invented Christianity as a
religion. Paul felt that through Jesus he had discovered something
crucial = the supreme moral fact about humans - which provided the
basis for reconstructing human identity, opening the way to what he
called ‘a new creation’. “Even though we once knew Christ from a
human point of view, we know him no longer in thar way. So if any-
one is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed
away; see, everything has become new!" For Paul, it was through the
Christ that God was reconciling the world - individual souls - to him-
self, *not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the
message of reconciliation to us’. Spreading that message of love became
Paul’s great missionary enterprise.
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S0 we must now do our best to enter into Paul’s mind.
Eﬂ Paul, who as Saul of Tarsus had persecured members of t.he Jesus
_movement, had a famous conversion experience when travelhng- from
Jerusalem to Damascus. He was thrown from his horse, according to
'a New Testament account, by the power of a vision of Jesus. Bm}!
whether his conversion was quite so instantancous and oomp]cu? is
snen to doubt. Tt is more likely that he spent some years pﬂnc!.eﬂng
'ﬂie significance of Jesus of Nazareth, finding the terms in which to
express his new convictions, Paul’s vision gfadually became a concep-
 tion, his remarkable conception of the Christ.

In Paul’s eyes, the Christ reveals God acting through hu.lman agency
and redeeming it. The Christ reveals a God who is potentially present
in every believer.

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Will tribulation, or dis-
tress, or persecution, or famine, of nakedness, or peril, or sword? No,
in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved
us. For 1 am sure that neither death, nor life, nor anything in all
creation .. . will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord.®

; Through an act of faith in the Christ, human agency can b?snmc Fh:
. medium for God's love — what Paul sometimes calls *faith a::tmg
" through love’. The faith accepting that love amuunnedl to an inner
" crucifixion, from which could emerge a transformed wzll‘, embodied
in the person of Jesus. For Paul, it was a personal transaction, thel cre-
ation of another, better self. ‘I have been crucified with (Ehnst. Iris no
longer I wha live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life | now live
in the flesh 1 live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave
himself for me.” ;

In effect, Paul's vision of a mystical union with Christ qmdum a
revised notion of rationality — what he sometimes describes as the
‘foolishness’ of God. It is a foundation for a rationality reshapnd
through faith. It constitutes a depth of motivation unknown to ancient
philosophy. ‘No one can lay any foundation other than the one th.at
has been laid; that foundation is Jesus the Christ® For the HC[‘IﬁC}ﬂ]
nature of love is open to everyone. And it counts everyone as a child
of God. ‘Let it be known to you, therefore, my brothers, that through
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this man forgiveness of sin is proclaimed to you; by this Jesus every-
one who believes is set free .. ” Paul's message is directed not merely
to Jews but to all humanity. It is an invitation to seek a deeper self, an
inner union with God. It offers to give reason itself a new depth.
Rationality loses its aristocratic connotations. It is associated not with
status and pride but with a humility which liberates,

Paul’s conception of the Christ overturns the assumption on which
ancient thinking had hitherto rested, the assumption of natural
inequaliry. Instead, Paul wagers on human equaliry. It is a wager that
turns on transparency, that we can and should see ourselves in others,
and others in ourselves. A leap of faith in human equality reveals -
beneath the historical accumulation of unequal social statuses and
roles ~ the universal availability of a God-given foundation for human
action, the free action of love. That action is what Paul’s vision of the
Christ revealed. As deployed by Paul, the concept of the Christ
becomes a challenge to the ancient belief that humans are subject to
an immutable order or ‘fate’.

Paul’s vision on the road to Damascus amounted to the discovery
of human freedom — of a moral agency potentially available to each
and everyone, that is, to individuals. This ‘universal® freedom, with its
moral implications, was utterly different from the freedom enjoyed by
the privileged class of citizens in the polis.

In his conception of the Christ, Paul brings together basic features
of Jewish and Greek thought to create something new. We can see this
in a famous passage from his letters, the letter to the Galatians, dating
from about twenty years after Jesus® crucifixion, Paul uses Jesus’
emphasis on the fatherhood of God to insist on the brotherhood of
man and, indirectly, to proclaim his own role as apostle to the Gen-
tiles. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free,
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.*
Paul’s ‘one’ signals a new transparency in human relations. Through
his conception of the Christ, Paul insists on the moral equality of
humans, on a status shared equally by all. And his great mission
becomes the salvation of individual souls, through sharing his vision
of the Christ - a vision which makes it possible to create a new self,

The argument that all humans can become ‘one in Christ’ — and
that through him all may share in the righteousness of God - reveals
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Paul grafting a new abstractness onto Jewish thought. It is an abstract-
ness that would foster Christian understanding of community as the
free association of the wills of morally equal agents, what Paul
describes through metaphor as the ‘body of Christ’, The metaphor
conjures up a mystical union which moralizes individual wills by
relating them to the source of their being. This mixture of elements
which became Christianity was profoundly indebted to developments
in Greek thought. For the discourse of citizenship in the polis had
initiated a distancing of persons from mere family and tribal identi-
ties, while later Hellenistic philosophy had introduced an even more
wide-ranging, speculative ‘universalist’ idiom. That intellectual
breadth had, in turn, been reinforced by the subjection of so much of
the Mediterranean world to a single power, Rome,

