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Any action piogram implies three components: a vision that
perceives the goal to be attained, a strategy that plans, the way to
achieve this goal, and tactics that adjust to the ground realities. Paul’s
approach to Mission can also be viewed under this threefold perspective.
What was the vision that prompted him to become the apostle to the
Nations? What was the global strategy or the general orientations he
adopted when bringing the Good News to the Nations? How did he
carry out this task in the concrete realities of the Greco-Roman world?

I. Paul’s Vision

The encounter with the Risen Christ on the Damascus Road
did not only change the mind of young Rabbi Saul: it determined the
mission perspective of Paul the Apostle (1 Cor 9:1; 15:8-10; Gal 1:15-
16; cf Acts 9:3-19; 22:4-21; 26:9-18).

As young rabbi Saul, fresh from the rabbinical school of Gamaliel.
made his way to persecute the Damascus Christian community, he
did not know much, if anything at all, about Jesus of Nazareth. The
one thing he knew was that Jesus had been condemned by legitimate
authorities, put to shame, exposed as a fraud, and even laid under the
curse of a crucifixion (Gal 3:13 = Dt 21:23). As a zealous advocate of
the Law. Saul could only show contempt tow ards this impostor and his
followers. So he was a bona fide persecutor. In the Damascus
encounter, he was given the revelation that Jesus was indeed the “Son
of God™. He perceived “the light of the glorv of God shining on the
face of Christ™ (2 Cor 4:6). The Cross had now become the sign of
the divine power. The Resurrection of the “accursed™ crucified One
meant that God’s glory had been manifested where the Law saw
shame and that God made his power abide in the weakness of the
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Cross. Recognizing the Messiah in the Crucified One, Paul had comg
to “know Christ and the power of his resurrection”’ (Phil 3:10). Thig
recognition meant that Paul’s sense of values, based on the Law, wag
totally overturned. Such was the illumination (2 Cor 4:6) he received,
It amounted to a radical reinterpretation of his faith in God, and of
what the Law and the Scriptures meant. This revelation questioned
the very sense of Israelite identity. Potentially it did away with the
limitations of the Law, of the circumcision and of the ethnic identification
of Israel. Belonging to God’s true Israel was now open to all those to
whom it would be given to recognize “the glory of God shining on the
face of Christ.” Justification by faith and not by the works of the Law
was thus implicitly contained in the Damascus vision and the manner
in which it subverted Saul’s religious outlook. Now was the time when
the new Covenant was fulfilled, covenant written in the hearts (Jer
31:31-34;32:40; Ez37:26), and universally opened to all peoples (Zech
2:15;Is 19:19-25).

These universalistic implications may not have been clearly
present to Paul’s mind on the very first day. But as the missionary
exper:ence developed, he soon perceived them. The entire mission
policy and strategy of Paul are seminally contained in the Damascus
encounter with the Crucified Risen One. Paul realized that his mission
10 the Gentiles stemmed from the revelation he received of Jesus as
Son of God. He summarized this insight in the terse summary of Gal
1:16: “(God) was pleased to reveal His Son in me, so that I might
proclaim Him to the Nations.” The “accursed one” of Calvary was
indeed the Son of God, the bearer of God’s eschatological plan. This
revelation implied the vision of a new Israel of God identified by faith
and not by Law. Such was the Good News to be brought to all the

Nations.
IL. The Strategy /

1. To all Nations?

It should first be noticed that Paul did not go to all the nations of
the world. He went only to the West leaving out both the East (Interior

"
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syria, Mesopotamia, Persia and even India) and the South (Egypt,
Nubia, Ethiopia, Lybia, etc.). All those countries were well known in
the Antiquity and considered to be important. From the Jewish point of
view, they were even more renowned than the West on account of an
age old and influential Jewish presence. Tuming his back on such
major countries implied a definite option on the part of Paul. How to
account for this “Western” Pauline strategy? Many commentators
and lives of Paul do not see any problem or take it for granted that the
Mediterranean world was the only one which mattered at that time.
This Eurocentric perception is both anachronistic and biased. The
average Jew or Roman citizen attributed more value, both economically
and culturally, to Egypt, Babylonia and Persia than to Gaul or Spain,
not to speak of Britain or Germany, considered as tribal and uncultured

distant tracts. Those who saw the problem have proposed different
explanations which remain unconvincing,.'

