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      This book began as a theological question.

      What if the Apostle Paul, near the end of his life, had been given one final opportunity to write—not to a single church facing a local crisis, but to the whole Christian community across time? What might he have said? What truths would he have repeated? What warnings would he have offered? What themes would he have pressed into the hearts of believers, knowing that his own voice was about to fall silent?

      Years ago, I attempted to explore that question in a more academic form. That first version of the project was written as a structured theological study, careful in method and explicit in its scholarly framework.

      This book is a prose reworking of my earlier theological study, rewritten for readers who prefer a more narrative and reflective approach.

      The aim has not changed. I am not adding to Scripture. I am not claiming revelation. I am not attempting to imitate Paul as an act of literary performance. What follows is a theological thought experiment—an attempt to weave Paul’s own themes, vocabulary, and spiritual vision into a single imagined “final epistle,” shaped from the material of his authentic letters.

      The seams are mine. The voice is an approximation. The authority belongs to the apostle alone.

      If this book succeeds, it will not replace the New Testament but will drive the reader back to it—back to Galatians, Romans, Philippians, Corinthians—back to the real Paul, the one whose words still burn with grace and truth.

      This is simply one reader’s long meditation on a man who helped shape the church, and whose gospel still has the power to reshape the human heart.
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      A scene first. Rome, perhaps the autumn of the year 66, perhaps the spring of 67 — the records are tender on the matter, and tradition has not been generous with detail. A prison cell, possibly the Mamertine, possibly a house held under armed guard. The fire under Rome had burned three years ago; the persecution that followed it had grown teeth. Inside the cell sits an aged man whose body has long since stopped being his friend. He had once spoken of a thorn in the flesh, a skolops, that he had asked the Lord three times to take away and had three times been refused. He had been beaten with rods, lashed with the thirty-nine, shipwrecked, stoned to the point his attackers thought him dead. He had walked across most of the eastern half of the Empire on his own two feet. He was tired in the way only such a body can be tired.

      He is in Rome under Nero, and Rome under Nero is not a kind place. Three summers earlier, in the year 64, fire had consumed nine of the city's fourteen districts over six nights, and the emperor — whom a wide swath of his own population already suspected of having set it himself, or at least of being unable to govern a city that could burn so completely — had needed someone to blame. He chose the Christians. Tacitus, writing decades later and bearing the sect no affection of his own, would record what followed with a historian's chill economy: they were dressed in the skins of animals and torn apart by dogs; they were nailed to crosses; they were set on fire in the imperial gardens to provide light for the evening's entertainments. The cruelty was so excessive that even pagan observers, the same historian notes, began to feel something close to pity. Whatever it had been before, the relationship between Rome and the followers of the Galilean had crossed a line in those gardens, and the air over the empire had not cleared since.

      The communities to which he had written were still small and scattered. The largest of them numbered perhaps a few hundred souls, gathered in private houses where someone with enough means to keep a courtyard or a triclinium had opened it to the brethren. There were no church buildings yet — would not be for centuries. Most believers met in twos and threes and tens, around bread broken and wine poured and a few scrolls passed hand to hand, sometimes by lamplight after dark to avoid the attention of neighbors. Some among them remembered Jesus; very few. The first generation of eyewitnesses was thinning. James the brother of the Lord had been killed in Jerusalem five years earlier on the orders of the high priest Ananus. Peter, tradition holds, had been crucified head down somewhere in Rome at about this same moment under this same emperor. The apostolic age was ending, and the believers knew it. They had also begun to feel something they had not at first expected to feel: that the Lord whose return many of them had once awaited within their own lifetimes might be longer in coming than they had thought. The early Thessalonian anxiety about those who had died before he came had begun to ripen, in some quarters, into a quieter unease about what to do with a hope that had not yet been kept on its first timetable. The age in which Paul now sat down, or did not sit down, to write his last words was an age expecting something — judgment, vindication, the wheel of the world turning — and not entirely sure any longer how soon.

      In front of him is a scrap of papyrus. He has dictated most of his letters, leaning on a scribe named Tertius for the long argument to the Romans and on others whose names we have lost; this one, perhaps, he wants to write himself. His handwriting is large and ungainly — he had said so himself, half ruefully, in a postscript once: see with what large letters I am writing to you with my own hand. It is not the script of the rabbinical schools where he had once been a star pupil.

      He has written before. So many times. To the Corinthians twice, perhaps three times if we count one letter we no longer have, on every imaginable subject — quarrels in the assembly, the limits of Christian freedom, what to do about a man living with his stepmother, what to think when a believer dies before the Lord returns. To the Galatians in fury, when they had been pulled back toward the law he had taught them to lay down. To the Romans, whom he had not yet met when he wrote, in a long and careful exposition of the gospel he was bringing to them. To the Philippians with such tenderness that two thousand years later the affection is still warm on the page. To Philemon about one runaway slave named Onesimus. To Timothy, his young son in the faith, twice; to Titus once. There were others. There must have been. The early communities collected what they could.

      But this letter, tonight, is different. He knows it. The chain at his wrist has begun to feel less like an interruption and more like an ending. Nero's appetite for blame has not abated. He suspects, with the dignified clarity of an old man, that the pen in his hand may not lift again. What does a man write when he knows it is the last thing?