What Paul did, in effect, was to combine the abstracting potential
of later Hellenistic philosophy = its speculations about a universal or
‘human’ nature — with Judaism’s preoccupation with conformiry to a
higher or divine will. In order to do so, Paul ceases to think of that
will as an external, coercive agency. For him, the death of Christ pro-
vides the symbol and the means of an inner crucifixion, of leaving
behind the life of ‘the flesh’ for the life of ‘the spirit’, that is, leaving
behind inclinations and desires that will die with the flesh, ‘Dying in
Christ’ means acquiring a will properly so called. It is a liberation or,
as Paul often calls it, the beginning of a *new creation’. And the act of
faith required is an individual act, an internal event.

Paul overturns the assumption of natural inequality by creating an
inner link berween the divine will and human agency. He conceives
the idea thar the two can, at least potentially, be fused within each
person, thereby justifying the assumption of the moral equality of
humans, That fusion is what the Christ offers to mankind. It is what
Paul means when he speaks of humans becoming ‘one in Christ’. That
fusion marks the birth of a ‘truly’ individual will, through the creation
of conscience.

When human action had been understood as governed entirely by
social categories, by established statuses and roles, there was no need for
another foundation for shaping intentions. But introducing the assump-
tion of moral equality changes that. It obliges Paul to look deeper into
the human agent. Suddenly there is a need to find a standard to govern
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individual action and a force within each person to act. In his concep-
tion of the Christ, Paul claims to have found that standard and that
force. Now, the identity of individuals is no longer exhausted by the
social roles they happen to occupy. A gap opens up between individu-
als and the roles they occupy. That gap marks the advent of the new
freedom, freedom of conscience. But it also introduces moral obliga-
tions that follow from recognizing that all humans are children of
God.

For Paul, belief in the Christ makes possible the emergence of a
primary role shared equally by all (‘the equality of souls’), while con-
ventional social roles - whether of father, daughter, official, priest
or slave - become secondary in relation to that primary role. To this
primary role an indefinite number of social roles may or may not be
added as the attributes of a subject, but they no longer define the
subject. That is the freedom which Paul's conception of the Christ
introduces into human identity.

Yet the individual freedom implied by the assertion of this primary
role did not mean that Paul dissolved traditional social bonds without
replacing them. His was not an ‘atomized’ model of society. Far from
it. Rather, Paul creates a new basis for human associarion, a voluntary
basis — joining humans through loving wills guided by an equal belief.
In his eyes, the motivating power of love is the touch of divinity within
each of us.

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and angels, but do not have love, 1
am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers,
and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith,
50 as to remove mountains, but do not have love, | am nothing. If I give
away all my possessions, and if 1 hand over my body so that I may
boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing . . . Love is patient; love is
kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude . . . It bears all

things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things . .. Love
never ends,'”

Love creates what Paul calls a mystical union in the ‘body of Christ’,
The metaphor conveys what, in his eyes, is distinctive about Christian
association. An unseen bond of wills joined by conscience identifies
this mystical body, distinguishing it from associations founded on
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birth, gender or social status. Human agency acquires a new inde-

dence and dignity. _
Paul thus attaches to the historical figure of Jesus a crucial moment

in the development of human self-consciousness, Before Paul, specu-
' lation about a ‘human’ nature had not carried a strong moral message.

‘By contrast, Paul’s Christ carries a revolutionary moral message. l-"o.r
‘Paul, the Christ is 2 God-given challenge to humans to transform their
conception of themselves and reach for moral universality. Through

' faith, they can achieve a moral rebirth. They can move beyond the

Jewish law or mere rule-following. Baptism became the symbol of
receiving that *Holy Spirit’, which meant that believers were hence-
forth ‘in Christ® and free. Paul relies on the imagery of casting off the
shackles of slavery, a potent image in a world where slavery remained

such a basic institution. His message is one of universal hope.

In his preaching, as he moved from city to city along the Anatolian

" coast and into Greece, Paul insisted that his God was a God who is

“with us’. The age of the ‘spirit’ has succeeded the age of the ‘flesh’. The
resurrection of Jesus (with a spiritual body rather than a body of ‘flesh
and blood') heralds the beginning of that new age — which is not to say
that ‘the saints’ would not falter or often relapse into old ways. In fact,
Paul spent much of his time corresponding with churches he had
founded, fighting against habits of thought which, in his view, recreated
forms of bondage, neglecting charity in favour of rules and attributing
to ‘principalities and powers’ a reality they did not possess.

