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Summary
The letters of St. Paul constitute a large and important body of the Christian Scriptures, yet even serious students have found them challenging. This article sketches an overview of the letters, then focuses on a key idea that can help readers understand St. Paul and the essence of his letters. His focus moves away from the law to relationships with God and in community.  This development parallels general human development and the Hebrew Scriptures. It can help us grow and build peace in our tumultuous world today. 

The Pauline Letters are Important but Difficult

St. Paul wrote some of the earliest parts of the New Testament.  He died in the early 60’s, while Mark, the first Gospel, probably did not take shape until the late 60’s. Not only did he write early, but he wrote many letters.  Of the 27 books in the New Testament, 13 are called Pauline letters, dealing with a full range of topics, from dogmas to moral practices, at a formative time in the Church, answering many questions.  We continue to deal with many of the same questions today. 

Pauline letters are read during nearly every Sunday liturgy. Catholics may enjoy an interesting, even shocking, story of the Hebrew Scriptures in the first reading, and an endearing event in Jesus’ life in the third reading. Yet many find the second reading, mainly from the Pauline letters, difficult to grasp and thus mostly not helpful, uninspiring, even frustrating and discouraging. Even serious theological students have difficulty with Paul. According to Raymond E. Brown, one of the best Scriptures scholars of the 20th Century,

We students had to memorize letter outlines and make maps of the journeys of Paul; the professors spent hours discussing Pauline chronology and whether he went to South Galatia or North Galatia.  In my own teaching I have come to recognize that much of that is important; but I have not forgotten that such an emphasis engendered no love for Paul and, at least in some of my classmates, proved a permanent block … (1997, p. 446).  

Other chapters in this publication, and other workshops at the conference, will provide you with the important details. The next section of this paper will also lay out some of the details, before we focus on the one main theme that can help us appreciate Paul and his letters so that the details will not become a roadblock. 

Some Complications: What Letters?

Most people know that, in the New Testament, the Pauline letters follow the four Gospels and Acts; and they precede seven letters by other apostles, namely James, Peter, John and Jude, plus Revelation. Yet between Acts and the Letter of James there are three groups of letters in the following order:

· Nine Pauline letters to congregations. The Catholic Bible arranges this group mainly in the order of length, from Roman (7111 words) to 2 Thessalonians (832 words). One exception is that Galatians with 2230 words precedes Ephesians with 2422 words. 

· Four Pauline letters to individual Christian leaders, also arranged from the longest to shortest.

· The Letter to the Hebrews

At one time Hebrews was presumed to be from Paul, though the letter itself does not claim that it is from Paul, and the style differs significantly from the 13 Pauline letters, so we will not consider it Pauline. Of the 13 Pauline letters, most scholars agree that the following seven letters are by Paul himself, in somewhat chronological order: 1 Thessalonians,  1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Romans, Philippians, and Philemon.  Focusing on the undisputed Pauline letters is only the first step, because many complications remain: Paul wrote these letters to different situations during a span of over a decade during which Paul himself changed somewhat.  Another source of complications, at least for us, is that the general nature of letter writing has changed. 

What is a Letter and How to Read It?
Today we read a personal letter differently from an email, a text message, a twitter, a bank letter accompanying credit card offers, or a court letter arrived by certified mail. The Pauline letters come from another very different category, which may startle people today. The author did not write the letter, but a scribe did. The stated sender, “Paul, slave of God,” might not be the author, as in the case of Deutero-Pauline letters.  The recipients had to be declared because the hand-carried letters did not provide the context on an envelope. There was no “Sincerely yours” at the end, but people expected a thanksgiving at the beginning and a prayer of doxology at the end.  Knowing what was commonly expected, we can recognize what was unusual and unique in Paul. 

Fortunately there are many helpful sources concerning Paul’s letters, including many on the Internet. Unfortunately there are so many sources that we can get lost, without finding the most helpful guides. What is most helpful depends on one’s own level of understanding. Those who are at a high level can evaluate the sources and learn how to find what is most appropriate for themselves. One excellent source for beginners is the Electronic New Testament Educational Resources (ENTER), by Felix Just, S.J., Ph.D., Director of Biblical Education at the Loyola Institute for Spirituality in Orange, CA., at http://catholic-resources.org/. Instead of repeating his excellent points on important topics, we refer to his articles at that website, particularly on the following topics: 

· Structure of NT Epistles/Letters

· Pauline Chronology: His Life and Missionary Work

· Pauline Geography

· Social Aspects of the Pauline Churches

· Major Pauline Themes

He presents a short outline for each topic, with helpful features such as color maps and comparative tables across letters.  Each detail helps us understand Paul a little better. As Fr. Brown states, “The Gospels engendered spontaneous attraction, but Paul’s letters necessitated laborious plodding” (p. 446). For example, Paul was arrested several times, so we need to understand the court system then. These details have been much enhanced by biblical scholarship over the last few centuries, as well as archeological and historical discoveries. See, for example, Social-Science Commentary on the Letters of Paul by Malina and Pilch (2006). Some of us might enjoy some details at first, but we may also risk a “permanent block” unless we have an overall framework to grasp Paul’s complex letters. 

