
INTRODUCTION TO THE READING OF ST. PAUL
1. THE IMPORTANCE OF READING PAUL
Returning from time to time to our roots is always a service to our own identity. In this sense, along with our encounter with Jesus, nothing so favors our growth in Christian and missionary identity as turning our eyes to Paul of Tarsus. His writings put us into a fully fresh and immediate contact with Christian origins. They are, if not the first things written by Christians, at least the oldest that have come down to us. The First Letter to the Thessalonians is probably the oldest writing in the Church.

Moreover, the Pauline literary corpus (the work of Paul and of his 'school') is quite extensive. Three fifths of the non-narrative parts of the New Testament have come down to us under his name, and there are New Testament writings under the names of other apostles which are unmistakably 'touched' with Paulinism. And this does not only apply to the Letters "of Peter" and to the Lukan opus. For a some time now, scholars have underscored the abundance of Pauline terminology in the Gospel according to Mark.

As far as we know, Paul was the first thoroughgoing Christian thinker who, through his genial interpretation of Jewish revelation in the light of its culmination in Christ, was able to legitimize the claim of Christians, chronologically prior to him, to be the new and definitive people of God, who consequently behave in a new way. His theological stature has made him a normative and indispensable figure in all later Christian reflection. His influence has been decisive in the theological schemes of the West, both Catholic and Protestant. And in every time of ecclesial controversy or renewal, Paul has been an obligatory point of reference.

However, he was not principally a thinker, but rather a missionary. His entry into the Church entailed a gigantic and definitive impulse for the mission, both among Jews and among pagans (and preferably the latter). A tireless worker and organizer, he knew how to build up around him a corps of real evangelizing teams and how, sometimes at the risk of martyrdom, to overcome whatever obstacles crossed his path. His claim that "from Jerusalem and as far around as Illyricum I have fully preached the gospel of Christ" (Rom 15:19) is much more than a piece of Eastern hyperbole.

Fortunately, Paul is an accessible person. Of no other member of the primitive Church do we possess so much information. Practically speaking, he is the only one of whom we could draft the sketch of a relatively believable biography, and it is only through him that we can reconstruct a reasonably  fair account of the first steps of the Church's growth. Paul is certainly not an historian, but his theological reflection arose in step with the life of the Church, of which he offers us some firsthand data of great worth.

2. SOURCES OF OUR KNOWLEDGE OF PAUL
However, the critical use of the documentation on Paul and his thought requires a sound judgment in distinguishing the kinds of sources that are used. Not everything about Paul comes to us directly, due precisely to the wide-ranging spread of his influence.

2.1. Firsthand sources
The firsthand sources are his letters; but even here we must already distinguish between authentic and inauthentic letters. At present, it is customary to distinguish three strata among the writings that have come down to us under the name of Paul, which we may call the proto-, deutero- and trito-Pauline layers. And in this last stratum we could include another series of writings, some of them anonymous (Heb) and others pseudonymous, which are in some way influenced by  or interfaced with the thought of the great missionary. Paulinism is a kind of centrifugal current that runs from a primordial, pure and unmistakable nucleus, out to a periphery in which the Pauline current is blended with others and is accommodated to new Church situations.

The criteria for judging these strata are manifold, ranging from questions of vocabulary, all the way to the theological evolution they reveal in eschatology, ecclesiology, ethics, etc. Bearing this in mind, at present, nearly all investigators claim Pauline authenticity (proto-Paulinism) for seven writings: 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, Philemon and Romans. In all of these letters, the return of the Lord is regarded as near at hand (cf. 1 Thes 4:17; 1 Cor 15:52; Phil 3:20 ff.; Rom 13:11 ff.); great importance is attached to the various charisms (1 Thes 5:19 ff.; 1 Cor 12:28 ff.; and there is little accommodation of the Christian life and message to the cultural means through which the Church is being spread (cf. Rom 12:2; 1 Cor 7:29-31). At this time there are frequent confrontations between Pauline communities and Christians of a Jewish stamp; Paul's own person is often attacked.

Ephesians and Colossians (although without total unanimity as to the latter) are regarded as coming from a first Pauline school. The Jewish-Christian polemic has almost totally disappeared, the imminence of parousia has dropped out of sight, the writings are dominated by a kind of pre-Gnostic language (knowledge, penetration, learning, etc.) and Paul himself is now an indisputable figure, as it were canonized as "teacher" in Eph and as "martyr" in Col.

The Pastoral Letters (1 Tim, 2 Tim and Titus) are regarded as belonging to the third generation of Pauline writings. Time has passed and the Church has been fully fleshed out, accepting nearly all the structures of this world: matrimony, master-slaves, a hierarchy with determined demands of formation; there must be a good relationship between Christians and civil authorities; heretics ("false teachers") are on the prowl; the distance from apostolic times obliges the Church to be watchful over orthodoxy ("safeguarding the deposit"); there is no discussion with dissidents, but simply excommunication. There is a strong predominance of the ethical over the theological-kerygmatic. Perhaps 2 Thes should be aligned with this third Pauline generation, although here, too, scholars are not fully agreed.

2.1.1. How to utilize the letters
Obviously, for an historical knowledge of Paul, the authentic (proto-Pauline) letters are of incalculable value; but the biographical or theological data provided in the writings of the Pauline school should not be disdained a priori.
Despite the great worth of the letters from Paul's own hand (or dictation), their use is not exempt from limitations and difficulties. One of these limitations is the simple fact that we are dealing with letters (not epistles). The letter is always an occasional and fragmentary writing. Between the sender and the receiver there exists some previous acquaintance and the matters dealt with do not have to be explained in great detail, but in many cases are only alluded to. Hence, the importance for us of discovering as precisely as possible the historical-community setting in which each letter is written, in order to understand its allusions and details. The theological expositions given in the letters, although they are sometimes rather lengthy, are never exhaustive. The reader has to "reconstruct" the Apostle's thought by combining the different "building blocks."

Another limitation that we encounter in handling the authentic Pauline correspondence is the fact that it all comes from a rather short period of the Apostle's life: the last five or six years of his ministry. This means that much of his earlier apostolic and doctrinal itinerary escapes us, although fortunately the letters offer manifold mentions of past moments.

One difficulty arises from the fact that the Pauline letters are not dated, and thus we do not know beforehand their chronological order of succession (our Bibles offer them in order of length, from longest to shortest). It is generally accepted that the oldest is 1 Thes and the latest, perhaps, is Rom, which some call the "spiritual testament of St. Paul." But a satisfactory chronological ordering of all the letters is practically impossible, especially if we bear in mind the phenomenon of "amalgams" or later combinations of more than one writing. In general 2 Cor and Phil are regarded as being made up of various letters of independent origin: three in Phil and another three (or even five) in 2 Cor. In recent years the theory that 1 Cor, 1 Thes and perhaps Rom are not unitary has been gaining ground.

Finally, as far as the biography of Paul in concerned, we must bear in mind that in principle Paul does not devote his letters to "recounting his life," and that even when he does so, it is usually in a polemic context, which may in part skew the objectivity of the passages in question. The main autobiographical passages are 1 Thes 2:1-12; Gal 1:11-2:14; 1 Cor 5:1-11; Phil 3:4-16; Rom 15:14-32, and a great part of 2 Cor.

Al of these considerations do not lessen the value of the letters in any way; they merely demonstrate the need for a careful and demanding method, sometimes a bit critical-technical, in reading and studying them.

2.2. Acts and the biography of Paul
Better than half of Acts is dedicated to the ministry of Paul. In this mini-history of nascent Christianity, Paul is the great protagonist. The first chapters of the book, in which he does not figure, seem to have no other function that to connect the Church with Jesus. Traditionally, Acts was used as the main source for describing the apostolic travels of the great missionary; and from Acts come that maps of the "Journeys of St. Paul" that appear in most of our printed Bibles. No doubt the church for which Acts was written was of Pauline origin, and the legitimation of Paul's ministry is at the same time the legitimation of the Lukan church.

But the historical value of this work has been increasingly relativized over the years. The author, who it is hard to imagine as a traveling companion of Paul (despite the "We" passages of Acts 16:10-17, 20:5-15, 21:1-18 and 27:1-28:16), does not utilize the letters of Paul --perhaps because he does not know them, since they have not yet been published-- but rather the souvenirs kept alive in Pauline communities, souvenirs that have already been theologized and, at times, legendarized.

Characteristic of Acts is the central place that it assigns to Jerusalem, to the Twelve and to Peter. It deals with the place where the acts of our redemption took place and with the persons directly chosen and sent by Jesus, the only ones capable of legitimating any future missionary in the Church, as they do in the case of Paul. Hence the author multiplies Paul's contacts with Jerusalem and underscores his dependence on the authorities of this Church. For whereas Paul himself states that his first visit to Jerusalem was private and short, and that he saw only Cephas and James (Gal 1:18 f.), Acts deals with it as a long stay, during which Paul "went in and out among them (the disciples) in Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord" (Acts 9:28) and this, of course, prior to going forth to preach to Gentiles in Arabia or in any other place (contra  Gal 1:17), because he was "not allowed" to preach to pagans before getting in contact with Jerusalem and before Peter initiated the missionary opening to them (Acts 10:1-11:18). In his discourse in Antioch of Pisidia (Acts 13:31 ff.), Paul presents himself as inferior to the Twelve. In the "council" of Jerusalem, he does not deal as an equal with Peter and James, but rather as a listener (Acts 15:6, 12; contra  Gal 2:5 ff.). And throughout Acts he is denied the title of "apostle," for which Paul fought throughout his life, as his letters make perfectly clear.