Despite constant sethacks and eventual martyrdom, Paul may be
said to have prevailed. For his understanding of the meaning of Jesus’
death and resurrection introduced ro the world a new picture of real-
ity. It provided an ontological foundation for ‘the individuall', Lhmugh
the promise that humans have access to the deepest reality as indi-
viduals rather than merely as members of a group. Here we see the
power of abstraction, which had previously led Hellenic philosoph‘ers
to speculate about a human nature prior to social conventions, being
turned to a new moral use. The self can and must be reconstructed.
That conviction enabled Paul to conclude that Christian liberty super-
sedes the Jewish law. It provided the justification for his mission to
convert the Gentile world to the God of Israel revealed in the Christ.

The wish of some Jewish Christians to make conversion to Judaism
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a prerequisite for becoming Christian - requiring circumcision for
males, for example — aroused Paul's fury and contempt, not least
because it jeopardized his conception of his own mission, For Paul,
Christian liberty is open to all humans. Free action, a gift of grace
through faith in the Christ, is utterly different from ritual behaviour,
the unthinking application of rules. For Paul, to think otherwise is to
regress rather than progress in the spirit. That is how Paul turns the
abstracting potential of Greek philosophy to new uses. He endows it
with an almost ferocious moral universalism. The Greek mind and the
Jewish will are joined.

Individual rationality, rationality in all equally, is purchased at the
price of submitting to God's will as revealed in the Christ. For Paul,
when rationality and the will are presented as alternatives, they are
false alternatives. In the Christ, both the power of God and the wis-
dom of God are revealed. Jesus is the Christ because his death and
resurrection give humans, as individuals, access to the mind and the
will of God. God ceases to be tribal. “The law was our guardian until
Christ came, so that we might be made righteous by faith. But now
that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, for in Jesus
Christ you are all sons of God, through faith."!

Often, it is true, ‘I do not do what 1 want, but I do the very thing I
hate"."* Yet through the gift of faith, human actions can cease to be
bound by mere habit. For Paul, only in the Christ are wisdom and
power joined. Only through faith are the human capacity to act and
the faculty of reason reconciled. ‘For Jews demand signs and Greeks
desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to
Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both
Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God."!

So what has Paul achieved by arguing in this way? What does aban-
donment to the love of God as ‘revealed’ in the Christ entail? We
cannot know everything this meant to Paul. But we can identify at
least part of what it meant to him, disengaging moral principles from
his apocalyptic vision of a universe transformed. In order to do that,
we must look closely at one premise of Paul's argument. The premise
of moral equality requires a human will that is in a sense pre-social. It
is that will which Paul’s great discovery, his mystical vision of the
Christ, provides. The Christ provides a foundation in the nature of
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things for a pre-social or individual will. Individual agency acquires
roots in divine agency. The Christ stands for the presence of God in
the world, the ultimate support for individual identity.

Delving below all social divisions of labour, Paul finds, beneath the
conventional terms that confer status and describe roles, a shared
reality. That reality is the human capacity to think and choose, to will.
That reality is our potential for understanding ourselves as autono-
mous agents, as truly the children of God.

But if thought depends upon language, and language is a social
institution, how can rational agency have a pre-social foundation?
That is the dilemma Paul’s argument comes up against. For Paul, the
gift of love in the Christ offers a pre-linguistic solution, through a leap
of faith — that is, a wager on the moral equality of humans. Faith in
the Christ requires seeing oneself in others and others in oneself, the
point of view which truly moralizes humans as agents. So Paul's
solution - a paradoxical one, to say the least - is thar human auton-
omy can only be fully realized through submission, through submitting
to the mind and will of God as revealed in the Christ. That act of sub-
mission is the beginning of ‘a new creation’.

Whas Paul wrong? His expectation of the imminent return of the
Christ was disappointed. And the postponement of the ‘last days® led
to considerable embarrassment for ‘the saints’ in the churches he
established during his journeys. By the end of the first century what
became the Christian church was abandoning its emphasis on the
imminent end of the world. Yet Paul’s vision of a world transformed
may have been more misleading in form than in content. For, in fact,
his conception of the Christ laid the foundation for a new type of
society: ‘The present form of the world is passing away."* While that
insistence by Paul in a letter to the Corinthian church is open to more
than one interpretation, Paul himself seemed to believe that the new
creation was already under way.

What did submission to the Christ involve? In religious terms, it
called for human relationships in which charity overcomes all other
motives. But, even when separated from an apocalyptic vision of
human community {the ‘body of Christ'), the promorion of ‘Christian
liberty® involves submitting to the premises of moral equality and reci-
procity, “You were called to freedom . .. Only do not use your freedom
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s an apportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one
For the whole law is fulfilled in one word ... Love your neighbour as
yourself.""¥ Those premises promised to create a transparency and
freedom previously lacking in human relations.

So in Paul's wri tings we

another.

see the emergence of a new sense of justice,
founded on the assumption of moral equality rather than on natural
inequality. Justice now speaks to an upright will, rather than describ-
ing a situation where everything is in its ‘proper’ or
conception of the Christ exales the freedom and
agency, when rightly directed. In his vision of Jesus,
moral reality which enabled him to lay
versal social role.

fated place. Paul’s
power of human
Paul discovered a
the foundation for a new, uni-
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