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Exodus 34:29-35, Psalm 130 (i nstead of Psal m 99)

2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2, Luke 9:28-36

Paul probably never dreamed that his letters would attain the
status of scripture and would be read through as thick an
interpretive veil as Paul thought that his opponents applied to

the Torah. Indeed to this very day, whenever Paul is read a veil

|ies over our m nds.

In the past several decades, Christian and Jew sh theol ogi ans
have explored the interpretive veil applied to Paul’s witings
whi ch produces the view that the law is a crushing burden

designed only to stonp out our self-righteousness so that we w |

turn to Christ’s grace for forgiveness.

These t heol ogi ans assert that this interpretation can only thrive
when peopl e have veiled thenselves to the abundance of God’s
forgi veness within Judaism as evidenced by Psalm 130 for
example. Jewish witing fromthe period presents views
essentially identical to that of Paul, that the covenantal lawis
a gift, not a burden; We follow it out of faithful ness and
because it is the way to express our love for God and nei ghbor,
with no illusion that our salvation or justification exists

anywhere el se but in God's redeem ng grace. Paul’'s opponents are



presumably gentiles or Jews on the periphery of Jewy, who would
have t hought of Jewish |aws |ike pagan rituals, so that they

woul d have associ ated a prom se of nmgical saving effect working
t hrough them instead of viewi ng them Jew shly, as expressions of

fai t hful ness.

But there are still disturbing things in Paul’s letters, even
when | ooked at through the veil of the new perspective. In
today’s lectionary text Paul appears to cast dispersions on Mses
hi msel f. The fading or setting aside of the Gory appears to
apply to the entire Torah. It appears that Paul’s attack is

ai med at mai nstream Jewy, not the periphery, and is focused on
its very origins. |t appears that anti-Semtic Christian
writers, at least in sonme cases, were quoting Paul w thout
distortion. |If the new perspective is correct, then Paul did not
really nmean these things as they sound. The perspective tells us
what Paul hopefully nmeans but it doesn’t explain how he could be

so sl oppy and brazen in how he tried to say it.

It m ght appear to an onl ooker than a flag burner sees nothing
redeemable in the synbolismof the Anerican flag. The flag neans
dom nati on through viol ence, genocide of Native Anmericans,

ensl avenent of Africans, mlitary coups in Central and South
America, and endless war. It m ght appear to us that, to the

flag burner, these aspects were inherent to the flag fromthe



nmoment of its inception, born in a war between two aristocratic
classes. To the flag burner, it appears that the Anerican flag

li ke the confederate flag or the Nazi flag is unredeemabl e.

But flag desecration alienates |ots of people who don’t support
U S. policies, past and present, but who see the flag as a synbol
of our allegiance to the ideal republic of liberty and justice
for all and our allegiance to the idea of working to make the
US. nore like this ideal. W knowthat the flag burner believes
in liberty and justice for all as well. W know that the flag
burner derives these notions fromthe sane sources that led to
the conposition of the Pledge of Allegiance. And if the flag
burner were young we woul d assunme that they had just not yet

| earned to use these synbols in an effective way. But if a
mat ure person was to burn the flag, we have reason to wonder

about thema little.

There is no need to find an excuse for everything that Pau
wrote. For one thing, nobody is obliged to think that everything
that Paul wrote was very thoughtful. Paul was a person |like you
or me and we are not very thoughtful a ot of the tinme either.
Rabbinic traditions says that Mdses was the nost hunble man who
ever |lived, and had the presence of mnd to veil hinself when not
teaching the Torah so that people would not associate the

pl easure of the radiance with anything else he said. Paul m ght
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have been bol der than Moses but he wasn’t wi ser. There are nore
t hought ful ways to say that gentiles do not need to partake in
circuncision or dietary laws, or festivals to be considered full
menbers of the covenant community, if that is indeed what Paul

had neant here.

We are al so under no obligation to find an excuse for everything
that Paul wote if we can find evidence fromother Christian
writings close to the time of Paul that finds Paul disturbing for
t he same reasons we do. Perhaps, despite all of Paul’s other
good points, he was a hot headed flag burner, who alienated Jews,
even nessiani c Jews, because the thoughtl ess way he said things
made them feel that when push came to shove, when the crunch

really came, they weren’'t sure whose side he would be on.

| believe that such di sparagenment of Paul exists in several
pl aces in Luke-Acts and that Luke’s npbst serious criticism of
Paul is in Acts 22:24-29, where Paul, in Jerusalem has just been

rescued from an angry nob by the Roman tri bune.