This likewise leads Acts to magnify Peters' intervention in the house of Cornelius (Acts 10:1-11:18) and even to anticipate it in time, since it doubtless came after the "council" of Jerusalem (Acts 15), at which, as Paul himself tells us, Peter was recognized as an apostle only to the Jews (Gal 2:8). And indeed, this was not that great a step, since Cornelius was already a "God-fearer" (Acts 10:2). But the author expands the episode greatly in order to make Peter out to be the great pioneer of the mission to the pagans.

In this same perspective, it is noteworthy what interest the author takes in portraying Paul as a persevering and fervent Jew, who never breaks with his past (Acts 16:3, 18:18, 21:26, 14:17, 18:17, etc.), very much in contrast with the Paul who regards his former Jewish fervors as rubbish (Phil 3:7), or who accommodates himself flexible to the pastoral opportunity of the moment (1 Cor 9:19 ff.).

Given this peaceful-seeming continuity between Judaism and Christianity, and likewise given the edifying intention of the author, Acts attenuates or glosses over the tensions in the primitive Church: the problem of the Hellenists (Acts 6:16) is reduced to an administrative question; the "council" (Acts 15 -- but see Gal 2:3) is all smooth sailing; there are no differences between Peter and Paul, since Peter speaks in Pauline terms (Acts 10:43, 15:8-11); and Paul has no problems with his communities, but is rather idolized by them (Acts 20:36-38) and even by the communities of Palestine (Acts 21:4,12-14).

The desire to aggrandize Paul leads the author to make him the founder of the greatest possible number of Christian communities, perhaps in violation of some traditions. Hence the awkwardness of texts such as Acts 18:19-21) regarding the foundation of Ephesus, or the silence on the Christian faith of Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 18:2), who ad in fact arrived in Corinth before Paul. From this perspective, too, one should read the endless parallelisms between the "passion of Paul" (Acts 20-28) and that of Jesus.

One can also observe a certain apologia for Paul, not only before other churches, but even before the empire (which is at the same time an apologia for Christianity as a non-dangerous religion or movement). Hence the importance of the repeated declarations of Paul's innocence on the lips of Roman dignitaries, and the significance of the silence of Acts on the conclusion of Paul's trial.

All of this must not lead us to a sweeping and simplistic disregard for the data of Acts. In many cases they are confirmed by the letters (cf. such details of Paul's escape from Damascus by being lowered over the wall in a basket, in both Acts 9:25 and 2 Cor 11:33). Many other pieces of information, such as places, dates and personages, do not fall under the tendencies of the author that we have point out, which are thus, in principle, admissible. From Acts 20 on, we are not able to check the Lukan text with information given in the letters.

2.3. And what about the letters of the Pauline 'school'?
In these we are always dealing with second- or even third hand data, but this does not mean that we can disregard them a priori.  It is possible that both Eph and Col preserve some valuable biographical traditions. They can always be used, provided they do not contradict more direct reports. As far as doctrine is concerned, these next-closest letters bear eloquent testimony to the fruitfulness of Pauline thought, and perhaps in some cases they simply explicitate what Paul had left in his ink well.

But the situation varies widely from letter to letter. Some think that Col was be written by Timothy, even during Paul's lifetime (W.H. Ollrog). Eph is incomprehensible without Rom as a backdrop. Heb contains an echo of the Pauline theology of the expiatory blood and the mercy-seat (Rom 3:24 f.). Jas responds to abusive and erroneous interpretations of Paul's thought. In 1 Pt there are distant echoes of Pauline thought, but combined with other currents of Christianity. 2 Pt, while vindicating the teaching of Paul, warns against twisted interpretations of his letters (2 Pt 3:15 f.), although without offering any specific idea of the great Christian thinker.

A very special case is that of 2 Thes, in which an imagined Paul corrects or even contradicts himself, in becoming aware of the danger that  feverish apocalyptic hopes might do to a later community.

3. A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF PAUL
3.1. Origins, education, profession, status
Paul was a Jew of the Diaspora, a Jew by birth, not by conversion, and of a Pharisee family. Because of his religious fervor, his lineage was not a matter of indifference, but rather a guarantee of his being a depository of the election and blessing of Abraham (Rom 9:3-5). Perhaps he also knew something of his family genealogy, since he at least know what tribe he belongs to (Phil 3:5). In his letters he never speaks of his birthplace, but the information in Acts of Tarsus in Cilicia (Acts 22:3) seems indisputable, since if Lk could have done so, he would have had him born in Jerusalem. How long had his family lived in Tarsus? We would have to suppose that it was not for very many generations, since Jewish identity had been kept quite alive in it, and the influence of Hellenistic culture on Paul is not very marked (as against certain theories at the beginning of this century, which regarded Paul as the great Hellenizer of Christianity). No one has ever known the source for Jerome's rare notion that Paul was born in Giscala (Galilee), and thus that it was he, rather than his ancestors, who emigrated to Cilicia. As for his Roman citizenship (Acts 16:38, 22:25 ff., 25:11), the most plausible hypothesis is that his family had been sold as slaves and on recovering their freedom acquired dual citizenship.

No less complicated is the matter of Paul's education or formation. There is no doubt that he was well versed in the use and interpretation of Scripture; Rom and Gal are two masterly examples of it. He knows and uses the rules of rabbinical exegesis, as well as the legends that accompanied the text of the Old Testament (cf. 1 Cor 10:4). But where did he receive this formation? According to Acts 22:3, it was in Jerusalem, "at the feet of Gamaliel." Now whereas on the one hand, we have no knowledge of rabbinical schools in Cilicia, on the other, a passage in Acts that is not deemed tendentious speaks of Paul's relatives' having a domicile in the Holy City (23:16). But the total silence of the letters on this point is not easy to explain. An education in the famous school of the rigorist Gamaliel would, if true, have to figure among "the former glories" Paul mentions in Phil 3:5 f. and in 2 Cor 11:21 f. But Acts 22:3 corresponds all to well with Lukan tendencies.

Students for the rabbinate simultaneously used to learn a trade or craft, since in Judaism, as opposed to the Greek world, craftsmanship was held in high esteem. According to Acts 18:3, Paul, like Aquila and Priscilla, was a tentmaker. In his letters, Paul makes repeated references to his manual labor (1 Thes 2:9).

But it is likely that besides being a craftsman, Saul may have been a Jewish missionary. There is documentation enough of a great proselytizing activity during the first century (cf., Mt 23:15). A Jew of the Diaspora, by the very fact of being one, viewed himself as "a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of children, etc." (Rom 2:19 f.). One would expect at least as much of the religious fervor of Saul, and perhaps a good deal more. Indeed, it seems that in Galatia he had been labeled a "turncoat" because it seemed that, depending on where he was, he either preached circumcision or suppressed it. In his own defense, he acknowledges that he had formerly preached circumcision (Gal 5:11). Now, it seems, he no longer did so after he became a Christian; he must, then, be referring to the period before his conversion, when we would probably be quite right to imagine the great Jew from Tarsus traveling through towns and cities in Syria (where he would encounter Christianity) bent on proclaiming the God of Sinai and the Law of Moses.

As regards Saul's civil status, the only thing we know is that when he wrote 1 Cor he was free of marital and family obligations (cf. 1 Cor 7:8, 9:5). He must, then, have been either a bachelor, a widower or a divorced man. The normal course for apprentice rabbis was to marry when they were about eighteen. But celibacy for religious reasons, practiced in Qumran and by one or another rabbi, shows us that it was not impossible for Paul to have been a bachelor. His teaching on divorce for reasons of religious differences (the so-called "Pauline privilege," cf. 1 Cor 7:15), leaves the door open to the possibility that he himself had done so.

3.2. The encounter between Saul and Christianity
3.2.1. The Jesus movement is reborn from the ashes
After the humiliation of Good Friday, nobody counted on a possible rebirth of the cause of the prophet from Galilee; but the ensuing events made people completely reverse their views on this. We lack sufficient data to follow the course of these events; but from the isolated and fragmentary reports we have, we can deduce some general lines.

Two very early texts, 1 Cor 15:5 and Lk 24:34, confessions of faith in archaic language, inform us of the starting point: Cephas or Simon is the first to receive an apparition of the Risen Lord (surely in Galilee, cf. Mk 14:28 and 16:7, where he was back at his old trade of fishing (cf. Jn 21:3). Reminiscences of this apparition can be found in Lk 5:8 f., Jn 21:7 f. and Mt 14:28 ff. It seems that Peter told his old companions about his singular experience, so they rallied around him again and went back to Jerusalem, because it was the ideal place in which to live through the final events of history (which had supposedly begun with the resurrection of Jesus),  because the Jewish feast of Pentecost was nearing and, perhaps, because of rumors emanating from Judea regarding the empty tomb (although this point is much more obscure). In Jerusalem, instead of the last coming of the Son of Man, for which the senate of the "Twelve judges" was restored (Acts 1:20-21; cf. Lk 22:30), they received the outpouring of the Spirit, in virtue of which the Christian proclamation, which was already under way, was powerfully enhanced.

