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The title of this sermon, ‘Pauline Versus Contemporary Christianity’, seemed to baffle people. So let me begin by clarifying a few things. Pauline refers to the Apostle Paul, who spread what he believed to be the faith and teachings of Jesus to many different communities. My basic premise is that contemporary Christianity follows the teachings of the apostle Paul more closely than it follows the teachings of Jesus, who many understand to be the central figure of Christianity in all ages.  
I believe Unitarian Universalists are rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition and are Christian in that we follow the teachings of Jesus, but not the teachings of Paul, which frankly does not make us Christian by most Christian’s definitions. The statement “we follow the teachings of Jesus but not the teachings of Paul” is what led to this sermon. I find that there is a distinct difference between the teachings of Jesus and the teachings of Paul. The emerging Christianity of Paul’s day was more a sect of Judaism than it was a form of Christianity as we know it today. 
Christians today often understand their faith in terms not of the Gospels but in terms of the Epistles. For those unfamiliar with this terminology the Gospels are the books of the New Testament which tell the stories of Jesus, they are Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The Epistles are the letters written by Paul to evolving Christian communities. Each of the gospels tells the story of Jesus a little bit differently. Each of the Epistles shares Paul’s view or views on subjects he deemed important to share with his fellow believers.

Because the Epistles became part of the Canon, the approved texts of the Bible, people have come to accept them as being of equal importance with all the other texts of the Bible, and to many they are, to me they are not. This is where I believe the mistaken emphasis on Pauline Christianity comes from, and while I titled this Pauline versus Contemporary Christianity it is really more about how Pauline Christianity, Contemporary Christianity and the teachings of Jesus are radically different subjects.
Many contemporary Christians base their faith largely if not exclusively on the contents of the letters of Paul. One of the realities I like to highlight is that Paul viewed himself as a Jewish Apostle to the Gentiles, he was not trying to make Christians he was trying to bring non-Jews to a more contemporary form of Judaism not to a completely new religion. In other words the Christianity of Paul’s own day was not Christianity at all but a form of what we today call Messianic Judaism. 

Contemporary Christianity as it is understood by most in our culture is believed to be a religion based on the teachings of the Messiah known as Jesus, when it is in fact a different religion all together, a religion based largely on the teachings of a man named Paul who understood himself as the opening words indicated to be striking out on his own to teach his own understanding of Jesus’s message. The key to Paul is that he was sharing HIS own understandings, not the actual lessons or teachings of Jesus. The reality is that our own faith teaches us to do exactly what Paul did, examine the teachings ourselves, and share our understandings with others. Paul also encouraged others to do the same. Most modern Christians believe that there is one understanding and if your understanding is not in accord with their understanding yours is wrong. This was not the way of Jesus or of Paul.
Contemporary Christianity is in fact Pauline Christianity in that it is both the faith of the man Paul and the faith as he portrayed it in his writings. This is not to say that the faith as he practiced it is the Christianity, or even the Judaism that the man Jesus envisioned. To the contrary I would propose that the faith of the man Jesus would be quite different from the Christianity practiced or preached by the man Paul. And that the faith inspired by the man Jesus would be more in line with and has more in common with traditional Universalist Christianity than it does with contemporary Christianity as viewed by the mainstream of American culture.
By contemporary Christianity I am largely referring to the evangelic form of Christianity that promotes itself today as the faith of America. As I am sure you can guess, if you do not actually know, this is not how I would define, or understand the concept of Christianity. Let me also be clear, I do not see contemporary Christianity as a monolith representing all who profess a faith in Jesus as the Christ. I do know that within Christianity there are a great many variations.

At this point let me share with you some more detailed information about who Paul was and the impact he had on the evolution of Christianity. The following passage is from the core text of the Introduction to New Testament Course that I took while in Theological School, The New Testament: an introduction is written by Norman Perrin and Dennis Duling. They state:

“Paul is a major figure in early Christianity.  His letters, plus those the later church believed he wrote, make up over one-fourth of the New Testament, and over one-half of the lengthy Acts of the Apostles (twenty-eight chapters) is given over to the life, journeys, and speeches of this leading New Testament missionary.  In terms of sheer bulk of material, Paul literally dominates the New Testament.  Moreover, he hammered out an understanding of the Christian faith that is one of the great achievements in Christian theological history.  At the same time, some things in his writings, as the author of 2 Peter knew, are “hard to understand” (2 Pet 3:16), and they have always been, like Paul himself, the occasion of great controversy.  While he inspired many of the church’s greatest thinkers and reformers – Augustine, Luther, Calvin, and Wesley – he has also been accused in more recent times of distorting  Jesus’ simple message, of laying the groundwork for Christian anti-Semitism, and of perpetuating chauvinistic attitudes about race, politics, sex, and the status of women!  A study of Paul and his letters can be as exasperating as it is interesting and challenging, but it can hardly be doubted that one is in the presence of a religious genius.” (p.127)

Based purely on volume it is easy to understand how contemporary Christians who ground their faith in the texts of the Bible would find Paul to be a primary influence. The challenge however is to distinguish the Christian teachings of Paul, from Paul’s own perspectives, particularly his biases. Many of my colleagues in the ministry who have studied Paul, and I must say this is my view as well, believe that Paul was in many ways a very biased man. Paul used his own biases cloaked in the garb of his faith to leave a lasting influence on the Christian church. 