      He could, of course, write to a particular community. He has done that all his life. He knows them by name. Phoebe at Cenchreae. Aquila and Prisca, the tentmakers who had once housed him in Corinth and who had moved to Rome and then back to Ephesus and probably back to Rome again. Epaphroditus, who had nearly died bringing him a gift from Philippi. Lydia of Thyatira, the dealer in purple cloth who had been his first European convert. He greets fully twenty-six people by name at the close of the letter to the Romans alone, and many of them he had never met in person — he loved them simply because they belonged to Christ and to the network of people who belonged to Christ.

      But what if, this once, he wrote not to one community but to all of them? To Corinth and Ephesus and Philippi together; to the house churches in Rome and the unknown ones in Spain he had hoped one day to visit; and farther — to the gatherings of believers that would grow up in Gaul and in North Africa, in the Aramaic-speaking East and in the Latin-speaking West, in centuries he could not have named, on continents he could not have known existed? What if he wrote, at the very end, to the whole church across the whole stretch of time?

      He did not write that letter. We have no record of it. If it once existed, the early second-century collectors of his correspondence did not preserve it. The Pastorals — if we count them as his, and many do — are not it; they are intimate, circumstantial, addressed by name to two of his protégés. The final epistle of Paul, the one synthesizing his entire mind, the one a frail man might compose in a stone cell with the cold of an Italian winter coming through the walls, does not exist among the writings we possess.

      This book is an attempt to imagine what it might have been.

      I want to say something at the outset, plainly, and only once, because if I say it more than once it will start to sound defensive, and there is nothing to be defensive about. The letter that occupies the central part of this book is not Scripture. I am not adding to the New Testament. I am not claiming a revelation. I am not asking anyone to read the reconstruction in the pages ahead with the reverence due a canonical text. It is a theological experiment — what scholars, when they want to be careful, call a Gedankenexperiment, a thought experiment. It is made up almost entirely of Paul's own words and images, taken from the letters we do possess, rearranged and stitched into a new sequence to imagine what he might have said had he been given one last occasion to address the whole church for all time. Where stitching was needed, the threads I have used were dyed in his own palette. But the seams are mine.

      If at any point in what follows the line between Paul's voice and the reconstructor's voice begins to feel blurred in a way that makes the reader uncomfortable, the right response is to set this book down, open a Bible, and read Galatians or Philippians or Romans straight through. Those letters are first. They are first by a vast and uncrossable margin, and nothing in this volume should be read as supplementing them, completing them, or competing with them.

      I belabor this only because I have learned that some readers will hold a book like this against an unreasonable standard and others will hold it to no standard at all, and both responses miss what the project is. It is not Scripture. It is a long meditation on Scripture, dressed in Paul's clothes because that is the only way I knew how to write it.

      I did not come to Paul easily. My own path to the faith began somewhere between curiosity and resistance, with more of the second than the first. I read the Gospels before I read the letters, as most people do, and I found Jesus immediately. Paul was harder. The voice was sharper. The arguments coiled around themselves and then unfolded in ways my impatient younger self mistook for inconsistency. The man behind the prose appeared at first to be the man Nietzsche had described — the inventor, the systematizer, the one who had complicated something simple. It took me years to see that Nietzsche had read Paul too quickly, and that I had been reading Paul through other people's bad press.

      The change came, as it has come for so many before me, through a single difficult passage that would not let me go. For me it was the seventh chapter of Romans. The man who had written so confidently about the new life in Christ also wrote, I do not understand my own actions, for I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Whatever theological system this was, it had a hole in it big enough for a real human being to walk through, and it was the same human being who had written all the other parts. Whatever Paul was, he was not the cold systematizer I had been told he was. He was a man who knew the inside of his own contradictions.

      After Romans 7 came everything else — slowly, the way a city becomes familiar when you have walked it long enough. The little ironies in 2 Corinthians, where he keeps saying he is not going to boast and then keeps boasting, only to discover at the end that what he has been boasting about is everything that should embarrass him. The catch in his voice when he mentions Israel in Romans 9 and says he could wish himself accursed for them — a sentence one cannot read without recognizing what kind of love that is. The hymn in Philippians 2 that may have been a piece of liturgy he was quoting from a community older than his own ministry, and that contains a Christology so dense that twenty centuries of councils have not exhausted it. The line about the unmarried woman who is anxious about how to please the Lord and the married woman who is anxious about how to please her husband, dropped into the middle of a discussion of celibacy as if it were the most obvious thing in the world — and one realizes, slowly, that this is a man who has been listening to women.

      There were others. The household codes in the letter to the Ephesians and in the letter to the Colossians, which I had first read as cultural baggage Paul had failed to shake off and which I slowly came to read as a pastor's attempt to humanize a slave economy from within, holding both slave and master accountable to a higher master than Roman law required of either. The brief, abashed paragraph near the end of the second Corinthian letter in which he describes being caught up to the third heaven and hearing things that cannot be told — a confession so reluctantly made, dragged out of him only by the bragging of his opponents, that one understands at once it is not a boast but the opposite of one. The whole long arc of Romans 9, 10, and 11, in which his anguish for unbelieving Israel rises into the most extravagant sentence in all of his letters and then resolves, three chapters later, into a doxology so high that by the end one cannot tell whether he is weeping or worshipping. The unexpected gentleness of the short letter to Philemon, where the apostle who could thunder in Galatians turns into a friend asking a favor of another friend, and accomplishes more by his asking than any decree could have accomplished.