3.2.2. A complex Christian community is formed
Palestinian Judaism was already quite varied: it ranged from the orthodoxy of the Jewish Temple to the heterodoxy of the Samaritans; from Hellenists who had their own Greek-speaking synagogues (cf. Acts 6:9) to nonconformist groups like those of Qumran, sects of baptizers, etc. This pluralism would soon affect the nascent Church, either because fringe groups had already received the initial preaching of the Christian community, or because Jesus himself had expressly addressed these forms of Judaism (cf. Jn 1:35 ff.; ch 4; 12:20 ff.).

The first great ecclesial tension that we know of is pointed out in Acts 6:1-6. There was a lack of equality in the Church: the "orthodox" (Hebrew) members had the whole say, while the "latecomers" (Hellenists) were being discriminated against. The problem of "waiting on tables" was only the "tip of the iceberg" of a more deep-seated difference. The "Seven" all have Greek names (they are Hellenists), and they did not devote themselves merely to waiting on tables (contra  Acts 6:3), but preached and worked signs (Acts 6:8, 8:5 f., 21:8), just as the Twelve did. The Seven were the real hierarchy of the Hellenist group, as the Twelve are of the Hebrew group. Each group would henceforth have greater autonomy and would accentuate their distinctive identity.

Because of their greater cultural openness, the Hellenists soon drew the consequences of Jesus' message, relativizing the law, the temple, etc. (Acts 6:11-14)) -- a form of behavior that not only made them odious to unconverted Jews but also distanced them from their Judeo-Christian brethren, who continued to be observant Jews (Acts 2:46 f., 3:1), so much so that even Jewish priests could be incorporated into the Church (Acts 6:7) without fear of losing the legal purity required for their ministry.

The preaching of Stephen, the head of the Hellenist group, became unbearable for Jewish authorities. He was judged and condemned by the Sanhedrin (Acts 6:15, 7:58) and his Hellenist Jewish-Christian church was expelled from Jerusalem (Acts 8:1b), while the Jewish-Christian church was able to remain peacefully in the Holy City (Acts 8:1c).

3.2.3. The Christian mission receives a strong impulse
The dispersed Hellenists took with them the Christian message, and their open spirit allowed them to spread it to heterodox Judaism (in Samaria -- cf. Acts 8:6 ff.), to "God-fearers" (Acts 6:35) and even to simple pagans (Acts 11:20). And long before Peter went to Caesarea (Acts 10:1-11:18), a predominantly pagan city, Philip was already there (Acts 8:40), surely not standing idly by.

In the New Testament, the community of Antioch in Syria has left a deep mark. From the outset it was a "mixed" community (of former Jews and former pagans), and a pulsing center of missionary outreach. Because of its mixed character, this community launched out on a course all its own, in increasing independence from the synagogue, which its formerly pagan members (surely uncircumcised) could not attend. This is very likely why the believers here first received a name of their own: "Christians," i.e., Messianists (Acts 11:26).

Starting from Antioch, Christianity must have spread to other important urban centers of Syria, concretely, to Damascus. And an unheard of phenomenon (one intolerable to any observant Jew) began to appear: a kind of "new synagogues" (Christian communities) that claimed to be "messianic." They boldly stated that Yahweh had sent them the Messiah to dwell in their midst and that they were, therefore, Judaism come to its culmination. However, they disregarded many precepts of the law of Moses and, worse still, in their communities, former Jews and former pagans lived and worshipped side by side without the least scruple. As regards their inobservance of the Jewish law, we can imagine the process: if, when they were living in Jerusalem, the Hellenists were already "liberals," how much more liberal they must have become on entering into contact and coexistence with Samaritans, God-fearers and outright pagans.

The stage was set for a rigorist Jewish missionary, Saul of Tarsus, who was working in that territory, full of zeal for the cause of Yahweh, to launch a persecution of these arrogant blasphemers against the God of Sinai. And here we might make an interesting aside: Christian freedom was not invented by Paul; he already found it in the church he was persecuting. What he eventually did, however, was to give it a theological-scriptural foundation.

3.2.4. Persecution and "conversion"
a) The persecution and its scope
The author of Acts wants to make Paul great from the outset, even as a persecutor. But we have to admit that the two verses which speak of his presence at the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:56b and 8:1a) are an interpolation forced into context. It hardly seems likely that Saul, at the beginning of the 30s would be a "young man" incapable of participating actively in the stoning. The later persecution of the church of Jerusalem (Acts 26:10) is also not very likely, seeing that it was a community that observed Jewish law. Paul expressly says that he persecuted those who did not hold to the traditions of the fathers (Gal 1:14) and goes on to swear that the churches of Judea did not know him personally (Gal 1:22). Nor are there any indications that the high priest had such judicial sway over the synagogues outside of Judea that he could authorize Saul to arrest the Christians of Damascus (Acts 22:5, 26:12).

But it is undeniable that Saul did persecute the church. He himself says so clearly in passages such as Gal 1:13, 1 Cor 15:9 and Phil 3:6. But in what did this persecution consist? We are not informed on the matter, but we may well imagine that they were like the synagogue chastisements that Paul himself later had to bear: "Five times I have received at the hands of the Jews forty lashes less one. Three times I have been beaten with rods; once I was stoned" (2 Cor 11:24 f.). As for the repeated claim of Acts that Damascus was the place of persecution, Paul himself indirectly points to it in Gal 1:17. [By the way, there is no convincing foundation for the rather peregrine theory that "Damascus" was a code-word for Qumran]. It is, then, prudent for us to think of a persecution of reduced proportions, limited perhaps to some synagogue in Damascus, and always by reason of its transgressions of the law. The conviction that the Messiah had already come was relatively common at the time, and would have scandalized nobody.

b) Our information on the "conversion"
Acts offers us three detailed accounts of the event (9:1-9, 22:6-21 and 26:12-18), an indication of the importance attached to it by the author. His lengthiness clashes with the concision of Paul who, in speaking of his encounter with the Risen Lord, limits himself to saying that He appeared to him (1 Cor 15:8), that he had seen Jesus our Lord (1 Cor 9:1), that God had revealed his Son to him so that he might proclaim Him among the Gentiles (Gal 1:16), and that Jesus Christ had made him His own (Phil 3:12). In a series of polemical passages, Paul defends his status as an apostle with tooth and nail; but he does not do so by describing his encounter with the Lord on the Damascus Road. It seems as if this event was something so intimate and sacred that it could never be converted into an exhibition piece. If, then, he did not narrate it when he needed to, did he ever narrate it? At the "council" of Jerusalem, those present were led to perceive that He who had made Peter an apostle to the uncircumcised had made Paul an apostle to the Gentiles (Gal 2:8). We cannot know in what terms Paul explained himself, but the laconic character of his remarks in his letters leads us to think that he would have used similar terms in the assembly.

Then how does the author of Acts know so much. Quite simply: because he has read the Old Testament and knows the vocations of the prophets. The three narrations of Paul's conversion in Acts, despite their many variants and even contradictions, are reduced to the following outline: theophany, falling to the ground, "rehabilitation" and words of sending (cf. Is 6:1-10; Jer 1:4-10). It is evident that the author of acts is not describing, but interpreting, and indeed, quite keenly, since the words in Acts 26:17 f. are taken from the vocation of Jeremiah (Jer 1) and from that of the Servant of Yahweh (Is 42), the only two prophets of the Old Testament who were sent to the Gentiles -- prophets to whom Paul himself refers in interpreting the event (Gal 1:15).  This interpretive character of the narratives in Acts does not exclude the possibility that the author may have known of some traditions such as those referring to the house of Judas, the street called Straight, the important intervention of a certain Ananias, etc. (Acts 9:10-12). But between the immediateness that Paul always insists on ("For I did not receive it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ" Gal 1:12) and the mediating role that Acts attributes to Ananias, we must side with the self-witness of Paul.

c) What really happened?
Hard to say, because Paul has denied us any direct information on the subject. What is clear is that from now on, his life was divided into a before and an after: he now counted his former gains as a loss (Phil 3:7 f.) and he was transformed into a new creature, with new eyes (2 Cor 5:16 f.). But we should not exaggerate: Paul was still Paul, continuing with his former commitment, enthusiasm for the cause of God, fanaticism and even intransigence. Before, there had been no room in his heart for compromises or half-measures, and neither was there now. Now he dedicated himself equally to the things of God, but as understood in the light of the new revelation.

Above, we set the word "conversion" in quotes, because it was not really adequate. In fact, Paul had always been blameless (Phil 3:6). Psychologically, what happened in him was the inverse of the phenomenon that appears in most conversions. He had regarded himself as a saint up to the day of his encounter with Christ; that day he became aware of himself as a sinner who could not be saved by his own justice, but only by the justice that God freely gives the believer (Phil 3:9). Paul was now a formerly a rich man who had become impoverished and kenotic.

