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Exchanging Passions:

The Apostle Paul’s Economy of Religious Identity

Abstract

In his epistle to the Galatians, the Apostle Paul gives his most extensive autobiographical information. He tells us that he was religiously competitive, "zealous for the traditions of my ancestors." In Romans he writes pf the problems of passions, as when men are consumed with passion for one another. Yet Paul does not have a polemic against passion per se, for he himself continues to write with zeal, and speaks approvingly of zeal when it is enlightened by God's righteousness. Between Damascus and Rome, something has happened to Paul's passions. 

In line with the "new perspective on Paul," this paper will look at passion in an economic rather than a personal context. Yet for Paul and his first century audience, economy is oikonomos, household law. Paul presents two economic models for passion: those of the empire, and those of the messianic community. This way of looking at Paul's writings makes sense of his extensive parenesis, which the classic faith/works dichotomy cannot. It will also be seen that the two models represent examples of bad and good mimesis, after Girard.
In contrast to the previous paper, and in some contrast to my usual approach to focus on close textual readings, today I want to draw back and look at a broader picture.

Who is Paul? I’ve been interested in this question for quite some time, ever since I first came to recognize that I had a very influential namesake. It keeps coming up even in very simple ways, when in a church service or other conversation, I hear someone say, “Well, as Paul said…”

Who is this Paul, and what is he saying? What’s my relationship to this strange ancestor?

So when the opportunity for this conference came along, it seemed a good opportunity to look at Paul and his passion. It is precisely his passion – as I understand the modern term – which both attracted and repelled me. Paul, not unlike other ancient writers, puts strong emotions into prose, and, even if you can’t figure out what he means, you have little doubt that he has taken a stand on things about which he cares passionately. 

Yet the conference theme poses an immediate challenge in thinking about Paul and passion. Passion is not the same for Paul as it is for a modern reader. The Greek words behind the English “passion,” pascho and related words like pathos, mean something distinctly different. These first denote an experience, whatever befalls one, especially evil or affliction. They can also mean impulse, change, and even emotion as we understand emotions. But in the New Testament, pathos most often means suffering, and particularly the suffering of Christ. “Passion” informed by the New Testament language is not something personal and certainly not normally under one’s control – it does not usually seem to be a matter of will. Where it is used in the sense of impulse or will, it is never in a positive sense.

Perhaps most famously, in Romans 1:26, Paul writes of the problems of passions, as when humans are given up to dishonorable passions, where (apparently) men and women exchange their natural desire for one another for some kind of unnatural desire, men doing shameless things with one another. 

Yet I am interested both in Paul’s passion in the modern sense, his strong emotions and desire, and in where and how this intersects with Paul’s pathos. 

Paul does not have a polemic against passion per se, for he himself continues to write passionately, and speaks approvingly of zeal when it is enlightened by God’s righteousness (Rom 10:2). Between Damascus and Rome, something has happened to Paul’s passions. What I hope to do in this paper is to sketch out the big picture, and we can look at specific details about this in the after-time.

I focused on two terms which I identified as key. There is pascho/pathos (passion), and also zelos. This term I identify as both an important Pauline word in relation to passion and to Girard. Zelos, normally translated as zeal, may also be translated as envy, jealousy, fervant desire, or even as imitation. I also looked at, although will not significantly treat in this paper, places where Paul seems particularly passionate – for example, Galatians 3:1, “You foolish Galatians!” 
So, I begin by reading the Pauline letters, paying particular attention to where Paul uses language about what we might call passions, and where Paul describes passionate people. For reasons of time, I also concentrated on the three Pauline letters I know best: Romans, Galatians, and Philippians, all generally accepted as his later correspondence. While this is a matter of some debate, I understand these letters as expressing relatively developed thinking by Paul.

In doing this work, I noticed that very frequently Paul’s language about passionate people is language about identity.

PASSION AND IDENTITY

Throughout the corpus of Pauline literature, Paul (and pseudononymous authors) speaks of several classes of people. He makes a number “I-statements,” where he says things specifically about himself. He frequently addresses his direct audience, making “You-statements” about and to his audience. He also makes “They-statements,” describing an Other beyond Paul and his direct audience. And finally, Paul makes “We-statements,” which refer to something held in common, some kind of union between Paul and his audience. While this identity language suffuses his letters, virtually every use of pathos and zelos is directly related to identity definition.

PAUL AS AN “I” – PAUL THE ZEALOT

Here I shall focus on Paul’s “I”-language, the Pauline ego, and particularly the zealous Paul. Paul himself is a puzzle. A Jew who embarks upon a mission to Gentiles. A putative Pharisee who nevertheless eats with Gentile sinners. A seeming chameleon who seeks to be all things to all people. And, in many ways, the Jewish founder of the Christian church as it subsequently developed as a gentile church, a thing separate from post-Temple Judaism.