Jesus was open to all people. The teachings of Jesus state that among the least of people we will find God. Yet Paul did not pass along those same messages. Paul encourages us to single people out for their sins and their wrong thoughts as well as their wrong deeds. Jesus taught us not to judge lest we be judged, contradictory messages from the two men whose voices most fill the pages of the Bible. As a person who follows the teachings of Jesus to love the other, and to see the good in all people. I find it hard to follow or even believe that Paul’s teachings which include a great deal of judgment are compatible with the teachings of Jesus. Critical to understanding Paul is to understand the context from which he came, the authors Perrin and Duling who are considered by most peoples standards pretty conservative themselves,  describe Paul in the following passage:

“Paul may be called a man of three interacting worlds: he was born, reared, and became active in a strongly – Hellenistic Greek urban environment; he was the son of a proud Jewish family living in the Diaspora; and he became a Christian when, as he said, God revealed his Son to him and called him to preach the good news of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles.  It may be said of him that he was a Hellenist, a Jew, and a Christian, and each of the elements in his personal heritage played an important role in shaping the man who must be reckoned the most important figure in the New Testament church.” (p.135)

We must also be aware that Paul was born 12 years after the death of Jesus. And that Paul was strongly opposed to the Church in his early life. It is also important to reiterate that he specifically understood his role and his calling, as that of converting the Gentiles. 

“It is clear from Paul’s letters and the book of Acts that there are delicate problems that he encountered in his claim to be an apostle to the Gentiles.” Say Perrin and Duling who continue  “He had never known Jesus; he had been a persecutor of the church; in many ways he was dependent on various traditions of the Hellenistic Jewish churches, and even the Jerusalem church; yet, there was Paul’s claim that his call originated in divine revelation; that though it was agreed to by the leaders of the Jerusalem church, it was independent of any human agency; and that the Gentile churches Paul founded had a special relationship with him based on his authority as an apostle.  It should come as no surprise, then, that there were those who constantly challenged his authority as an apostle.  Such issues have generated a great deal of discussion, partly because they are related to a number of classical questions about early Christianity, such as whether its “spirit” and vitality can be contained within the institutional church: for example where do Paul and “his” churches fit within a spectrum of possibilities from a “sect” wrestling with its relation to the world and its origins in Judaism to a more independent, rational-legal institution of the world?” (p.144)

This is where I believe we find the first deviations from the church founded in the name of Jesus. We find the first interpretations of law and scripture which form the basis of the many factions and threads of belief that self identify as Christian. Each and every religious leader has read the messages, the words or at least come to an understanding of the message of Jesus in their own way. Each different branch has selected particular aspects of faith to lift above others, it is through this pattern that we have arrived at a world filled with Christians and Jews and Muslims who can not agree either on the teachings of Jesus or the inherent meaning of those teachings, and yet each of these three major world religions holds sacred the words of the same scripture that Jesus knew, used and shared. What does this tell us about how Paul helped to shape the religious landscape? It was Paul who encouraged, through his writings, newly gathered communities of faith to shape their own religious understandings and affirmed them when their understandings were compatible with his own, or when they struggled with complex issues.
Another New Testament Scholar Wayne A. Meeks writes: “In the letters we see Paul and his followers wrestling with a fundamental ambiguity in their conception of the social character of the church.  On the one hand, it is formed as an eschatological sect, with a strong sense of group boundaries, reinforced by images of a dualistic tendency and by foundation stories of a crucified Messiah raised from the dead as the root symbol of the way God’s action in the world is to be perceived and followed.  On the other hand, it is an open sect, concerned not to offend “those outside” but to attract them to its message and if possible to its membership.  It has other forms of self-description and basic symbols which point toward universality and comprehensiveness: it is the people of the one God, including both Jew and Gentile.” (p.157) 

It is this message of openness and inclusivity which has clearly not carried through into contemporary Christian methodology. Too often we hear the implicit if not explicit message that you must be like me, and believe like me or I must make you be like me. The messages of forced conversions throughout time weigh heavily on the record of Christianity. The Crusades, the Spanish inquisition, the conquistadors, and those missionaries whose task was to convert the heathens of every land stand in start contrast to the message of Jesus and to the inclusivity of the first century Christian churches mission to welcome all, Jew and Gentile alike. We have heard this same exclusive message of Christianity bandied about by politicians and clergy of our day and we must wonder how the messages of Paul, and of Jesus have come to this?

 “It is impossible to overestimate the importance of the apostle Paul to the New Testament and to subsequent Christendom.  His vision of the nature of Christian faith came at the crucial moment when circumstances were transforming Christianity from an apocalyptic sect within Judaism into a missionary cult within Hellenism and beyond that into a world religion.  In this process  Paul came to play a major part, not only because he was a leader in the missionary movement, but even more because his view of the nature of Christian faith blended together the three aspects of its heritage – Judaism, Hellenism, and a distinctive Christian experience – into a new whole.  Paul’s vision of the nature of Christian faith became normative.  Moreover, he trained followers who not only served the church during his lifetime, but who also lived to provide leadership in the next generation. Paul’s letter writing provided the impetus toward the formation of the New Testament itself.  The first step in establishing the New Testament as a distinctive body of literature was taken when his letters to individual churches were recognized as being important to all churches and were copied and circulated.  For Paul himself, “Scripture” was what we would call the Old Testament, but it is in no small part due to him that there is now a New Testament.” Norman Perring and Dennis Duling (p.203-4)

Pauline Christianity as I hope I have made clear was different and yet a direct influence on contemporary Christianity. Contemporary Christianity takes much from Paul and Pauline Christianity and yet it is a distinct entity which has deviated on many fronts from the early days of Christianity. When Paul was busy writing letters to the churches it is unlikely that he thought those letters would someday become the scripture of the faith he was advocating and professing. Paul’s Christianity is clearly not the Christianity of America today and yet it is impossible to separate Paul from modern Christianity as its teachings and doctrines are almost exclusively found in his words to the small churches of his day. Amen.
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