As for the things he acquired on the Road to Damascus, we can speak of three lessons in one: God is on the side of the Christians, those same Judeo-Christian Hellenists who have gone apart from the law and are sharing their spiritual goods with the uncircumcised.  From this it clearly follows that:

a) The Jewish law is not an obligatory way for being pleasing to God.

b) He must proclaim to pagans that there is salvation for them, too, without their having to pass through Judaism.

c) Jews must abandon all pride and not presume on any special assurance (Paul himself, when he thought he was performing the noblest action of his life in persecuting Christians, found out that he was totally mistaken).

One was a lesson in theology  (the gratuitousness of salvation), another was a lesson in missiology  (God also accepts the pagans) and the other was a lesson in spirituality  ("Let no one glory"). In reality, on the Road to Damascus, Paul learned what was to become the root of his theology, his spirituality and his missionary commitment: "his  gospel," which did not come from any human intermediary. Certainly, in his later contact with the church he would learn certain basic formulas of the kerygma (1 Cor 15:3) and other blocks of tradition (1 Cor 11:23), but these were not the substance of his gospel.

3.3. Paul's Apostolate in the Near East (Syria-Palestine and thereabouts)
3.3.1. Up to the "council" of Jerusalem
In the letter to the Galatians, though in a rather telegraphic style, Paul offers us a résumé of his comings and goings during this period. On the Damascus Road Paul understood that God wanted him to be an apostle to the Gentiles, so he set out for the nearest pagan place: "I [immediately] went away into Arabia" (Gal 1:17). At that time the term "Arabia" was applied to the whole territory east of the Jordan: the kingdoms of Palmyra, Nabataea, etc. More precisely, Paul went to Nabataea, which explains why, on his return to Damascus, he was pursued by King Aretas (Aretas IV, brother-in-law of Herod Antipas). It also means that this first missionary expedition of Paul was unsuccessful; all it gained for him was persecution (2 Cor 11:32). Not only that, but it is overlooked by Acts, which does not want anyone except Peter to be the initiator of the mission to the Gentiles. Hence Acts tells us that Paul was persecuted in Damascus, not by emissaries of Aretas, but by Jews (Acts 9:23). Let us not even consider the old ascetical opinion that Paul spent three years in the desert of Arabia doing penance. He was not a sinner who needed such a long "novitiate," and his view of the imminent end of the world would hardly have allowed him to indulge in such a luxury.

On his return from Nabataea, after a stay in Damascus, Paul made a two-week visit to Cephas (and James) in Jerusalem (Gal 1:18). He was in no haste to make this visit, since the event of Damascus had already made him a full-fledged apostle, with no deed to "confer with flesh and blood" (Gal 1:16 ff.).

From Jerusalem, he went "into the regions of Syria and Cilicia" (Gal 1:21), that is, a) into the place of his encounter with Christianity, and b) into his native land. Acts presents this in inverse order, having him go first to Tarsus (Acts 9:30) and later to Antioch (Acts 11:25 f.). This was a long period of some ten years, on which we have no information. This period cannot have included the "first journey" (Acts 13-14) which, if it had occurred before the "Council," Paul would have summed it up in Gal 1, since he was interested in enlarging on his activity during this time, before any official recognition on the part of Jerusalem, a recognition which moreover, he regarded as superfluous.

After a time spent in Antioch and thereabouts, working in company with Barnabas (Acts 11:26), both were delegated by that community to organize a collection for the relief of the impoverished community of Jerusalem (Acts 11:30). The state of text of Acts 12:25 has been disputed, with many critics preferring the reading of the preposition eis  over the variant reading of ex  (let alone apo.)  The NAB translates: "Barnabas and Paul returned to Jerusalem upon completing their relief mission, taking with them John Mark." In the source used by Luke, this sentence must have followed 11:30 and continued in 15:3 ff. Since the collection was carried out at the urging of the prophet Agabus (Acts 11:28), Paul himself could rightly say that he went up to Jerusalem "by a revelation" (Gal 2:2).

3.3.2. The "Council"
Acts 15:4 speaks of the good reception that Paul and Barnabas were given in Jerusalem (after all, they were bringing them the wherewithal to eat!). This encouraged them to tell about the life of the community of Antioch and about the formation of communities free of the Jewish law. This, of course, created a problem. Acts 15:5 mentions the protest of "some believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees." Paul himself, who was much more angered by the incident, says that "some false brothers had been smuggled in to spy on the freedom in Christ Jesus, intending to reduce us to slavery" (Gal 2:4). This gave rise to a brief but doubtless heated discussion which has been conventionally called the "Council of Jerusalem."

In Gal 2:1-10, Paul makes it clear that those assembled had to listen to him and that he resisted and would not give in. He adds that they acknowledged his right (and that of Barnabas) to form communities of the uncircumcised, and that they imposed nothing on him. A handshake between Paul and Barnabas on the one hand, and Peter, James and John on the other (Gal 2:9), sanctioned ecclesial pluralism in fellowship. From now on there would be two kinds of churches, Judaeo-Christian and Gentile-Christian. Paul, following his initial vocation, would devote himself to forming the latter. In a sort of appendix (Gal 2:10), Paul reveals that he was charged to remember the poor: the theme of the collection that we will see later. In contrast, Acts 15:20,29 mentions an additional set of norms (the so-called "clauses of James") for Gentile Christian communities. These clauses, both because Paul radically excludes them ("they imposed nothing on me"), and also because of their contents, should not be considered as coming from the "council," but as having arisen at a later time.

3.3.3. The "postconciliar" period
a) The first apostolic rounds. Cornelius
After the encounter and discussion in Jerusalem, to which Paul and Barnabas had come only to deliver the collection, they would have returned to their church in Antioch. It is as this time that what is recorded in Acts 13-14 must have taken place historically, namely, the "first journey" of Paul and Barnabas and, probably, the missionary trip of Peter narrated in Acts 9:32-43.  But greater importance is attached to the "Cornelius event," which the author of Acts magnified and perhaps legendarized, an event which was indubitably later than the "council," in which Peter was recognized only as an apostle to the circumcised. It demonstrates the fact that God is greater than the Church and pushes its boundaries beyond the ones that it had set for itself. Peter becomes and apostle to pagans and find himself obliged to baptize uncircumcised people and to eat with them (Acts 10:47-11:3).

It is probably this opening up, caused directly by God, that induced Peter to go and live for a time with the "mixed" community of Antioch (Gal 2:11), to the joy of Paul and Barnabas over this recognition of the existence of their great community.

b) The unfortunate "incident" at Antioch
But Peter was spied on by those from Jerusalem, especially those sent by James, the great guardian of Judeo-Christian orthodoxy and orthopraxy (Gal 2:12). In view of these inopportune visitors, Peter stopped eating (and celebrating the Eucharist!) with the Gentile Christians, and led the other Judeo-Christians, including Barnabas, away with him. This was the moment when the insufficiency of the "conciliar" accord could be seen. It had determined how Jewish-Christian and Gentile-Christian communities should live, but not how "mixed" communities should live.

Without intending to do so, Peter caused a) a schism and b) even a heresy, because a) he led the Gentile Christians to believe that he had sinned in eating with them, and b) that salvation was conditioned by Jewish legal observances (Gal 2:17 f.). Paul would not put up with this. He accused Peter of going against "the truth of the gospel." But Paul was not heeded and the community was only reunified at the cost of imposing on Gentile Christians the legislation laid down in Leviticus 17 for Israelites and for "resident aliens in their midst." Hence arose the "clauses of James" (Acts 15:20,29) which the author of Acts says emanated from Jerusalem.

This was the moment of great breakups: Paul cut off relationships with Jerusalem and Antioch, with Peter, James and Barnabas. He organized his own mission team and headed for Europe. There remained but one external and significant tie with the churches of Syria-Palestine: the collection, "the one thing I was making every effort to do" (Gal 2:10).

3.4. Paul's Apostolate in the West
3.4.1. The journey toward Europe
A member of the community of Antioch (or of Jerusalem, according to Acts 15:27,32 f.), Silas (also called Silvanus) undertook the journey toward Europe with Paul (Acts 15:40). They were soon joined by Timothy (Acts 16:1), Paul's faithful assistant throughout his ministry (Phil 2:22). It is historically quite doubtful that Paul had him circumcised (Acts 16:3). "Paul, Silvanus and Timothy" would figure as the evangelizers of Thessalonika (cf. I Thes 1:1) and Corinth (cf. 2 Cor 1:19).

We know little about their itinerary, since Acts traces it out in only a few verses. But in Gal 4:13 we are told that Paul fell ill in Galatia, and that being unable to go on, he took advantage of his stay to evangelize those untamed "Celts" who had given the Roman authorities so many headaches. They were pagans for, as Paul tells them: "In the past, when you did not acknowledge God, you served as slaves to gods who are not really divine" (Gal 4:8). They received both the gospel and the gospel preacher with open arms (Gal 4:14). These Galatians must have been situated in the center of Anatolia, although Paul uses regional names, not the conventional ones of the Roman administration.