Paul’s own identity, as it can be judged from his letters and (perhaps) from descriptions of him in the book of Acts, is undoubtedly complex. It has become a staple of New Testament teaching nowadays to be careful when speaking of Paul’s conversion. My principal teacher of Pauline studies, Prof. Brigitte Kahl, stressed over and over again that in Paul’s lifetime there is no such thing as a Christianity distinct from Judaism, and that in no way can Saul have been converted from Judaism to Christianity. This is most certainly true.

And yet, something clearly happened on that road to Damascus – or someplace like it – for Saul changed. Language about change abounds throughout Pauline literature, and Paul continually exhorts his listeners to live new lives in Christ, and how exactly they should do that. While this is scattered throughout his letters, Paul’s exhortation is commonly found in parenetic sections at the end of every undisputedly Pauline letter (excepting the very brief Philemon). This has proven to be a bit of a problem for Protestant scholars, since Paul, the apostle of grace, takes quite a bit of time telling his audience what they should and even must do – the dreaded works! Examining Paul’s statements about himself helps provide a picture of what Paul expects from his audience as their response to Paul’s kerygma of Christ.

In Paul’s own letters, he talks only twice at any length about his pre-Christ experience. In Galatians 1:13-14, Paul tells his audience that: “You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous (zelos) for the traditions of my ancestors.” Also in Philippians 3:4-6, “If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal (zelos), a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.”

Both passages are heavily involved in identity politics. Galatians as a letter is directed at the issue of what identity in Christ means for the different groups – principally Jew and Gentile – who turn towards God revealed in Jesus Christ, and this passage is the beginning of Paul’s claim of divine authority for his message about how the Galatians are to be part of the new community in Christ. The Philippians passage is directed towards the same end – defining the community in Christ as different from the community constituted in the flesh, i.e. circumcision.

So what changed for Paul? A nonviolent reader can easily see that what changed for Paul was his conversion from a persecutor to one who is willing to suffer (pascho) persecution. Paul himself identifies his zealousness for the traditions of his ancestors as antithetical to his reconstituted identity as a servant of Christ. Yet what is problematic about this passionate zeal?

WHY DID THE PRE-DAMASCUS, 

ZEALOUS PAUL PERSECUTE ‘THE WAY’?

What was the threat of the post-resurrection Jesus-movement which Paul perceived as a threat to his core religious and social identity? It could not really have been because the Messianic Jews were recruiting Gentiles in a threatening way. If this were so, Paul the apostle would not have had to – at a much later date – fight such battles over his mission to the Gentiles and the terms for their inclusion. No, Paul clearly stakes out himself as the Number One apostle to the Gentiles.

I can see basically two options. The first is that Paul, while not likely himself a Pharisee, evidenced a similar orientation towards their common religious tradition, which was focused on Torah-obedience as a way of sanctifying the people Israel. The Messianic Jews, as evidenced in Pauline texts like Gal 2:12 (where Peter is described as eating with Gentiles until challenged), evidenced a certain laxity towards applying that law. (There are also numerous texts in the Gospels and Acts which point to this issue.) When Paul says that he was “zealous for the traditions of the fathers,” Paul means Torah/nomos/law. Yet the past generation of scholarship has revealed that 1st century Judaism – and Pharasaism generally – was much more diverse and negotiable than the New Testament polemic texts indicate. Many Jews held to a looser standard of observance than demanded by a “Pharasaic” type of interpretation. Yet Paul did not seek out lax Jews to encourage their obedience – he selected these particular groups of Jews as objects of persecution.

What did these Jesus-Jews symbolize for Paul the zealot that other Jews did not? According to Paul’s own testimony, these Jesus people presented to him and to other fellow Jews the scandal of the cross. Their messianism by itself was not a problem – there were many messianic movements, and a general messianism might actually have been mainstream Judaism of the time. But these groups, by acclaiming Jesus as Messiah, claimed that God had broken the cosmic order, and that the traditional boundaries of sanctity and purity were ruptured by God’s embrace of a crucified Messiah. Their offense was one of boundary violation. Even read in light of Girard, it is still difficult for us to grasp how this claim was scandalous. To Paul and to his fellow Jews – and certainly to the Romans – resurrection = insurrection.

Christian tradition has correctly identified several passages in this vein as core to Paul’s proclamation. “For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a scandal to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles…” (1 Cor 1:22, itself a response to the politics of division in the Corinthian ekklesia, Paul’s proclamation that God has ruptured the community order.)