Actually Paul’s Western strategy was not of his own making.
It was the outcome of his unexpected success with the Gentiles, ratified
by the Jerusalem Assembly. Acts 16:6-7 reports that twice Paul’s
planning was disrupted by the Holy Spirit which “did not allow them™
to go to various parts of Asia Minor. Finally pushed about by the Spirit
he landed in Troas, on the extreme Western tip of Asia, where he had
the vision of a Macedonian imploring him: “Come over to Macedonia
and help us.” So, crossing the Dardanelles and the Aegean Sea, he
reached Macedonia, and entered Greece and Europe. The story does
not say how the Spirit addressed him. Probably it was through fortuitous
circumstances: climactic conditions, non-availability of caravans,
insecurity of the roads, lack of finalcial resources, etc. What is clear is
that Luke and Paul saw the guidance of the Spirit in these circumstances
and in the unexpected success of their Greek apostolate with the
Gentiles.

For Paul, “it was great sorrow and constant anguish” that
“Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have achieved it ... but
that Israel, who pursued the law of righteousness, did not attain to that
law” (Rom 9:2.30-31). But so it was and Paul had to accept this
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ix}scmtable and unsearchable mystery of God’s ways (Rom 11:33). So
did also the early apostolic Church at the Jerusalem Council:

When they saw that I had been entrusted with the gospel
to the uncircumcised, just as Peter to the circumcised,
for the one who worked in Peter for an apostolate to the
circumcised worked also in me for the Gentiles, and when
they recognized the grace bestowed upon me, James
and Kephas and John, who were reputed to be pillars,
gave me and Barnabas their right hands in partnership,
that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the

circumcised (Gal 2:7-9).

To the “pillars” is assigned the “circumcision”; to Paul, the
uncircumcision. But what is the meaning of this division?
Commentators are divided. Some understand it in a personal or ethnical
sense: evangelization of the Jews would be the monopoly of Kephas
all over the world whereas Paul would not be allowed to address
Jews2 Others take it in a geographical sense: the proclamation of
Gospel for the non-pauline group would be restricted to Jewish
territories, usually understood as Palestine; Paul is given the rest of
the world 3 In modern canonical language, the two interpretations put
the matter respectively in terms of personal or territorial jurisdiction.

But neither interpretation is satisfactory. The ethnic interpretation
goes against the data of the Acts which report Paul giving systematically
first chance to the Jews (Acts 13:5.14; 14:1; 16:13; 17:1£.10; 18:4f;
19:8); it goes also against Paul’ own statement: “to the Jews I became
like a Jew to win over the Jews” (1 Cor 9:20). The geographical
interpretation proposes a very unequal division: the entire world to
Paul versus tiny Palestine for the apostolic team. Neither does it
correspond to the facts since, as we saw, Paul did not cover the entire
world but only its Western part. As for Peter, the New Testament
data do not show him confined to Palestine only. According to Gal
2:11-14, he is in Antioch along with Paul. A solid tradition connects him

with Rome.
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In despair, recourse has been had to a “kerygmatic” or
theological interpretation: jt would be a matter of two missions based
on two different theologies, the one based on the continued acceptance
of the Jewish Torah, the other one, the Pauline mission, that would
dispense with the Jewish Law and its requirements of circumcision,
alimentary taboos, celebration of feasts, etc. But this kerygmatic
hypothesis oversimplifies the issue by positing an antithesis between
Peter, apostle of a Jewish Christian Gospel, and Paul, messenger of
the Gospel of liberty. This would be a return to the old Hegelian views
of F.C. Baur whereas present scholarship has shown the wider
pluralism of Judaism as well as of the emerging Jewish Christian
movement. Moreover, this purely theological solution does not do justice
to the concrete problem which was one of persons and of jurisdictions.

The solution was already proposed by J. Munck some 50 years
ago.

We must assume that according to it [the Jerusalem
decision] Peter received Palestine, Syria and presumably

also the eastern districts inside and outside the Roman

Empire, where fora very long time there had been large

Jewish colonies. Paul was allotted the whole of the Greek

Diaspora stretching westwards from Syria as far as the

Roman domination extended s

"To Kephas’allotment Munck could have added Egyptand North
Africa as well. Through the successive waves of Hebrew immigration
and due to the conversion movement of “proselytes,” attracted by
Judaism, Jewish presence and influence had spread to large areas of
Asia (Syria, Mesopotamia, Iran, - even India?) and Africa (Egypt,
Lybia, Sudan, Ethiopia).