      And then the temperatures. The same writer who scorched the Galatians for retreating into the law could write to the Philippians, only a few years later, with a warmth that reads like a different man — except that we know it is not, because the same fingerprints are on the prose: the same logical moves, the same habit of breaking into doxology in the middle of a sentence, the same affection for the names on the other end of the letter. Paul could be hot, and Paul could be tender, and the same week probably contained both. Over time I came to think that this range — this capacity to hold heat and tenderness in one set of hands without spilling either — was not a contradiction in him but the secret of his pastoral power. A man who could only burn could not have built churches. A man who could only soothe could not have kept them from drifting.

      By the time I had been reading him for twenty years, I no longer thought of him as the inventor of Christianity. I thought of him as one of its earliest serious thinkers, and a thinker of such depth and such variety that no community after him has quite managed to hold all of him at once. Different traditions have grabbed different pieces, and each piece has been authentic, and each piece by itself has been incomplete. Augustine, troubled in a Milanese garden by the chaos of his own appetites, opened the letter to the Romans at the thirteenth chapter and read the verse about putting on the Lord Jesus Christ — and the long combat of the will recorded in his Confessions was decided in that moment, Pauline through and through. Luther, more than a thousand years later, in a tower in Wittenberg, finally understood what Paul had meant by the righteousness of God and felt himself born again into paradise; the Reformation came out of that tower with him. Calvin systematized Paul into a structure so clear and so cold that the warmest parts of the apostle had to wait elsewhere to be heard again. Wesley, two centuries on, heard his heart strangely warmed at Aldersgate while someone read aloud from Luther's preface to Romans, and the holiness movement was born out of that warming. Karl Barth, between two world wars, picked up the same letter and dropped what one of his critics called a bombshell on the playground of the theologians, and the twentieth century learned to read Paul again in a register the nineteenth had forgotten. The Eastern church, which had never quite stopped reading him, kept alive the doctrine they called theosis — being conformed to the image of the Son, transfigured from one degree of glory to another — through long centuries when the West had largely forgotten it. The liberation theologians of Latin America found in the groaning of creation in the eighth chapter of Romans a vocabulary for the groaning of the poor. The Pentecostals found in the gifts of the twelfth chapter of the first Corinthian letter a charter for what they had been experiencing in their own assemblies. And the mystics, from every century, have read the brief, unembarrassed mention of the third heaven as if it were a door left slightly ajar.

      None of them got him whole. The Calvinist reader of Romans does not always notice the warmth of Philippians. The Pentecostal reader of First Corinthians 12 does not always notice First Corinthians 13. The reader who loves the high Christology of Colossians does not always notice the small kind sentence about Onesimus, who used to be useless and is now useful. Paul is too large, and we are too small, and the project of this book is, in part, an attempt to put as many pieces back on the table at once as one reader can manage to lift.

      And so the question that became this book came to me one evening — and I confess it came at first as a kind of game. What would it look like if all the pieces were back in one place? If the man who wrote Galatians and the man who wrote Ephesians and the man who wrote the eleventh chapter of Romans sat down one last time and wrote them all into one synthesis — not because any single community needed all of it at once, but because the whole church across the whole arc of history might benefit from hearing it as a single voice? What was the symphony of Paul, played from beginning to end, in a single sitting, by the same orchestra?

      The game became a question. The question became a draft. The draft became an embarrassment, because my first attempt relied far too much on what I remembered of Paul rather than what Paul had actually written. So I went back to the texts. I read every authentic letter from start to finish, and then read them again. I marked the recurring phrases, the favorite metaphors, the characteristic moves of his argumentation — the way he sets up an opponent's objection and then shoots it down with a thunderous me genoito, by no means; the lists of trials he had endured; the lists of gifts the Spirit had given; the lists of virtues to put on and vices to put off; the doxologies that interrupt him in the middle of an argument because he simply cannot help himself, his thought breaking out into praise the way water breaks through a wall. I tried to understand what the structure of his mind looked like from the inside.

      The result of that work is what you hold in your hands. The first edition of this book, published in 2024, was a scholarly work — thorough, footnoted, methodologically explicit, organized into the disciplinary compartments of a theological monograph. It found its readers. But over the months that followed, I came to feel that the form of the first edition had begun to obscure its content. The frame was too heavy for the picture. A book about Paul, who was the most personal of all the New Testament writers, had been written in a form that allowed almost no personal voice. The methodological scaffolding stood between the reader and the apostle. So this is the second edition — the same body of research, the same reconstruction at its heart, but rewritten as prose. The headings have come down. The bullet points have been folded into sentences. The author has been allowed back into his own book. I hope this version reaches some readers the first edition could not.

      What you will find in the chapters ahead is a book in three parts.

      The first part is Paul himself — his life, his thought, the two of them woven into one continuous narrative rather than separated into a biography section and a theology section. I have come to believe that the academic habit of treating these as distinct fields has done Paul a disservice. His theology arose in the heat of specific circumstances; it cooled into doctrine only after his death. To see his teaching on justification by faith without seeing the confrontation at Antioch that forced him to articulate it, or to see his Body-of-Christ ecclesiology without seeing the Corinthian assembly that had broken into factions named after their favorite preachers, is to see his ideas as floating abstractions rather than as living responses to living people. The first part of this book tries to put them back together. It runs from Tarsus to Rome, from the boy at Gamaliel's feet to the old man in the cell, and the doctrines come in as they arose.