It seems that Paul would have liked to preach in Asia, Mysia and Bythinia, but "they had been prevented by the Holy Spirit" (Acts 16:6 f.). Perhaps this is the interpretation that the author of Acts makes of the "conciliar" agreements concerning the division of territories when he states that "it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us" (Acts 15:28).

3.4.2. The Gospel reaches Macedonia
Acts mentions three communities founded by Paul in Macedonia: Philippi, Thessalonika and Beroea. There were, then, three stays, and all in large cities. Paul's letters confirm the stays in Philippi and Thessalonika. These were brief stays, violently interrupted by persecution. Paul reached Thessalonika after he was mistreated in Philippi (1 Thes 2:2). He also left Thessalonika in haste, hoping to return there soon, though he was unable to do so because "Satan hindered us" (1 Thes 2:18).  He must have attempted to do so from Beroea, but persecutions by the Jews of Thessalonika (Acts 17:13 f.) obliged him to move as far as Athens, from which he sent Timothy to visit Thessalonika. It seems that Timothy had not taken part in the evangelization of Thessalonika, but had remained in Philippi, because Paul sent him with a letter of introduction and commendation (cf. 1 Thes 3:2) and with some assurance that as an unknown person he would not fall victim to Jewish persecution. And he probably sent Silas to visit Philippi, since he says that he "decided to remain alone at Athens" (1 Thes 3:1; cf. Acts 18:5 and 2 Cor 11:8 f.).

Acts dwells at length on Paul's activity in Athens, but this stay must have seemed insignificant to Paul. As far as we know, no notable Christian community was formed there (Paul often mentions the communities of Macedonia and Achaia, but never those of Attica. The composition of Acts 17:16-34 is a model of catching the "local color" of Athens, and the supposed discourse of Paul on the Areopagus is a masterful piece. The author is interested in showing how, in the chair of the pagan philosophers of yesteryear, the evangelizer and messenger of the truth is now seated. For us, the interest of this stay lies in the fact that it was surely from here that Paul drafted the first of his known letters, one of the two that are combined in the present 1 Thes, a letter of recommendation for Timothy, and a kind of self-defense by Paul himself, especially in 1 Thes 2:1-12 (the rest of 1 Thes was probably drafted in Corinth).

3.4.3. The Evangelization of Achaia
The author of Acts is unable to hide the fact that Paul was not the first Christian to arrive in Corinth. Aquila and Priscilla were already there (Acts 18:12), and Paul did not convert them to Christianity because they were already converted. But Paul, together with Silas and Timothy, was the first great evangelizer of this important metropolis (1 Cor 4:15; 2 Cor 10:14). Corinth is the best-known Church in the New Testament, due to its vitality, its conflicts and Paul's ample personal and epistolary relationship with it. As in the above-mentioned cities of Macedonia, his starting point was the synagogue. Indeed, it even seems that two synagogue leaders, Crispus and Sosthenes, were converted. But the core of the community consisted mainly of "God-fearers (Gentiles who sympathized with Judaism but were not circumcised) and of pagans (cf. 1 Cor 12:2).

Much has been made of the lower socio-economic level of the church of Corinth. But the "foolish, weak and not well-born" of 1 Cor 1:26 ff. should not be read apart from 1 Cor 11:20 ff., where Paul states that the rich of the community had humiliated the have-nots. Moreover, Erastus, the city treasurer (Rom 16:23) seems to have been a member of the Church.

According to Acts 18:11-18, Paul's stay in Corinth lasted for more than a year and a half, and it seems to have ended shortly after his arraignment before the tribunal of Gallio. This is a date of capital importance for the chronology of Paul's ministry.

3.4.4. The Evangelization of Asia
Paul's next great missionary stay was in Ephesus, capital of the natural region and Roman Province of Asia, on the Ionian coast, almost straight across from Achaia and in good communication with it.

The author of Acts does his utmost to make Paul the founder of the community of Ephesus, but Acts 18:19b-11 is clearly an interpolation. When Paul set up in Ephesus, the rather precarious Christianity of baptizing sects, of the Alexandrian Apollos, and of Aquila and Priscilla already existed there (Acts 18:24-19:7). But Paul would indeed be the great driving force of the faith in Asia.

This stake-out by Paul conflicts with the "prohibition by the Spirit" mentioned in Acts 16:6. Perhaps the journey to Antioch mentioned in Acts 18:22 has some good historical foundation. It might have been an attempt to modify the "conciliar" distribution of mission zones, because from Corinth, Paul could easily have learned that there was practically no religious-cultural difference between Achaia and Asia.

According to Acts 19:8,10 and 20:31, Paul's stay in Ephesus lasted for about three years. This was an epoch of capital importance, not only because a large-scale evangelization was carried out during it, but also because it marked the forging of Paul's figure as a theologian and pastor. In effect, it was from Ephesus that he would send almost all his letters: to Corinth (perhaps six or seven of them, some written in the midst of very tense situations), to Philippi, to the Galatians and, perhaps, to Philemon. His communities kept growing, new problems kept arising and, along with his missionary worries, which he shared with a large team (judging by Rom 16, which is almost surely made up of remnants from a letter to Ephesus), Paul also had to bear "the daily pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the churches" (2 Cor 11:28). During this period Silas was not with him, but Titus was there to help him handle delicate matters, and so, above all, was the indefatigable Timothy.

Ephesians and Colossians very likely came from the region of Asia, and perhaps the Pastoral Letters as well: a sign of a rich Pauline school in that area. As usual, in Ephesus, too, Paul would suffer persecution and imprisonment (1 Cor 15:32, 2 Cor 1:8, Phil 1:13), and even foresaw the possibility of dying before the Parousia (Phil 1:21 ff., 2 Cor 5:8). It is significant that on his last journey from Greece to Jerusalem Paul did not pass through Ephesus, but called the leaders of that Church to Miletus to bid them farewell (Acts 20:17-35).

3.4.5. Last tour around the Aegean
After finishing his stay in Ephesus, Paul journeyed on to Troas, where it seems he was planning to evangelize for some time. However, troubled at not finding Titus there (since the latter had not been able to return from a difficult mission in Corinth, cf. 2 Cor 2:12 f.), Paul went on to Macedonia. Here, where he stayed somewhat longer, he received Titus who brought good news from Corinth (2 Cor 7:6 f.) and then sent him back to that community with a letter of joy and reconciliation, probably preserved in our present 2 Cor 1:1 - 2:13 and 7:5 - 8:24.

Somewhat Later, Paul traveled to Corinth, where he spent some three months (1 Cor 16:7, Acts 20:3). At this time, while he was preparing for his return to Jerusalem, from which he meant to travel to Rome and to Spain (Rom 15:24 f.), he wrote his masterpiece, the Letter to the Romans, and probably also a letter to Ephesus, of which all we have is the long list of greetings now included in Rom 16, to which we should perhaps add Rom 14:1 - 15:6.

3.5. Westward bound
In Rom 15:19, Paul states that he is going to undertake a change of scene, that we was going to head West, concretely to Spain, since there was not more work left for him to do in the Eastern part of the Empire: "I have completed preaching the gospel of Christ from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyria." But this gives rise to the question: Why precisely at this time?

The journeys and stays of Paul were often conditioned by external reasons, rather than by strictly evangelizing strategies. For example, he sometimes changed his plans because of persecution by Jews, sometimes because of weather conditions (long journeys were too hard during winter) or because of his own ill health. In the case that concerns us here, the urgent matter was not his journeying to Rome or Spain, but rather to Jerusalem, since the time had come to deliver the collection (Rom 15:25 f.).

3.5.1. The collection for Jerusalem
This matter, which occurs frequently in the letters, is almost completely absent from Acts (except for a passing mention in Acts 24:17), perhaps because it was not a particularly successful operation.

As we have seen, the "council" arose on the occasion of a journey of Paul and Barnabas from Antioch to Jerusalem, to bring a collection. Acts 11:28 explains that it was because of a severe worldwide famine that took place in the time of Claudius. This is doubtless an imperfect explanation, for if the famine had been worldwide, it would have been hard for the Christians of Antioch to support those of Jerusalem. Rather, it was more likely a famine confined to Judea, which led into the worldwide famine in the time of Claudius. From profane history we know that the year 48 was one of famine in Judea, due to the drought of 46/47, followed by the sabbatical year of 47/48, when the fields were not worked. The worldwide famine extended from the East to the West between the years 49-51.

Regarding the "council" decisions, the only one that Paul recognized was "to be mindful of the poor -- the one thing that I was making every effort to do" (Gal 2:10). The most likely interpretation of the passage is this: After the encounter in Jerusalem had ended peaceably, Paul was asked not to forget that every seven years Judea found itself in more or less the same situation as in the year 48. In fact, Paul did not make regular yearly collections, but only one, which he went to deliver in the year 55 (coinciding with the replacement of Felix by Festus, which is now datable with a high degree of probability), that is to say, in the next sabbatical year. Undoubtedly, Paul had striven as hard as he could to carry out this collection, since he mentions it in several letters written at this time: 1 Cor 16:1-4, 2 Cor 8 and 9, Rom 15:25-31). In these passages he mentions that Corinth, Galatia and Macedonia have participated in the collection. A sign that, even for the author of Acts, this was the aim of the journey to Jerusalem, can be seen in the fact that Paul was accompanied by a whole delegation representing the different participating communities (Acts 20:4).