As claimed by Philo, writing towards 40 CE,

My native city [Jerusalem] is the mother city not of one
country Judaea but of most of the others in virtue of the
colonies sent out at diverse times to the neighbouring
lands of Egypt, Phoenicia, Syria, and the rest as well
and the lands lying far apart... 1 say nothing of the
countries beyond the Euphrates. .., Babylon and the other

satrapies.®
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This area was not entirely converted to the Jewish faith. Yet
the Jewish presence was sufficient to consider that Jewish culture
was present there. The Jewish viewpoint is well expressed in Acts
15:21: “In every city, for generations past, Moses has had those who |
proclaim him, for he has been read aloud every Sabbath in the

synagogues.”
On the contrary, prior to 70 and with the exception of Rome

and of few rare and thin Jewish communities on the Greek Eastem
fagade of the Mediterranean Sea, Europe was largely “pagan.”

The division therefore is of a cultural order. On the one hand,
the “Pillars” kept to themselves the part of the world imbued with the
Torah culture, Asia and Africa, or at least the part of it which belonged
to the usual Jewish geographical horizon. The other part is the
“uncircumcision,” i.e. the part of the world not yet imbued with Torah

culture, i.e. the “pagan” West, Europe.

This interpretation has important implications.

First it keeps open the possibility of one or several non-Pauline
Mission fields. There is no reason to limit Peter’s missionary outreach
to Palestine only. This does not mean that he alone evangelized Asia
and Africa. However the Jerusalem agreement opened a wide field to
“them”, the apostolic body, the movement issuing from the J erusalem
Church. Peter is to be viewed as a missionary figure as well as Paul.
The fact that Peter is to be viewed as a missionary does not mean that

he has resigned his leadership. In the line of a proper ecclesiology and
missiology, he exercises his leadership precisely in a missionary attitude.

It should be understood that, in the apostolic perspective, not
only geographically butalso theologically, in terms of the divine ecomony,
the “world of the circumcision” had more significance than the area
ascribed to Paul. For the early Church, Jerusalem remained the
theological centre of the world and, for the early Christians, West
Asians as they were, in spite of the reputation of the Roman Empire,
Asia and the known part of Africa (Egypt, Ethiopia, Cyrenaica) kept
their cultural, economic and religious prestige. The role assigned to

1
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peter remained that of primacy but understood in terms of a
missiological pre-eminence. As for Paul, he was not just using bashful

' language when he called himself “the least of the apostles” (1 Cor

15:9).2 Calling Paul “The Apostle,” as if he were the only one, is unfair
to Peter and the others. It fails also to account for the pluralism of
mission movements in the early Church. Neither is it helpful to
understand Paul’s position in this intense multiform mission dynamism.

2. To all People?

Paul did not go to all the peoples of the world. Neither did he

attempt to reach every living soul or at least as many as possible
within the area assigned to him.

In Rom 15:19, he presumes that he has “finished preaching the
Gospel of Christ.”” Now not only did he not go to the whole world, but
he did not even really cover the part of the world assigned to him. In
the rather few places where he went, he established only small
communities which would hardly qualify even as “minorities.” Moreover
he does not exhort the believers to go out and convert their country

people. He just expects their faith witness to influence others (1 Cor
14:22-25;7:12-16).

Paul is not motivated by the desire to “save souls” or to
Christianize the world. His motivation is to proclaim the Gospel and to
establish communities of the new Israel. Paul is not disturbed by the
fact that these communities constitute a small minority. They are the
“remnant” announced by the prophets (Mic 5:6fF; Zep 3:12; Is 4:4;
10:22; 28:5; Jer 23:3; 31:7; see Rom 9:27; 11:3-5). Universal salvation
is God’s eschatological work; Paul’s role is to anticipate the last days
by bringing out the “small remnant.” The salvation of all remains an
eschatological perspective. Actually Paul views himself as the
eschatological prophet in a unique position.'” He has co-workers but
he does not think of successors. It is only in Acts and in the Pastoral
letters that the question of succession will be raised. Paul has too
acute an eschatological sense of urgency to be concerned about the
following generations. It follows that the self-image of Paul is not so
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muc.:h thatofamodel as that of a representative of God’s eschatologicy)
design. Rather than providing an exemplar to be imitated, Paul leag;

into the mystery of the eschatological Good News of God’s savin, |

purpose.

It is clear that Paul and the other apostles “thought in
representative terms... without counting noses™' and
that “this representative missionary method. .. restricted
itself to the main centres,”'? and selected centers at that.
Paul’s purpose was not to convert the world: that he left-
to God. He did not seem to have been overanxious to
gatherevery single inhabitant of the world in the Christian
fold. His aim was to cast in the world “the light of the
Gospel of the glory of Christ who is the image of God”
(2 Cor 4:4). His letters show his eagerness to have the
Christian communities radiant centers of lived faith, ““with

unveiled faces, mirroring the glory of the Lord™ (2 Cor
3:18). Like Jesus, Paul would have said: “I came to bring
fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled”
(Lk 12:49). But his role was to be the spark. Then fire

was to burn by itself."?