      The second part is the heart of the book. It contains the reconstructed letter itself, followed by ten chapters of meditation on its sections. I have placed the full text of the reconstruction together, as a single document the reader can encounter as a letter, not as a series of fragments waiting to be commented upon. Read it through first. It is short — shorter than Romans, about the length of Ephesians. Let it be what it is meant to be: a long pastoral address from a dying apostle to a church he never lived to see. Only after that do the meditations begin. They are meditations, not commentary in the technical sense. They follow the letter section by section, but they do not parse it verse by verse; they try instead to dwell on what each section is doing, where it draws on the authentic letters, and what it might mean for those of us who happen to be reading it now.

      The third part steps back. It asks the questions that should always be asked about a project like this one. Is this really Paul, or only the reconstructor's idea of him? What would Paul say to today's church if he were here? What does the old apostolic call to holiness sound like in an age that has become genuinely unsure of what holiness even means? And what are the limits of the experiment — what can a book like this do, and what can it not do? I have tried to answer those questions as honestly as I know how, including the ones whose answers I do not like.

      There is a short conclusion at the end, followed by a chronological table of Paul's life and ministry for those who want to keep the dates in view as they read, and a brief bibliography for the reader who wants to go further. The scholarly apparatus of the first edition has been left in that edition, where it belongs. Those who want it know where to find it.

      I have written this book in the first person because Paul wrote in the first person. I do not pretend to share his authority; the difference between the apostle and the writer who studies him is one of the oldest and most important distinctions in Christian thought, and I want it to remain visible at every point. But I have come to feel that a book about Paul written in the impersonal voice of academic theology is a kind of category error. Paul cared about the people he wrote to. He named them. He wept over them. He thanked God for them. He wrote them letters he expected to be read aloud in their living rooms, by lamplight, with a household leaning forward to catch what the apostle had said. A book about that kind of writer has to be willing to be a letter itself, of a sort — a long letter from one reader to others who might be interested in what one reader has found.

      I have read Paul for most of my adult life. I have not exhausted him. I do not expect to. But what I have found I want to share, in the only voice I have.

      To hear his last word, we must first hear him. That is not a methodological remark; it is a description of how the human voice actually works. We do not hear strangers the same way we hear friends. We do not hear an old man's farewell the same way we hear a young man's opening salvo, even if every word in both were identical. Whatever the dying Paul might have said to the whole church across all time, we are not equipped to hear it unless we have first walked with the Paul who said the things he actually said, in the situations in which he actually said them. The first part of this book is biographical, but the biography is also theological — every Pauline doctrine, without exception, arose in response to some pressure that the story itself will let us see. So we begin in a town called Tarsus, on the southern coast of what is now Turkey, somewhere around the fifth year of our era. There is a Jewish boy growing up there whose parents have named him Saul. He does not yet know — he cannot know — that he will become the man in the Roman cell with whom this introduction began. So let us begin with the boy.
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      Imagine Tarsus first. It sits in southeastern Asia Minor — in what is now Turkey, just inland from the Mediterranean coast, on the broad alluvial plain of the Cydnus River. The river is small but navigable; ships from the Aegean and the Levant could come up it as far as the city's docks, which made Tarsus what it was — not just a settlement but a port, a hinge between sea and inland Anatolia, between Greek-speaking commerce and the older Semitic world. Strabo, the Greek geographer writing some thirty years before Saul was born, said that Tarsus had philosophical schools so rich that they rivaled those of Athens and Alexandria — that the citizens of Tarsus were keener students of philosophy and the liberal arts than the citizens of either of those more famous cities, and that Tarsus students who finished there often went on to complete their training abroad. Athenodorus Cananites, the Stoic philosopher who had tutored the young Octavian and helped shape the man who would become Caesar Augustus, was a Tarsian. So was Nestor, who later held the chair of the Academy. The city was a city of words — Greek words, mostly, in the agora and the gymnasium, but Aramaic in the Jewish quarter and probably Cilician dialects in the markets where farmers came in from the hill country to sell.

      It was also a city of cloth. The hills around Tarsus produced a particularly tough goat-hair fabric called cilicium — the word came from the region's name and stayed in English as "cilice," the coarse penitential shirt of medieval ascetics. Cilicium was used to make tents for travelers and soldiers, and the tentmaking trade was widespread in Tarsus. We do not know precisely when Saul's family settled in the city or where they had lived before — there is a tradition, mentioned by Jerome centuries later, that the family came originally from Gischala in Galilee and was relocated to Tarsus during one of the Roman dislocations of the Jewish population — but by the time of Saul's birth they were established Tarsians, working in the tentmaking trade. They would teach Saul the craft himself in his youth, as was Pharisaic custom; he would still be making tents with his own hands thirty years later in Corinth, supporting himself while he preached the gospel of Jesus. Pharisaic rabbinical tradition held that no Torah scholar should depend on his teaching for his bread; he must have a trade. Hillel had been a wood-cutter. Saul would be a tentmaker.

      He was born, his letters indicate, into a family of strict tribal Pharisees — "a Hebrew of Hebrews," he would later write, "as to the law, a Pharisee" (Phil 3:5). The phrase "a Hebrew of Hebrews" probably meant that the family preserved Hebrew and Aramaic in the home rather than adopting Greek as their primary language, as many diaspora Jewish families did. They were, in other words, the most conservative kind of diaspora Jew — the kind that kept the language, the customs, the festivals intact even at the cost of social standing among their Greek-speaking neighbors. The family belonged to the tribe of Benjamin — the small southern tribe that had stayed with Judah at the time of the great split, and from which the first king of Israel, Saul son of Kish, had come. The naming of children in such a family was not casual. The boy's parents named him Saul.