Psycho-Spiritual Development: An Overall Framework from Law to Wisdom
Fr. Richard Rohr, OFM, points out that the overall outline of the Hebrew Bible reveals the process of psycho-spiritual development (2008).  The Bible is called TaNaKh in Hebrew because it contains three major parts: The Torah ("Teaching" or the Law), Nevi'im ("Prophets") and Ketuvim ("Writings" or Wisdom). The Law provides a stable order for us to start our growing process, but eventually the Law reveals that it is not sufficient and leads to all forms of corruption; that is essentially the constructive message by the prophets. Once we realize that we cannot save ourselves by clinging to the Law, we surrender and break through to the wisdom stage, which paradoxically is the only way to complete the law and the prophets (Mt 5:17). 

The life of Paul illustrates this transformation.  He kept the law to the point that he participated in the murder of St. Stephen in the name of the law. The law formed him and the law foiled him: 

A foil is “a necessary frustration.” Now Paul will say that the law is such a foil in Romans 7:7-13 and other places: He will actually say that God gave us the law to show us that we can’t obey the law! (Rohr, 2008, p. 79). 

That foiling was the desirable outcome of the law, so that he could critique the law: “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin” (Romans 3:20 New International Version), or even more strongly, “The power of sin is the law” (1Cor 15:56b).  The law can reveal that we are sinful but cannot save us, and we cannot save ourselves by following the laws on our own, as St. Paul found out in his own life.

In transformation, the old (Law) is NOT rejected, but acknowledged as a good with a limited goal, as a means toward something higher. Paul expressed this transformation clearly in Roman 7:7-13:

Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, "Do not covet." But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death. So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good. Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful.

Since the good law only “brought death,” where can Paul, or anyone of us, go then?  Paul expresses his development and his identity in the famous Philippians (2:5-11) hymn: 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus 

who, though he was in the form of God, 

did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, 

being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, 

he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death

--even death on a cross. 

Therefore God also highly exalted him …   

He expressed the same idea even more cryptically in Galatians 2:20b, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me...”  This Christo-centric living for Christ alone and for bringing the whole creation to Christ became everything, to the point that there was no concern for his own self, “Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone” (1Cor 9:19). He advised others to have the same sole focus on Christ (1Cor 7:29b-35):

From now on those who have wives should live as if they had none; those who mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy, as if they were not; those who buy something, as if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the things of the world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away. I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is concerned about the Lord's affairs—how he can please the Lord. But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world—how he can please his wife— and his interests are divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord's affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this world—how she can please her husband. I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. 

Once he achieved this total integrity in the Lord, he experienced total freedom (1Cor 6:12): 

“Everything is permissible for me”—but not everything is beneficial. “Everything is permissible for me”—but I will not be mastered by anything.  

He was free particularly from a dominant social force: the tyranny of the opinions of other people around you (1Cor 3:18b-20):

If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a "fool" so that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight. As it is written: "He catches the wise in their craftiness"; and again, "The Lord knows that the thoughts of the wise are futile." 

Once we grasp Paul’s integrated Christo-centric wisdom, his various statements do not appear contradictory anymore.  Holding his integrated core, Paul flexibly addressed the problems of his day freely.  Interestingly, this course of development parallels the general human development. Let us briefly review that next.

General Human Development Trajectory
There are probably hundreds of theories of human development, which make the similarity among them even more striking. Just about every theory starts with some form of destructive impulsivity at the beginning, which is brought into control by the great achievement of conformity to social standard (law). Many adults advance only so far, yet many also move beyond conformity to strive for their own ideals when situations allow. After striving very hard for a long time, we may realize that our “successes” really do not amount to much particularly when we suffer from defeats in relationships and in health. Some fortunate people can review their lives, discover an ultimate meaning, and may push all their remaining energy and resources to enhance that one meaning, which is likely about relationships. For a longer discussion of this development, please see the works of Jane Loevinger (1976; Hy & Loevinger, 1996). 

Some Implications Today

One immediate implication is that we understand Paul quickly and more satisfactorily when we understand the grand scheme of the TaNaKh, which is also the development of Paul from the tension of Law and Prophet to the transforming Wisdom in relationship.

More importantly, this understanding can contribute to peace to the world. Those who justify themselves by the law also condemn others by their own law, as argued in the book God is Back (Micklethwait & Wooldridge, 2009).  God brings us salvation, but we rather condemn ourselves by the law instead. We need the laws, but only as a container to provide us initial stability and to show us the futility of our own efforts, so that we can open up for the gift of wisdom in relationship. Religions can destroy or save this world, depending on how grown-up we are. If we pause too long at the legal phase, we will judge and attack one another based on the laws. Instead, if we use the law to recognize our own limitation and open up to appreciative relationships, then God can save us. Paul is shouting out the warnings and the directions, if we can hear him.
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