Paul’s mission strategy does not plan to convert as many souls
as possible to snatch them away from hellfire. It aims at setting up
ekidesiai, communities of faith and love, anticipating and embodying
the hope of the eschatological plenitude, “shining like lights in the world”
(Phil 2:15), “giving the light of the knowledge of the glory of God
which shines on the face of Christ” (2 Cor 4:6).

II1. The Mission Praxis

As regards Paul’s missionary praxis, it is flexible. He does not
follow any systematic model. According to circumstances, he combines
the methods of the itinerant charismatics, of the Jewish rabbis, of the
peripatetic Stoic and Cynic philosophers. Any attempt to reduce his
methods to a single pattern can only mutilate his rich personality and
fail to do justice to his creative availability to the Spirit.

— ;
-
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1. Setting of Paul’s Preaching

Philosophers lectured on public squares or in the midst of a
group of disciples. Wandering charismatics went from house to house
(Mt 10:11-14). For Paul there was no fixed setting. Every situation
provided a setting to the proclamation of the Good News: house
preaching (1 Cor 1:16), place where he recovers from sickness (Gal
4:13-15) or from persecutions (1 Thess 2:2). Jail itself becames a
pulpit (Phil 1:12-14). His professional activity particularty tumed out to
be an opportunity to evangelize. “Working with his own hands” (Acts
20:34-35; 1 Thess 2:9; 2 Thess 3:8; 1 Cor4:12; 9:13-15), he used his
professional contacts to announce the Message. His trade called for
few implements only and so made his moving about easier. He used
his trade relationships as an ogcasion to contact people either as co-
workers or as customers.!* Paul was not tied up to any “professional”
place of communication. Acts 20:20-21 summarizes it adequately:
“teaching in public and in your homes, I earnestly bore witness...”

2. A few features of Paul’s methods

A few specific features can be traced in his approach to his
mission task.

2.1. Ecclesial work

Paul’s Mission was ecclesial work. He did not work as a free
lancer but depended on the support of existing communities which
were his “base camps™: Antioch (Acts 13:1-3), then Corinth (1 Thess)
and Ephesus (54-57: 1-2 Cor). If he goes to Rome, it is to make the
City the base for his ministry in Spain (Rom 15:23-29). The apostle is
not only the apostle of Christ; he is also “apostle of the churches™ (2
Cor 8:28; Phil 2:25), the representative of the churches.

This ecclesial sense manifests itself in team work. He begins
his ministry first with Barnabas and Mark (Acts 14:4-5), then with
Timothy and Silvanus (15:40-16:3)." Even his letters are no personal
correspondence but joint messages of the apostolic team. “Paul wrote
from within a community. He surrounded himself with helpers, co-
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Senglers. .., scribes,... greeters from the local congregation,
commissioners and visitors from other churches.”'¢ He mentions |
Sosthenes (1 Cor 1:1), Timothy (2 Cor 2:1; Phil 1:1; 1 Thess 1:1; Phil
11:1), Silvanus (1 Thess 1:1) as co-authors. He also enlists the help of
a secretary like Tertius (Rom 16:22) whose role is likely to have beep
more than that of a passive copyist."”

2.2. From Apostle to Pastor

Progressively Paul came to spend a longer time in his “mission
stations.” The first journey was a kind of evangelical raid in a rush
from place to place. The Acts of the Apostles mention eight towns
which Paul evangelizing activity covered in a few months time (Acts
13:4-14:-26). He might not have stayed more than a few weeks in
each place. But soon Paul found out that this flying type of
evangelization left many problems unsolved. 1 Cor illustrates the
problems facing a community, animated by an intense faith but left
without clear points of reference as regards the way of life. The Apostle
must also turn into a Pastor. This is why, in course of time, the stay in
the central cities of his ministry tends to be longer: two years in Corinth
(50-52), close to three in Ephesus (54-57)."

2.3. Creativity in the Spirit

A striking feature of Paul’s mission methods is that they are
often the opposite of Jesus’ practice. In a way it could even be said
that Paul did just the reverse of what Jesus had done. Jesus ministry
was largely confined to Palestine and even to Galilee; Paul went to
the world at large. Jesus gave priority to the Jews, Paul to the Gentiles.
Jesus himself being a poor villager from Nazareth adopted a rural type
of ministry; coming from a family a small scale industrialists of Asia
Minor, Paul adopted an urban approach, covering the main cities of
the Mediterranean world. Adapted to his audience, Jesus’ language ¢
was rustic, based on the realities of the soil, ploughing, sowing and
harvesting, planting, pruning and picking fruits; Paul’s rhetoric is urban:
his symbolism reflects the interests of a Hellenistic education: music
(1 Cor 14:7ff), sports (1 Cor 9:24f), politics (Phil 3:20), societal

~
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structures (1 Cor 12:14-27 and frequent recourse to the slave
metaphor). Jesus’ speech is mostly narrative, Paul’s argumentative.
Jesus is unconcerned with financial resources (Mt 10:9-15); for Paul,

money can be an apostolic tool (1 Cor 16:1-4; Gal 2:10; 2 Cor 8-9;
11:7-9; Phil 1:5;4:15-19).