      They were also Roman citizens. This is harder to date with certainty — citizenship could be granted, purchased, or inherited, and the family's path to it is not recorded — but by the time of his ministry Saul would invoke his citizenship more than once to protect himself from arbitrary punishment, and Acts states clearly that he had been born to it. To be a Jewish Roman citizen in a provincial city was a strange and privileged thing. It meant the family had a standing of a sort the Roman authorities recognized; it meant that the boy carrying a Hebrew tribal name and an Aramaic mother tongue also carried, somewhere in his identity, the ius civile of Rome. When the time came, decades later, that a chiliarch in Jerusalem was about to scourge him, all he had to say was that he was a Roman, and the scourging was halted. He carried that fact in his pocket from infancy, like a coin he might one day need.

      He had three languages, then, before he had finished growing up. Aramaic at home and in the Jewish quarter — the daily language of the Jewish diaspora across the eastern empire, the language Jesus himself had spoken. Hebrew for the Scriptures, which would be read at synagogue every Sabbath, sometimes with an Aramaic Targum translation alongside for those who could no longer follow the Hebrew. And Greek — the Greek of the streets and the schools, the Greek of the Septuagint, the Greek in which he would one day write almost everything we have from him. To these three he probably added enough Latin to navigate Roman officialdom when he needed to. Multilingual men make connections that monolingual men cannot. A boy growing up in Tarsus saw the same world in three different vocabularies before he had grown his beard.

      We do not know when he left Tarsus for Jerusalem, only that he went, and that by his own account he was raised "at the feet of Gamaliel" (Acts 22:3). The phrase is technical; it means he was Gamaliel's disciple in the formal rabbinic sense, which was a relationship more intense than what we might today call a graduate student under a thesis advisor. A disciple lived near his rabbi, attended his lectures, asked his questions, watched how he prayed, watched how he ate, watched how he treated his wife and his servants — because rabbinic Judaism understood that the Torah was not only something to be studied but something to be embodied, and a young man who wanted to embody it needed to apprentice himself to someone who already did. Whether Saul came to Jerusalem as a small child, or as a young adolescent on the cusp of bar mitzvah, or as a young man old enough to choose his own teacher, the sources do not say. What is certain is that he came, and that he became Gamaliel's student.

      Gamaliel himself is worth pausing over, because the people we sit with shape us even when we end up moving differently from them. Gamaliel I — sometimes called Gamaliel the Elder, to distinguish him from his grandson — was the grandson of Hillel, the great rabbi who had founded one of the two dominant schools of first-century Pharisaism. Hillel's school was famous for its leniency, its emphasis on intent over strict letter, its broader inclusiveness in interpretation. Its great rival was the school of Shammai, which was sterner, more rigorous, more inclined to draw bright lines and defend them. The two schools debated each other for generations on hundreds of points of law, and tradition recorded a heavenly voice — a bath qol — at one point announcing that "both these and those are the words of the living God, but the law is according to the school of Hillel." It is a remarkable line, because it both honored Shammai's seriousness and gave the ruling to Hillel.

      Gamaliel had inherited Hillel's seat at the head of his school. The Talmud and Mishnah remember him with the highest respect. The Mishnah says that "when Rabban Gamaliel the Elder died, the glory of the Torah ceased, and purity and abstinence died with him." His appearances in the New Testament are brief and consistent with this picture. In the fifth chapter of Acts he is the senior voice in the Sanhedrin who, when the apostles are arrested and threatened, counsels caution: if this movement is from men, he says, it will come to nothing of its own accord; but if it is from God, you will not be able to overthrow it, and you will find yourselves fighting against God himself. It is a moderate, wise, characteristically Hillelite intervention.

      The interesting thing — and you can sit with this for a long time before you exhaust it — is that the student of Gamaliel the moderate is the same young man who shortly afterwards is dragging Christians off to prison and approving the execution of Stephen. Whatever Saul learned at his master's feet, moderation did not stick. The same training that produced Gamaliel's restraint produced, in his most brilliant student, an opposite reflex — to defend the tradition against the perceived threat with all the force at his disposal. We will see this pattern again in him after the Damascus road, in a different cause: he was a man whose temperament went all the way to the bottom of his commitments, and could not do anything halfway. The middle gear was missing from him.

      What did the curriculum at Gamaliel's feet look like? It was, in our terms, both deeply literary and deeply oral. The Hebrew text of the Tanakh was the bedrock; Saul would have memorized large portions of it, probably the whole of the Torah and most of the prophets, by his early adolescence. Around the Hebrew text revolved a vast oral tradition of interpretation — the halakhah, the legal rulings handed down from earlier teachers, and the haggadah, the narrative and homiletical traditions that surrounded and illuminated the legal material. A rabbinic education taught not only what the texts said but how to argue with them and from them: how to set one verse against another, how to derive a general principle from a specific case (a move called kal va-chomer, "from light to heavy"), how to bridge two passages through a shared word (gezerah shavah), how to deploy the standard interpretive moves with disciplined precision. Saul learned these methods so deeply that we will see him still using them, baptized into a new content, in every letter he wrote.