There is also the Christ hymn in Philippians 2. God, who has the capacity to rule the universe, went to the bottom of the social order, taking the form of a disobedient slave – and then this crucified rebel is exalted as Lord.

Gal 3:27-28 “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” The old boundaries do not apply, the hierarchy, the sacred order of the cosmos is turned upside down. (See also Rom 3:28, “For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law.) 
PAUL’S USE OF EXPERIENCE TO 

CONSTRUE AND RECONSTITUTE IDENTITY

Paul has used his own experience as a religiously zealous person, and his transformative experience in Christ to understand identity. And it is precisely here that I would like to focus.

Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapters 9-11 is Paul’s longest and presumably last known discussion of the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in the new Christian community. Paul affirms his origin as a Jew: “my own people, my kindred according to the flesh” (9:3). Yet this identity, once so zealously held by Paul, is now relativized, for he goes on to speak of “his own people” as “them.” “My heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved. I can testify that they have a zeal for God, but it is not enlightened” (10:1-2).

In his generally quite excellent article on Paul’s relationship to Israel, Richard Rubenstein concludes that: “To be a Jew faithful to the traditions of the Pharisees and rabbis, the religion of the Jewish mainstream, was for Paul and his heirs to be in willful enmity, rebellion, and apostasy against God” (Rubenstein 82). He softens the critique by noting how Paul regards this as fraternal strife, and attributing the more dramatic and patholigical separation between ekklesia and synagogue to subsequent generations. But this is a significant misreading. First, Pharisaic and rabbinic Judaism is not mainstream Judaism at the time of Paul. I do not know if we can identify a mainstream Judaism at this time, but I would think that the Temple makes a better claim for the center. Second, fraternal religious strife is precisely the most troubling kind, as any reader of the Cain and Abel story should be aware. And finally, it is not faithfulness to the law and tradition that Paul criticizes, rather it is a particular kind of zeal for the law, a passion gone awry.

Now, to Paul’s parenesis, his extensive exhortations to his audience to actually do things, and behave in certain ways. Protestant interpretations of Paul have largely downplayed the importance of this in Paul’s economy of faith. But for Paul and his first century audience, economy is oikonomos, household law, and households are all about boundaries and identity.

Paul presents two economic models for passion: those of the empire, and those of the messianic community. He locates his Jewish background in an intermediate state between the two, but locates his opponents firmly within the kingdom of empire. If you look at his lists of vices and virtues, and also at the household codes in later Pauline literature, you see Paul presenting two alternative worlds of passion (in the modern sense of emotion and desire).

Now Paul’s claim in Romans 1 can be seen as critical. The wicked have exchanged truth for a lie, and natural passion for unnatural (in Paul’s understanding). He follows this claim immediately with a vice list. So one can readily conclude that Paul’s solution is to commend a reverse exchange. The passions directed towards vice are to be exchanged for an enlightened zeal directed at God. But not simply the God of Israel, but the God revealed in a crucified Messiah. The passion for God is directed not solely at the kingdom of glory, but at the God who is at the bottom of the social heap, the outcast and humiliated Jesus.

Paul’s solution can be presented in two ways. First is a strategic vision, that two groups can be joined in one community without erasing prior identity. Paul never abandons his identity as a Jew – but he never describes himself as a Jew in the present tense. His new identity in Christ has surpassed his prior identity without superceding it. 

Paul also presents a tactical approach, which is perhaps less successful. “Now I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I glorify my ministry in order to make my own people jealous, and thus save some of them” (Rom 11:13-14). He attempts to understand his ministry as a process of exciting a positive mimesis.

However, this sounds like a none-too-convincing attempt to make the best of a bad situation. Paul also knows that jealousy/zealotry is dangerous. In a line which is often translated confusingly, Paul speaks to the Galatians about those who are working at cross purposes to him: “They are jealous of you, but not to any good purpose, to the contrary, they desire to exclude you, so that you might be jealous of them” (Gal 4:17, my translation).
 

The central point here is exclusion – the scapegoat mechanism. The jealousy leads not to a positive imitation, but is a competitive process where some are excluded, and envy excited. This kind of passion – this focus on the ordering or ranking of identity – leads to division and persecution. For Paul, it is precisely this kind of passion which is in need of conversion.
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� There is no immediate referent to the “they” in this verse, but those preaching a circumcision gospel is the best reading. They hope to excite the Gentile (even barbarian) Galatians envy for circumcision, thus making this mark of the flesh a marker of status in the divine order. Paul speaks for different categories altogether.
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