3.5.2. The journey to the holy city
From here on, Acts is the only source of information that we have, since Rom 15 leaves us with the bare announcement and intention of making the journey. Paul does not embark in Corinth for Palestine, but rather travels overland to Macedonia. In fact, it seems that he spent the winter in Corinth (1 Cor 16:6), since he would celebrate the Passover in Philippi (Acts 20:6), and then hastened to see if he could reach Jerusalem for Pentecost (Acts 20:16). Acts has an idealized treatment of Paul's farewell to his communities of Troas and Miletus, but mentions no further stops in his journey except those in Syro-Palestine, namely, Tyre, Ptolemais and Caesarea, where it likewise offers an idealized version of Paul's visit to these communities.

3.5.3. The trial
From this point on, Acts is intent on describing the journey mainly by establishing parallels between the "Passion of Paul" and the Passion of Jesus. On his way up to Jerusalem there are three "passion predictions" (Acts 20:22 f., 21:4 and 21:11). The judicial trial, like that of Jesus, is held first before Jewish authorities and then before Roman authorities. Paul receives a slap in the fact by order of the high priest (Acts 23:2). Like Jesus, Paul appears not only before the Roman Governors, but also before a King. Agrippa I (Acts 26), is confronted by a mob calling for his death (Acts 21:38), is about to be scourged (Acts 22:24 f.), and three times is declared innocent by the civil authority (Acts 23:29, 25:18 and 26:31). In all these episodes Acts mentions the names of a series of Roman dignitaries, most of who are well attested to in history. There can be no doubt that the trial in Palestine concluded with the transfer of the accused to Rome (Acts 27-28). No other city has claimed that Paul died in it or that it had his relics. But many of the steps of the trial escape us.

3.5.4. With the Christians of Jerusalem and with those of Rome
The information that we have is scant, but enlightening. Paul did not enter Jerusalem surrounded by an admiring throng. James seems to have received him in a reserved and rather distant way: "They have been informed that you teach the Jews who live among the Gentiles to abandon Moses" (Acts 21:21). Paul does not stay in the house of James, the leader of the local church, but in the house of a certain Cypriot called Mnason (Acts 21:16). We hear nothing about any defense of Paul by the Christians of Jerusalem during his trial. Significantly, the delivery of the collection, which was Paul's reason for journeying to the holy city, is not even mentioned. This is an almost certain indication that it was rejected, as Paul had feared (Rom 15:31). Despite the council's agreement (Gal 2:10), the Jerusalem community must have felt some scruples over accepting donations that had passed through the hands of pagans (even Gentile Christians). Paul is draining the chalice and nearing the cross of the Master.

The author of Acts presents Paul's arrival in Rome as a genuine triumphal cortege (Acts 28:15), but provides us with no further information about Paul's relationships with the Christian community of the capital of the Empire; and this glorious reception is in contrast with the fact that Paul had to live for two years in rented lodgings (Acts 28:30). Could it be possible that the apostle, who had so carefully prepared his coming to Rome with a model letter, did not find, when the moment of truth arrived, anyone who would put him up in their own house? It is quite possible that in a community like that of Rome, in which the Jewish element was particularly weighty, Paul's reputation was not well regarded. Perhaps Paul's real motive for writing to and visiting this community was to repair this reputation and to put a Pauline stamp on this community.

3.5.5. The dénouement
It has always puzzled the readers of Acts that the author, after following the course of Paul's trial day by day, does not inform us of the decision of the imperial tribunal. For a long time, some defended the hypothesis that the author finished his work while Paul was still awaiting the sentence of the court. But today this hypothesis is not supported. In the first place, texts like Acts 20:24-25,38 show that the author knows that Paul is already dead. In the second place, the author speaks of a clear-cut period of "two full years" of captivity, not of an ongoing situation. In the third place, the book could not have been written at such an early date (cf. the argument in Word-Mission, vol. 3, Theme 12).

It used to be argued that Paul had emerged acquitted from this first trial in Rome. This opinion was based on the apostle's supposed visit to Spain and on a new journey through Greece, which some thought they glimpsed behind the Pastoral Letters. Thus they argued that although Paul had indeed died a martyr in Rome, it was not after the trial mentioned in Acts, but after a supposed later trial. But at present there is an almost unanimous conviction that the Pastoral Letters were not written by Paul, but rather by the Pauline school. And as for his carrying out the desire to travel to Spain (Rom 15:24,28), it is more than debatable, since it is a tradition based only on an interpretation of a not very explicit interpretation of a passage by Clement of Rome, whose sources of information are not known to us.

The silence of the author of Acts has even greater weight. If Paul had left the imperial tribunal an acquitted man, this would have been a datum of great value to the Lukan apologetic thrust which is so clear in passages such as Acts 23:29, 25:18 and 26:31. This acquittal would have been the grand final to the passion-glorification sequence with which Luke, in parallel with his Gospel, meant to be the finishing touch of Paul's great adventure. In this case, however, the silence is eloquent. The trial of Paul narrated in Acts 21-28 ended with his death sentence. But he could say, with much more reason that the Latin poet: "Exegi monumentum aere perennius... Non omnis moriar" (I have build a monument more enduring than brass... I will not utterly die:  Horace, Odes,  III, xxx. 1, 6).

4. THE PAULINE COMMUNITIES
4.1. The rise of the communities
"It was I who begot you in Christ Jesus through my preaching of the gospel" (1 Cor 4:15). Paul's communities were born of preaching which, as 1 Thes 1:9-10 implies, consisted of two stages:  first, there was some sort of "theodicy" ("You turned to God from idols, to serve Him who is the living and true God"), followed by a second stage which presented the specifically Christian kerygma ("To await from heaven the Son He raised from the dead -- Jesus, who delivers us from the wrath to come"). When the preaching was addressed to Jews, the first stage could be skipped.

In general, the preaching began around synagogues or other Jewish meeting places (cf. Acts 16:13), and it was usually quite successful among the "God-fearers," since Paul was in some way offering them a "cheap" Judaism (not requiring them to undergo circumcision, for which they, at least the males among them, understandably felt a great repugnance). And from the "God-fearers" it was an easy step to go on to out and out pagans. This generally led to conflicts with unconverted Jews, and to true persecutions directed against Paul (Acts 18:2) and against the Christian community (1 Thes 2:14). This meant that Paul more than once had to flee in haste, leaving the community "in its diapers" and concerned for its difficult future (1 Thes 3:1-8). Perhaps much earlier than the overall break between the church and the synagogue, this had already happened in the Pauline communities (Acts 19:9).

4.2. Organization and pastoral attention
We do not have much information on this point, but we do have some indications along some rather elemental lines. Besides the possible synagogue gathering that both Jewish Christians and former God-fearers could attend, some household communities were organized. Paul often greets a determined person and "the church that gathers in his or her house." Perhaps these different domestic churches met periodically in a higher grouping, particularly when they were visited by Paul or his delegates, or when they received one of his letters (Gal 1:2: "to the churches in Galatia").

In the progress of the community, charisms played an important role; but along with them there were more or less permanent institutions. Already in 1 Thes 5:12, mention is made of some presiding figures who work for the community. One frequent pastoral action was a visit of some delegate of Paul's, especially Timothy (1 Cor 4:17, 16:10; Phil 2:19; 1 Thes 3:2,6). On exceptional occasions, Paul himself would travel in to tackle certain more serious situations (1 Cor 10:31).

But the great instrument for attending to the communities were letters. These letters dealt with all sorts of questions, ranging from doctrinal difficulties to elementary problems of daily life (1 Cor 10:31).

4.3. The most frequent problems in developing communities
4.3.1. Hasty and insufficient evangelization
The first problem affecting communities was a deficient formation, since the time of founding was often cut short due to persecutions against the missionary apostle and his collaborators. Often the communities had to face Jewish persecution (with the corresponding risk of apostasy), as well as practical and theological difficulties for those that did not possess the needed doctrinal equipment (cf. 1 Thes 3:10: "that we may see you face to face and remedy any shortcomings in your faith").

4.3.2. Disorientation caused by interlopers
Things became complicated when the community was visited by Christian preachers of another trend: confusion arose. And this happened often enough. Paul warns the Philippians to "beware of unbelieving dogs... workers of evil... those who mutilate" (Phil 3:2). He warns the Galatians of "those who wish to alter the gospel of Christ" (Gal 1:7). He warns the Corinthians not to "put up with those who exploit you, who impose upon you and put on airs, with those who slap your face" (2 Cor 11:20). Although these troublemakers are not always identifiable, they seem to have been mainly Judeo-Christians coming from Palestine or Antioch, who distrusted the evangelization Paul was carrying out, and sometimes claimed Peter or the Jerusalem church as their authority (1 Cor 1:12; cf. Gal 2:6-9). Perhaps they also wanted to see to it that the Jewish law should be observed in the predominantly Gentile-Christian communities of Paul, so that Jerusalem could receive the collection sent from these communities.