      He also, more quietly, learned how to think structurally. The Pharisaic mind was a builder of systems. It took the broad and sometimes contradictory data of the Torah and arranged it into workable patterns of practice. It did this not because it loved theory for its own sake, but because the Jewish people needed to live faithfully in a complicated world, and living faithfully required knowing what to do in cases the text had not specifically addressed. The Pharisee was, in his best self, a pastor of an ancient text — translating it across the centuries into actual life. Saul would do exactly this in his epistles, only with a different ancient text — the story of Jesus the Messiah — as his foundation.

      His letters make it clear that he excelled. "I advanced in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people," he writes to the Galatians, "so extremely zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers" (Gal 1:14). This is not boasting after the fact; it is sober reporting. He was the kind of student whom rabbis remembered, whom other students measured themselves against, whom older men spoke about. Had Christianity not happened to him, he would almost certainly have become a rabbi of consequence in his own right — perhaps even, with another twenty years, the kind of authority Gamaliel was. His ceiling in the world he was preparing to enter was very high.

      To understand him, though, we have to understand what that world looked like from the inside, because we today read it from outside, and from outside it is unrecognizable. Pharisaism has come down to us, partly through the polemic of the Gospels and partly through later Christian caricature, as a religion of cold legalism — counting tithes of mint and dill, washing cups and platters, proud of its own punctilio. This is not quite fair, even when Jesus himself uses these images, because his quarrel with the Pharisees was the in-house quarrel of someone who shared most of their commitments and disagreed with them on the inside of those commitments rather than from outside them. Pharisaism at its best was a passionate devotion to keeping a covenant alive under foreign occupation. The Romans were in Palestine. The Temple was still standing, but no one could be sure for how long. The people of Israel had been promised by their God that he had chosen them, that he would not abandon them, that he would send a Messiah, that he would restore the throne of David, that he would gather the scattered exiles, that he would judge the nations. None of these things had happened. The Pharisees were trying to keep faith with that promise during the long delay — to keep the people holy enough, set apart enough, faithful enough, that when the deliverance came they would not be found unworthy of it.

      The center of this commitment was the Torah. To keep the Torah, in every detail, was to declare that one still belonged to the people the Torah had been given to. To keep the Torah punctiliously was to declare that one belonged in a particular way — to the wing of that people who were not satisfied with cultural Judaism but wanted the thing itself, all of it, every line. Holiness through separation: do not eat what they eat, do not marry whom they marry, do not work when they work, do not bow where they bow. The Pharisees did not invent this attitude. The prophets had it; Ezra and Nehemiah enforced it after the return from exile; the Maccabees had died for it less than two centuries before. By Saul's day it had matured into an entire culture of holy distinction.

      Within this world, the Messianic question was alive. Most Pharisees expected the Messiah. They expected him to be a son of David, anointed by God, who would defeat the gentile oppressors, restore Israel's political sovereignty, purify the Temple, and inaugurate the age to come. There were variations on this expectation, but its broad lines were clear. The Messiah would be a victor. He would do what God's deliverers had always done in the Tanakh — overcome the enemies of the people of God and vindicate them.

      It is at this point that the followers of one Yeshua of Nazareth begin to become a problem.

      Saul probably did not encounter them in person at first. Tarsus was not Galilee; news of an itinerant rabbi performing healings and saying provocative things in synagogues would have reached the diaspora only as rumor. But by the time Saul was in Jerusalem, the rumor had become a presence. There was a sect in the city — not large, perhaps a few thousand at most, but enough to be noticed — who proclaimed that the Messiah had come and gone. He had come and been put to death — crucified by the Romans, at the instigation of the chief priests, on the eve of Passover. He had been buried. And then, the sect claimed, on the third day he had been raised from the dead. They had seen him. He had appeared to many of them. He had ascended to heaven. He was, they insisted, the Lord of glory, the Son of God, the Davidic Messiah, and he would come again in judgment.

      To a Pharisee, every line of this claim was offensive, and the offense compounded as one went down the list. Begin at the cross. The Torah was unambiguous: "cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree" (Deut 21:23). Anyone who died by hanging — and by Roman extension, anyone crucified — was under the curse of God. A man who had ended his life on a Roman cross had, by the very fact of that ending, declared himself to be cursed by the God whose Messiah he claimed to be. The Messianic credentials of such a man were not low; they were negative. They were less than nothing. To suggest that this cursed man was the Messiah of Israel was not merely a mistake; it was a blasphemy that touched the entire structure of the Torah, because if the Torah said that hanged men were cursed and a hanged man was the Messiah, then the Torah was either wrong or had been overturned, and in either case the Pharisaic project of careful Torah observance was being silently emptied of meaning from the inside.

      Then there was the divinity claim. The sect — or some of them, at any rate — were beginning to say things about this Jesus that pushed against the central confession of Israel: "Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is one" (Deut 6:4). They were praying to him. They were worshipping him. They were attributing to him divine titles. To a Pharisee schooled in the absolute monotheism of the Shema, this was idolatry — the very sin for which God had sent the people into exile in the first place. That it should now be reappearing inside the Jewish community itself, by people who claimed to be the most faithful of Jews, was an outrage one could not let stand.