Paul wants to “know only Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1
Cor 2:2). But his fidelity to Christ is no slavish mimicry. It is inhabited
by the creativity and the freedom of the Spirit. Paul’s hermeneutics in

action will determine that of the Church throughout the ages, through
faithful and creative inculturation and contextualization.

3. Prayer

An important aspect of Paul’s mission praxis is prayer, the alpha
and omega of Paul’s ministry.!

3.1. Prayer the alpha of Paul’s mission

Paul’s activity is rooted in prayer. In it Paul’s zeal finds its
beginning and source. He looks at his communities and approaches
their problems in the light of prayer: most of his letters begin with a
prayer (Rom 1:8-12; 1 Cor 1:4-9; 2 Cor 1:3-5; Phil 1:3-11; 1 Thess 1:2-
4; 2 Thess 1:3-5; Phlm 4-5; cf Eph 1:3-13; Col 1:3-11). Those
thanksgivings, petitions and hymns are not just a pious exercise before
starting a task. They represent a basic attitude to face life and ministry
from the viewpoint of God and Christ. The prayers that punctuate his
letters show that his action takes place in front of God (cf. Rom 8:31-
39;11:33-36; 16:25-27; Phil 2:6-11; 1 Thess 5:23-24, etc.). Like his life,
Paul’s ministry is firmly rooted “in Christ.” The support of the
communities consists also in prayer (1 Thess 5:25; 2 Thess 3:1; Rom
15:30; cf. Eph 6:18-19; Col 3:4). Prayer is a way toshare in the apostles’
toils, “to join him in his struggle by their prayers to God on his behalf”
(Rom 15:30).

3.2. Prayer the omega of evangelization

Prayer is indeed the intended end of evangelizing activity.
Evangelization does not aim to lead only to faith but to prayer. The
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analysis of the evangelization process in Rom 10:13-17 makes it cleay
that the sequence does not end only with faith but with the “invocation
of the name.” Hence the frequent exhortations to prayer (Rom 12:12,
15:11; Phil 4:6, etc.). Christian life is an anticipation of the eternal joy;
“Rejoice in the Lord always. I shall say it again: rejoice!.. The Lord s
near. Have no anxiety at all, but in everything, by prayer and petition,
with thanksgiving, make your requests known to God. Then the peace
of God that surpasses all understanding will guard your hearts and
minds in Christ Jesus™ (Phil 4:4-7).

Conclusion

Much more could be said about Paul’s missionary outlook and
practice.? For instance, the deep link between his mission perspective,
his spirituality and his theology and even his rhetoric could be further
explored. It would take the dimensions of a full book to analyze the
congents of Paul’s Gospel and its implications as regards human society.
Much has been written, for instance, about his emphatic socio-
anthropological statement: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, thereis
neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female” (Gal 3:28;
cf. 1 Cor 12:13; Col 3:11). Of late also the question of the female co-

workers of Paul has drawn a lot of attention.?!

Richand far-reaching as it is, Paul’s outlook should not be isolated
from that of other trends of the Apostolic Church. As seen above, the
Jerusalem decision reported in Gal 2:8-9 did not intend to give Paul the
monopoly of the Mission. It rather sets it in the larger context of a
more diversified movement. The “Kephas movement” might have
adopted a mission model that differed from that of Paul. If Paul was
more voluntarist and systematic, planning his campaign, making use
of financial resources, Peter followed a more pliant attitude along the
lines of the Jewish Diaspora, of its channels of influence and its socio-
economic and religious connections. A specific Johannine mission model
can also be detected.”

Paul was certainly a towering figure of the early Church and
there is no gainsaying his contribution to the early Christian mission.
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But Paul’s eminence is not belittled when viewed in the broader context
of the dynamics of the Apostolic Church. An admiration that would
isolate him would result in a short sighted reading of the New
Testament. Our knowledge of Paul himself, of the apostolic period
and even of missiology can only benefit by paying due tribute and

giving due attention to both the greatness of Paul and the Spirit inspired
other Mission currents of the New Testament. ‘
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