4.3.3. The "mixed" character of the community
Although most of the communities were mainly Gentile Christians, there was always a Jewish Christian element among them. Paul's evangelizing ministry usually began at the synagogue. The coexistence of both groups led to a series of problems, above all concerning table fellowship. Although the Jews of the Diaspora were not so scrupulous about dealing with pagans, they usually kept holding to traditional norms on clean and unclean foods. Paul spoke of those who had "knowledge" and those who did not have it (1 Cor 8:7), of those who were strong and those who were weak (Rom 14:2, 15:1). In a certain sense it meant a repetition of the problem that had given rise to the conflict at Antioch. But now Paul's position was less radical, and he prefers that the Gentile Christians give in, in order not to scandalize Jewish Christians ("the weak").

4.3.4. Harmony in the use of charisms
The Holy Spirit kept enriching these newborn communities with a multiplicity of gifts for their growth. Paul was content with this and did not want anyone to "stifle the Spirit" (1 Thes 5:19). The problem appeared when those graced with the gifts of the Spirit began to compete with one another, thus giving rise to superiority and inferiority complexes (1 Cor 12:15-21), or when they sought to use the charisms for their own personal fame, rather than for the building up of the Church (1 Cor 14:12). This allowed Paul to develop a rich theology of the gifts of the Spirit.

4.3.5. The difficult implanting of a new ethic
Making an option of faith in response to the kerygma did not entail and instant change in moral habits. This change would be progressive and would come about under the influence of the Holy Spirit and the mediation of pastoral orientations. Paul was aware of pagan depravity in sexual matters, and he was perhaps aware that some members of the Christian community were continuing in their old habits. Hence, his severe warnings to the Thessalonians (1 Thes 4:3) and to the Corinthians (1 Cor 6:18) regarding fornication.

One form of behavior that was not in accord with their common faith was the unjust distribution of goods. Paul was incensed at the humiliation of the poor of Corinth (1 Cor 11:22) and spoke out in favor of a certain economic equality among communities (2 Cor 8:13).

One difficulty in the ethical order may have originated in the Pauline teaching of justification being previous to good works and, as such, independent of them. The problem of the Letter of James is already present in Rom 6:1-2: "Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound? By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?"

5. THE PAULINE LETTERS
These were a great instrument for pastoral action and for reciprocal relationship between Paul and his communities. Unfortunately we have no letters from these communities to their founding apostle, but we know that they existed (1 Cor 7:1). Paul's correspondence to his communities was sometimes extraordinarily frequent and rapid, particularly during the great crisis at Corinth. Often the deliverers of letters were collaborators of Paul (especially Timothy and Titus), and they usually brought Paul a living report of the community's response to the letter in question.

5.1. The genre
Before all else, we should stress that the writings of Paul were letters, not epistles. A well known person addressed them to well known community in a concrete juncture of events. In them we always observe an affective relationship (either positive or negative) between sender and recipient. And there are often greetings from concrete persons to other concrete persons.

Nevertheless, these writings are not pure letters, because they always bear some stamp of apostolic authority, which brings them close to being :official missives." Moreover, in them we sometimes find ample doctrinal developments that go beyond the concrete details of the immediate situation.

5.2. The variety
Although always remaining faithful to the genre of the letter, Paul knew how to use them in manifold varieties. In his correspondence we find all sorts of letters: an almost private letter of recommendation (Philemon); a letter of familiar sharing of feelings (one included in 1 Thes and another in Phil); an official pastoral letter (the so-called "letter of reply" included in our 1 Cor); an apologetic letter (Gal); a letter of "ultimatum" (2 Cor 10-13); and finally, a letter that comes close to being an epistle or treatise (Rom).

5.3. The literary form
In his letters, Paul employs the usual letter format of his time, but Christianized. One need only compare any of Paul's letters with the (surely fictitious) letter promulgating the "conciliar" agreements (Acts 15:23-29). The pagan "greeting" is transformed by Paul into one of "grace and peace" or some similar liturgical formula.

As in every age, Paul's letters consist of a heading, a body and a conclusion.

The heading  usually has three elements: 1) the so-called "inscriptio" (sender/s, addressee/s and greeting), 2) thanksgiving (or blessing, as in 2 Cor 1:3) and 3) a prayer or expression of a desire (the theme of which is usually for the community's growth in faith and love). A detailed analysis of the heading can offer a first key for understanding the letter. Thus, when there is some polemic or tensions, Paul multiplies his titles (cf. Gal 1:1), and likewise when he needs to make himself known (Rom 1:1-5). In this regard we should not that when there are co-senders (Timothy, etc.)m the titles are usually those of Paul alone (1 Cor 1:1). The thanksgiving says a great deal about the state of the community, thus it is completely missing in Gal and mentions "speech and knowledge" in 1 Cor 5.

The body  of the letter is, of course, quite varied. It usually contains both doctrinal and exhortative material, often in that order, at other times mixed or alternating, in the measure that diverse themes are brought up. The more familiar the letter is, the less attention is paid to conventional form. In the doctrinal or argumentative section we often find precious autobiographical passages, as well as profound or sometimes rather curious examples of Old Testament exegesis. The exhortation or parenesis is more concrete or more generic, depending on how much or how little Paul knows the community.

The conclusion  has no rigid scheme. Often it begins with expression like "I have written you" or "For the rest..." In it there are usually some brief counsels or recommendations, some personal news such as plans for journeys, etc., and the well known greetings to certain persons (1 Cor 16:19; Rom 16:21-23). It ends with a greeting from Paul in a liturgical and specifically Christian tone.

In  many cases, where letters have been fused together, the heading and the conclusion have disappeared, which is normal enough, given the fact that these were elements closely tied to one or another, but not both, of the Pauline writings so joined.

6. THE CONSERVATION OF THE PAULINE HERITAGE
6.1. The letters and their reception
The letters of Paul to his communities were not regarded as sacred documents from the outset. He wrote for determined circumstantial and momentary motives, surely not counting on his letters being collected and handed on to posterity.

Their initial preservation was in the hands of particular individuals or of the leaders of local churches. Assuredly, not all of Paul's letters pleased the communities to which they were sent. Hence we can be sure that more than one of them was lost, while others were preserved by mere chance, perhaps in the hands of some dissident of the local church. Others, in contrast, must have been prized as treasures from the very first day they were received.

6.2. A first "reassessment"
While Paul was alive, there was no need for frequent or repeated recourse to his letters. He himself could guide, remove problems, correct, console, etc. His disappearance made it necessary to return to his writings, and his category as a martyr of the gospel  conferred on them a value that they had not had earlier. This was the moment for bringing the relics to light and for an exchange of letters between the different communities to which they had been addressed. Thus the collection of the letters began its process rather timidly.

6.3. Paul keeps growing
Paul's writings were letters, occasional letters. But after the concrete occasion for these letters had passed, they were appreciated in a new light as theological-spiritual works in which the space-time framework came to mean less and less. What the communities needed now was an updated orientation, but starting out from the Pauline original. This updating was carried out by the "Pauline School," a concept that is not easy to pin down, and one that in different places took on distinct characteristics.

It seems that there were two ways to conserve and develop Paul's thought. In some places imitation letters were written in Paul's style, reusing his material, combining it with other strains of thought, submitting it to new cultural trends in the surrounding world and with other currents of Christianity, in an effort thus to respond to new ecclesial situations. This must have happened mainly in the area of Ephesus. Some have called it "Asiatic Paulinism" or "creative Paulinism." This is the case of Col, Eph, 1 and 2 Tim, and Titus.

In other places, on the contrary, there was a tendency toward a more "material" conservation of Pauline materials, accomplished by fusing together certain of his writings. It seems that each community wanted to put together a single book containing the legacy of the apostle. In Thessalonika there must have been two letters that were amalgamated into one, our present 1 Thes.  (2 Thes is a much later writing that surely had nothing to do with Thessalonika). In Philippi, there were two or three letters, and they, too, were amalgamated (Phil). In Corinth there was much material and it seems that they were collected into three blocks: first, copies of Pauline letters, written in Corinth but addressed to other communities (Rome and Ephesus), gave rise to our present letter to the Romans; next, came a collection of materials addressed to the community of Corinth. Of these, a group of disagreeable and rough letters were set aside until later (our 2 Cor), while another group were collected and soon spread (our 1 Cor). It is significant the Clement of Rome frequently cites 1 Cor but seems not to know 2 Cor. This other type of school and procedure has been called "European Paulinism" or "conservative Paulinism" (HAM. Stench - KM. Fisher).

The final collection was probably put together in Corinth (or, as others opine, in Ephesus). As for the order in which the letters were collected, there may have been different attempts in different churches, but to judge by 2nd-century witnesses (Marcion, the Muratorian Canon and Tertullian), there was a tendency to begin the collection with 1 Cor (hence the universal dedication interpolated in 1:2b), and to end it with Romans (hence the final doxology to the wisdom of God added in 16:25-27). It is clear that there was an effort to weld the whole Pauline heritage into a single and unitary book.