      Then there was the question of the boundary of Israel. The followers of Jesus were not, at first, breaking with Judaism in any obvious way; they kept the festivals, frequented the Temple, observed the law. But they were also doing something that worried watchful Pharisees. They were welcoming the wrong sorts of people. Tax collectors. Sinners. Women of dubious history. People who, by ordinary Pharisaic standards, ought to have been excluded from the table of the righteous until they had repented and made themselves clean. The Jesus sect was treating these people not as projects to be reformed but as siblings to be embraced. The boundary that the Pharisees had spent generations protecting was being treated as porous in a way that struck the Pharisaic sensibility as deeply, even dangerously, careless.

      And there was the matter of the Temple. The Temple was the heart of Jewish religious life. The Pharisees themselves had complicated relations with the Temple establishment — they were largely a lay movement, in contrast to the priestly Sadducees who controlled Temple ritual — but no Pharisee thought the Temple was dispensable. The sect of Jesus, if you listened carefully, was beginning to speak of the Temple in ways that troubled even the lay Pharisees. The Master himself had reportedly said something about destroying it. His follower Stephen, at his trial, would say more pointed things still — that God did not dwell in houses made by hands. Whatever this was, it was not the cautious reformist Judaism of the Pharisees; it was something that, if it gained any momentum, would reshape the religious landscape of Israel in ways the Pharisees would not be able to control.

      It is in this context that Stephen comes into the story, and Saul comes into the story with him.

      We have to imagine Stephen carefully, because Acts tells us so little about him and yet what it tells matters. He was one of seven men chosen by the early Jerusalem community to oversee the distribution of food among widows when complaints arose that the Hellenistic Jewish widows were being neglected in favor of the Aramaic-speaking ones (Acts 6:1-6). The seven all have Greek names; they were probably all themselves Hellenistic Jews — Greek-speaking, diaspora-born or diaspora-shaped, more cosmopolitan in outlook than the Aramaic-speaking Galilean fishermen who made up the core of the Twelve. Stephen, the text says, was "a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit" (Acts 6:5), and "full of grace and power" (Acts 6:8). He worked signs and wonders. He preached in the synagogues of the Hellenists — and here, in the synagogues of the diaspora Jews resident in Jerusalem, he found his opposition.

      The synagogues named in Acts include the "synagogue of the Freedmen" — descendants of Jews who had once been Roman slaves and had been freed — along with synagogues of Cyrenians, Alexandrians, "and those from Cilicia and Asia" (Acts 6:9). Cilicia. Stephen, in other words, was probably preaching at some point in the very synagogue where Saul of Tarsus, in Jerusalem for his studies, would have worshipped and debated when he was at home among his own diaspora community. It is plausible — though Acts does not say so explicitly — that Saul himself was among Stephen's debating opponents. The text says only that they could not stand against the wisdom and the Spirit with which Stephen spoke (Acts 6:10). When argument failed, they did what disputants under the Roman occupation could still legally do to a Jew making religious claims they considered intolerable: they brought him to the Sanhedrin on a charge of blasphemy.

      Stephen's speech before the Sanhedrin — the seventh chapter of Acts — is the longest piece of recorded dialogue in the book, and it is a tour through the history of Israel from Abraham to Solomon. On the surface it is unobjectionable, the kind of survey any educated Jew could have produced; under the surface it is something else. Stephen tells the story of Israel as the story of a people whose God had always met them outside of fixed places — with Abraham in Mesopotamia, with Joseph in Egypt, with Moses in the desert — and whose people had repeatedly missed the point by trying to bind God to a house, a Temple, a place. The climax of the speech is the accusation that the same pattern is repeating in his own day: the religious establishment that thinks it is defending God against this new movement is in fact resisting the Spirit, exactly as their ancestors resisted the prophets, and the Righteous One whom the prophets foretold has been delivered up and murdered by them. "You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears," he says in the most pointed sentence of the speech, "you always resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you" (Acts 7:51).

      It is at this moment that the trial ends and the mob begins. Acts says they ground their teeth at him, that they covered their ears and rushed at him together, that they dragged him outside the city and stoned him (Acts 7:54-58). Under Jewish law, the witnesses in a capital case had to throw the first stones; they removed their outer garments in order to do so freely. And here is the sentence in which Saul of Tarsus enters the New Testament: "The witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul. And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, 'Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.' And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, 'Lord, do not hold this sin against them.' And when he had said this, he fell asleep" (Acts 7:58-60).

      Saul. Watching the cloaks.

      He is not throwing stones himself. He is, in the narrowest legal sense, a bystander. But he is also not a passive one — Luke notes a chapter later that "Saul approved of his execution" (Acts 8:1), and the detail of the cloaks placed at his feet is more than incidental geography. The witnesses chose him for their cloaks because he was, in some sense, the one who would vouch for what they were about to do — a young man of standing among them, a rising figure of the Pharisaic counter-movement against the Nazarene sect, present at this moment as a kind of seal of approval. He did not pick up a stone. He did not need to. His role was symbolic, and the symbolism was clear.

      What did he see, while Stephen was dying? He saw a man being killed for blasphemy under what Saul considered the proper application of the Mosaic law. He saw the elimination of a particularly articulate enemy of the tradition he was prepared to defend with his life. He probably did not see — though the text invites us to see what he could not — that the dying man was praying for his killers in language that almost exactly echoed the words of the Master they killed him for following: "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do" (Luke 23:34). He probably did not notice the parallel. Stephen, dying, was already conformed to Christ in a way Saul did not yet have the categories to recognize.