The tribune directed that Paul be brought into the barracks, and
ordered himto be exam ned by flogging, to find out the reason
for this outcry against him But when they had tied himup with
t hongs, Paul said to the centurion who was standing by, ‘Is it

| egal for you to flog a Roman citizen who i s uncondemmed?’ When



the centurion heard that, he went to the tribune and said to him
‘“What are you about to do? This man is a Roman citizen.’ The
tribune cane and asked Paul, *Tell ne, are you a Roman citizen?
And he said, ‘Yes.’” The tribune answered, ‘It cost ne a | arge sum
of nmoney to get ny citizenship.’” Paul said, ‘But | was born a
citizen.” Imediately those who were about to exam ne him drew
back fromhim and the tribune also was afraid, for he realized

t hat Paul was a Roman citizen and that he had bound him"”

Paul proclaims, for his salvation, a privilege bestowed on hi m by
t he dom nation systemthat persecutes the Jews. By doing so he
answers the tribune’s question about why there is an outcry

against him Perhaps the only thing that Luke coul d have done to
bring his point hone nore strongly woul d have been to have a cock

crow after the third tine Paul asserted his Roman citizenship.

Luke’s criticismof Paul is also visible in Luke’'s account of the
transfiguration. As if to directly counter Paul’s claimthat the
glory of Moses is dimed, Luke wites of Moses and Elijah that
“Suddenly they appeared in glory,” a detail not found in Mark’s

or Matthew s account.

So how did it happen, that if for the nost part Paul’s writings
are supportive of Jewi sh positions, and even where they are not,

there are significant other voices including pro-Jew sh gentile
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voices in early Christianity that were critical of Paul’s

hyper bol e, and perhaps even questioning of his basic |oyalties,
how is it that the church became so anti-Jewish? Howis it then
that within a few hundred years the Church woul d have thrown off
its Jewi shness |i ke burdensone chains and proclained that it was

a Roman citizen?

This | can’t answer but | do want to point out a correlation
bet ween hostility towards Judai sm the enbrace of the dom nation

system and hostility towards nonviolence in Christianity.

There are several parables of Jesus, in particular, those that
feature a King or a Lord, in which the traditional interpretation
is anti-Semtic and supportive of the dom nation system while
and alternative interpretation is both pro-Jew sh and non-

vi ol ent .

Consi der Matthew s weddi ng banquet story. (Matt 22 2-13)

A king gave a weddi ng banquet for his son. He sent his slaves to
call those who had been invited to the weddi ng banquet, but they
woul d not cone. Several refuse to go. Ohers kill the king' s

sl aves. The king, enraged, sent his troops, slaughtered the
murderers, and burned their city. Then he invites other guests
and when the king came in to see them he noticed a man there who

was not wearing a wedding robe, and he said to him “Friend, how



did you get in here without a weddi ng robe?” The man was
speechl ess. Then the king said to the attendants, “Bind himhand
and foot, and throw himinto the outer darkness, where there wl|

be weepi ng and gnashing of teeth.”

In an explanation, read through the veil of the dom nation
system The King is Jesus. The people who reject Jesus and don’t
want to go to his wonderful banquet are killed. Guess who they
are? And other apostates who don’t adhere to proper Christian
practice should expect to be thrown into the outer darkness as
well. This explanation is nore or less what | find in nost

comment ari es even the liberal ones.

Now, reading the same parable through the veil of the suffering
servant, the King is the dom nation system He sends out his tax
coll ectors but the people refuse to pay. The King sends out his
t hugs and sone of the people violently kill them The King' s

response is collective punishnent. He destroys the entire city
and kills everybody living there regardless if they were part of
the insurrection or not. This was well within the experience of
Jesus’ Jew sh audi ence. They knew that if you rebel violently
agai nst the Roman occupation then overwhel m ng violence will be
the response. Jesus teaches an alternative way of resisting. |If
you want to resist the king and the dom nation system do so

defiantly, but also nonviolently, and publicly to decrease the
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i kel i hood that people who are not participating in the action
w || be punished. Sonetines a visual effect, in silence, is nore
powerful than words. You should not expect any glory fromthis
or any success that you can discern for yourself. |In fact you
should only participate in such an action if you are prepared to
experience the nost severe punishment. But it is only through
t hese kinds of actions that the dom nation system can be

effectively resisted and redeened.

The commentaries m ght not understand the parable this way but
sone of the Pharisees did. It is upon hearing this parable that

t hey confronted Jesus about paying taxes to the Caesar.

It is ny hope that one day, the sanme kind of mainstream

t heol ogi cal effort that tore off the anti-Semtic veil that had
obstructed the reading of Paul for centuries will be applied to
Jesus’ parables so that all wll be able to see that the Kings
and Lords in these parables are representatives of the dom nation
system and that those who resist themviolently are Jews, and

t hat those who resist them nonviolently are Jews too.