6.4. Beyond his original frontiers
But Paul's thought and his prestige as an apostle did nor remain enclosed within the limits of his communities or of his school. Coming as close as it did to him, almost the whole of the New Testament was "touched" by Paulinism. The tradition that attributed the Lukan opus to a companion of Paul was aware, at least, that the community it was addressed to had a great admiration for the apostle and that the ultimate roots of that community may have dated back to the activity of Paul himself.

The old claim for elements of Paulinism in the Gospel of Mk is still following its way, based on notable coincidences in terminology.

The Letter of James seems to echo a polemic surrounding the interpretation of Pauline teaching, and 1 Pet uses the Pauline categories of Christian life and new birth, of the vicarious death of Christ, of the Church as temple, etc. In 2 Pet we note an effort to safeguard the Pauline letters from hermeneutic distortions. And some interpreters of Rev 11 see in the two glorified "witnesses" an allusion to Peter and Paul, already recognized as martyrs, even by the Johannine church.

Naturally, in this whole process of expansion, Paulinism could not remain pure. Little by little it became combined with other theological and ecclesial tendencies, losing some of its rough edges and becoming the patrimony of the greater Church.

6.5. Eventual inclusion in the unitary canon of the Greater Church
We already pointed out that nascent Christianity had diverse lines of development, in relation to distinct types of Judaism (cf. 3.2.2. above). Perhaps we may only be able to speak of a pure or "uncontaminated" line in the case of proto-Paulinism, but overall we may reckon with: 1) Petrine Christianity  (not because of Peter's thought, which is unknown to us, but because of his importance as a person), proceeding from orthodox Judaism (priesthood, Pharisaism, scribes, the temple...), conserved in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts; 2) Pauline Christianity, proceeding from Hellenist Judaism, conserved mainly in the letters of Paul and of his school; and 3) Johannine Christianity,  proceeding from heterodox or peripheral Judaism (Samaritans, baptizing sects, Essenes, etc.), conserved in the Fourth Gospel, the Johannine Letters and the Apocalypse of John.

Johannine Christianity had to become integrated into Pauline and Petrine Christianity in order to survive. One sign of this integration is Jn 21 (with its affirmation of the primacy of Peter). Another is Rev 11 (the "canonization" of the two witnesses). Non-integrated Johannism ended up in heretical Gnostic sects.

The fusion of Petrinism and Paulinism was slower. The great indication of this fusion is found in the pairing of Peter and Paul in Acts, a book in which more than once Peter "preaches" sermons of an unmistakably Pauline stamp. The First Letter of Peter contains mainly Pauline teaching, supposedly taught by Peter. And in the Second Letter of Peter, which can be called the final "broach" or "clasp" of the New Testament, we are shown the fiction of a Peter whose teaching finds its support in the letters of Paul, which it declares to be "Scripture" and aims at protecting them from tendentious interpretations (2 Pet 3:16). With this embrace between the two great apostles, the rough edges of earlier times and writings are filed down, thus constituting the unified book that will henceforth and forever nourish the faith of the Greater Church.

7. CHRONOLOGY
7.1. Dating of the life and writings of Paul
7.1.1. Criteria
On no other person in the New Testament do we have as much documentation as we do on Paul. Nevertheless, we lack sufficient data to establish a thoroughly satisfactory chronology of his life and works. In his letters, we have a single reference to profane history: the mention of King Aretas (2 Cor 11:32). Sometimes he offers us a relative or comparative chronology of his own activity, but not always with a clear reference point. This is true of the "fourteen years" of Gal 2:1. Should they be understood from the moment of his conversion or from the first visit to Jerusalem that he mentions in Gal 1:18? Fourteen years before drafting 2 Cor 12:2 he seems to have had a profound spiritual experience, but we have no further data to help us localize it.

We must take our main points of reference from Acts, where various persons from secular history are mentioned, such as Claudius, Herod Agrippa, Gallio, Antonius Felix and Porcius Festus, Claudius Lysias, Agrippa and Berenice, etc., with whom Paul seems to have had some sort of dealings. But sometimes the chronology of these persons is uncertain. Moreover, there are chronologically ambiguous texts. For example, do the "two years" mentioned in Acts 24:27 refer to the mandate of Felix or to an interregnum between him and Festus? We opt for the former possibility. Finally, the sabbatical years of Judea are a good point of reference for understanding and dating the collections (J. Jeremias), but curiously enough they are not mentioned either by Paul or by Acts. Our chronology will, then, combine bits of information drawn from different sources, and not all of them have the same degree of certainty.

7.1.2. A proposed chronology
We offer a chronology of Paul's apostolic activity and a possible placement of his writings within it. Note that there is no overall scholarly agreement on this chronology. Even some compilers of this volume of WORD-MISSION follow different chronological schemes in dealing with certain themes. However, most recent studies on Paul lean toward the chronology we present here. Note that we have italicized certain dates of secular history that are of special interest in relation to the history of Paul.

Beginning of our era
Paul born in Tarsus of Cilicia

Around 35 AD

Conversion-vocation of Paul

35 to 37/38

Paul's activity in Arabia/Nabataea (Gal 1:17)

37-40

Sway of Aretas over Damascus
37/38

Paul returns to Damascus and flees to Jerusalem (2 Cor 11:32). Paul's interview with Cephas (Gal 1:18)

38-48

Paul in Syria and Cilicia. His bonding with the community of Antioch (Gal 1:21; Acts 11:25 f.)

46-48

Drought and sabbatical year in Judea. Scarcity worsened by overall famine in the time of Claudius (Acts 11:27 f.)
Spring of 48

Paul and Barnabas journey to Jerusalem with the collection from Antioch (Acts 12:25 + 15:3 f.)

48-49

"First journey" of Paul and Barnabas [?] (Acts 13-14) and the episode of Cornelius (Acts 10:1 - 11:18)

Early 49

"Conflict at Antioch" (Gal 2:11-15). Paul heads off on his own, bound for Europe. Evangelization of Galatia (Acts 16:1-10)

Autumn of 49

Evangelization of Macedonia [and Athens?] (Acts 16:12 - 17:34)

Late 49

In Athens, drafting of 1 Thes A, delivered by Timothy

49


Expulsion of Jews from Rome by Claudius (Acts 18:2)
Winter of 49-50

Paul establishes himself in Corinth

Early 50

Drafting of 1 Thes B, on Timothy's return (1 Thes 3:6)

June 51-May 52
Gallio proconsul of Achaia
Summer of 51

Paul is brought before Gallio; shortly afterwards he leaves Corinth (Acts 18:12-18)

Autumn of 51

Paul visits Antioch and then goes on to the communities of Galatia (Acts 18:22 f.; Gal 4:13)

Beginning of 52

Paul establishes himself in Ephesus for two and a half years. An especially fruitful period, since the greater part of his letters to Corinth, Philippi, the Galatians and Philemon were written here. An era of special tensions with Corinth; good services done by Titus in difficult moments.

Mid 54

Paul leaves Ephesus, passes through Troas and stays for a time in Macedonia (2 Cor 2:12, 7:5). Drafts his last letter to Corinth (2 Cor 1:1 - 2:13 + 7:5 - 8:24); delivered by Titus.

Winter of 54-55

Paul in Corinth (Acts 20:3; 1 Cor 16:6). Drafts the Letter to the Romans and a letter to Ephesus, preserved in Rom 16:1-23 and also perhaps in Rom 14:1 - 15:6. The polemical letter to Philippi (Phil 3:2 - 4:9 [?]) was written at this time.

54-55

Sabbatical year in Judea. 55 was a year of scarcity
Spring of 55

Paul travels from Corinth to Macedonia, He celebrates Passover in Philippi (Acts 10:56) on April 1st. He travels on through Troas and Miletus (May 20th)

Pentecost 55

He arrives in Jerusalem with the collection

1 July 55

Porcius Festus replaces Felix (Acts 24:27)
Summer of 55

Paul seized in the Temple. Trial before the Sanhedrin and before Roman magistrates. Imprisonment in Caesarea. perhaps for three or four months, waiting for a ship for Rome

Autumn/Winter 55-56
Voyage to Rome (Acts 27:1 - 28:10)

56-58

Paul under house arrest in Rome (Acts 28:30)

58


Trial of Paul before the imperial tribunal, which condemns him to death.

7.2. Dating of the deutero- and trito-Pauline writings
In this case, too, we are dealing only with an approximate dating, since there is much uncertainty surrounding this theme.

60/70 (or even 90)

Colossians

90/100


Ephesians

Late 1st/Early 2nd century
1 and 2 Timothy, Titus

90/95


Hebrews

The 80s


2 Thessalonians

7.3. Dating of the Catholic Epistles
There is even greater uncertainty here. In fact, any dating of these letters is quite conjectural.

Around 60 (or 40 for some,

 100 for others)


James

90/95


1 Peter

Around 90


Jude

1st third of 2nd century

2 Peter

8. Maps
We could copy any of the maps of the Journeys of Paul in our Bibles, or simply consult them whenever we need to.
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