      The persecution that followed was systematic and, by Saul's later admission, his own work. "Saul was ravaging the church," Acts says, "and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison" (Acts 8:3). He himself would later confirm this from his side of the page: "I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and delivering to prison both men and women" (Acts 22:4); "I was furiously enraged at them, and I persecuted them even to foreign cities" (Acts 26:11); "I persecuted the church of God violently and tried to destroy it" (Gal 1:13). The verbs are violent. They suggest a young man whose whole considerable energy had been redirected toward extirpating a movement he considered both heretical and politically dangerous. House to house. The phrase implies organization, intelligence, a willingness to invade private space, a coordination with whatever Sanhedrin or Temple authorities supported him.

      It is here, in the middle of this campaign, that we have to pause and look at him. Whatever else Saul of Tarsus was — gifted student, multilingual diaspora Jew, Roman citizen, brilliant young Pharisee — he was at this point in his life a man for whom the persecution of fellow Jews who confessed Jesus as Lord had become a kind of religious calling. He believed himself to be defending God and Torah. He believed himself to be doing what every faithful Israelite would do if he had the courage. He believed, in some way that would later mortify him for the rest of his life, that he was being faithful.

      This is the strangest thing about the young Saul, and it is the most important thing to understand before we follow him down the Damascus road in the next chapter. He was not a cynic. He was not a careerist using religion as cover for ambition. He was not, by his own moral standards, doing wrong. He was, by his own moral standards, doing exactly right — and he was wrong about almost everything. He had every advantage of training, every kind of intelligence, every motivation of sincerity, and he was hunting down men and women who belonged to the Messiah he was about to meet. There is something here that should slow any reader down. The most dangerous kind of religious wrong is not done by people who know they are doing wrong. It is done by people who believe themselves to be doing right. Saul of Tarsus is one of the most important data points in the New Testament for this proposition, and the man he later became — the man who called himself the chief of sinners — was a man with a permanent inoculation against the smug certainties of the religiously confident.

      But that comes later. For now, somewhere around the year 33 or 34 of our era, possibly a few years after that, the young Pharisee Saul of Tarsus goes to the high priest in Jerusalem and asks for letters of authorization. He has heard that the Way has spread to Damascus — that the disciples driven out of Jerusalem by his persecution have not given up but have carried their message north and east, into one of the largest cities of the Roman East, where the substantial Jewish community has begun, in some quarters, to listen to it. He wants to go and root it out there too. The high priest writes him the letters. They authorize Saul to enter the synagogues of Damascus, identify any followers of the Way among the Jews of the city, arrest them, and bring them back to Jerusalem in chains.

      Damascus is about a hundred and thirty-five miles north of Jerusalem as the crow flies; perhaps a six-day journey on foot, fewer if mounted. Saul does not travel alone — Acts mentions companions, probably Temple police or fellow zealots, certainly enough men to physically subdue arrested believers and conduct them back south. He sets out, by all accounts, in high spirits. He is doing the work he believes God has given him to do. He is young, he is gifted, he is right, and he is on the right side of a fight that matters.

      He has perhaps three days of the journey behind him. Damascus is in sight in the distance, the towers and walls visible across the plain. The road is dusty. The sun is at its height.

      He does not yet know that he is about to be ruined.
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      What happens next is the most-told story in the New Testament after the resurrection itself. Luke tells it three times in Acts — once as narrator in the ninth chapter, once in Paul's own voice from the stairs of the Antonia fortress in Jerusalem in the twenty-second, once in Paul's defense before King Agrippa in Caesarea in the twenty-sixth. Each telling differs in small details — what the companions saw, what they heard, the precise words exchanged — in ways that scholars have argued about for a long time and that ultimately matter less than what all three accounts agree on. Paul himself refers back to the event in his letters with the discipline of someone who has retold a story so many times that he has learned to trust its shape rather than its varying details. Something happened on that road. The man who set out from Jerusalem to extirpate the Way of Jesus arrived in Damascus a follower of that Way. The man who had been the most articulate enemy of the resurrection became the most articulate herald of it. Whatever the precise details, the result is not in dispute, and the result is not normal. We have to begin with what happened.

      Around noon, with the city of Damascus visible across the plain, a light fell on Saul out of the sky. Brighter than the noonday sun, he would say later — and the noon sun in the Syrian desert is not a small thing. The light knocked him to the ground. He fell. We can imagine the men with him scattering or freezing, depending on temperament; the texts say only that they stood speechless, hearing a sound but not understanding it, seeing a light but not seeing a person in it. The accounts differ on the details — in one Luke says they heard the voice but saw no one, in another that they saw the light but did not hear the voice; what all the accounts agree on is that whatever Saul was experiencing, his companions experienced only the edges of it. The thing was happening to him, not around him.

      And then the voice.

      "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?"

      The doubled name is a Hebrew convention. God uses it in the Tanakh when he calls someone for a specific purpose — Abraham, Abraham; Moses, Moses; Samuel, Samuel; Jacob, Jacob at Bethel. To be doubled is to be summoned by name from the deepest part of the divine address. It is also, here, intimate in a way that bypasses anonymity entirely. Whoever is speaking knows him.

      And then the question itself: why do you persecute me. Not "why do you persecute my people," not "why do you persecute my followers," not "why do you persecute the Way," but me. Saul could perhaps have answered any of the first three. He could have answered them in good Pharisaic fashion, explaining the theological dangers of the sect and his obligation as a faithful Jew to oppose them. But the question is
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