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If we rightly understand ourselves, our problems are the prob-
lems of Paul: and if we be enlightened by the brightness of bis
answers, those answers must be ours. . . . In the past [those] who
hungered and thirsted after righteousness naturally recognized
that they were bound to labor with Paul. They could not remain
unmoved spectators in his presence. Perhaps we too are entering

upon such a time.
—Karl Barth

Only a genuine philosophy of bistory is capable of respecting the
specificity and radical difference of the social and cultural past
while disclosing the solidarity of its polemics and passions, its
forms, structures, experiences, and struggles, with those of the
present day. . .. Only Marxism can give us an adequate account
of the essential mystery of the cultural past, which, like Tiresias
drinking the blood, is momentarily returned to life and warmth
and allowed once more to speak, and to deliver its long-forgotten
message in surroundings utterly alien to it. This mystery can be

reenacted only if the human adventure is one. . . .
—Fredric Jameson

Our nation’s move toward empire is an issue for us not only

as citizens of the United States but also as Christian theolo-
gians. Christian faith must articulate itself in the context of the
dominance of a civil religion that is also a political theology.

This political theology is remarkably similar to the political
theology of Rome in the first century of the Christian era. . . .
The situation for Americans today is remarkably like that of
Paul. . .. Even in the churches, it is risky to state clearly that
loyalty to Christ requires Christians to stand against the goal of

worldly empire.
—John B, Cobb Jr. and David J. Lull
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CHAPTER FI¥YE

VIRTVS
Uirtue and the ‘Fortunes of Peoples

It is a tendency of imperial ideology to portray the present disposition of
power and privilege as the culmination of the human story, to collapse the
great unrequited struggle of history into a simple contrast of before and now.
But in order to represent the status quo as just and equitable, imperial ideology
must account for disparities of power in terms of disparities of worth, according
to an at least implicit hierarchy of peoples.

Roman imperial ideology promulgated just such a hierarchy, with the descen-
dants of Aencas at the top and unworthy peoples—including the Judeans-
beneath them (see chapter four). The rhetoric in Romans is set against this
implicit hicrarchy, yet Paul cannot mount an argument “based in the structure
of reality” because, from Paul’s point of view, present circumstances prov ide
only meager and misleading dara.' The exhortations in Romans 12-15 are
grounded in an “apodeictic” rhetoric of demonstration that appeals beyond
the present, indeed that seals off the present from contact with the genuine
destiny of peoples. This ideological closure is achieved through the gestures of

Judean apocalyprticism.

Virtuc at the End of History —

Soon after he arrived in Rome in the late first century C.E., the socially ambi
tious provincial Plutarch sought to ingratiate himself to prospective friends
with a fawning picce of panegyric, On the Fortune of the Romans. In this speech,
Plutarch posed the rhetorical question whether Rome’s supremacy was duc
more to Virtue (Arezé) or to Fortune (Tyché). Plutarch suffered no illusion that
virtue was its own reward. However admirable, and however well represented in
the host of Rome’s past worthies, Virtue had a reputation for failure to crown
its brightest adherents with success. Fortune, on the other hand, was widely
regarded as unreliable, even capricious. “Virtue’s labors, they say, are fruitless,
Fortune’s gifts untrustworthy.” To which should the pride of Rome's sover

mionry he acoribhed?
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Plutarch answered, unsurprisingly, both. “By joining forces,” Virtue and For-
tune “co-operated in completing this most beautiful of human works,” the Roman
Empire. Thus he claimed to vindicate Virtue as “most profitable” because she had
“done such good to good men,” and Fortune as “a thing most steadfast” because
“she has already prescrved for so long a time” Rome’s marvelous, beneficent power.
It could not have happened any other way; this, Plutarch declared, was divine des-
tiny. Rather than abandoning the human race to the “swell and drif” of history,
the “shifting conditions of human affairs,” Chronos had chosen to bless with For-
tune the one people in whom Virtue “in every form was inborn"—the Romans, ?

Some years carlier, another provincial, the Judean Joseph ben Mattathias (Jose-

phus), had expressed similar ideas as he implored his fellow Judeans to abandon
their defense of besieged Jerusalem. The practical argument was obvious: “the
might of the Romans was irresistible,” as other nations had already discovered.
"An established law” of brute force governed human affairs: “Yield to the stron-
ger,” since “the mastery [fo kratein) is for those pre-eminent in arms.” But Josephus
offered another, more palatably theological argument. Fortune (7jché) had passed
over to the Romans. “God who went the round of the nations, bringing to each
in turn the rod of empire, now rested over Italy.” The Romans had already shown
their moral superiority by holding themselves back from destroying the Temple,
while the rebels risked its destruction by defying Rome from its walls. The Romans,
he pleaded, were “naturally lenient in victory,” and indeed were the Judeans' “own
true allies.” Yet the Romans had been drawn to Judea to oppose “the impiety of
the land's inhabitants,” chae s, the partisan strife of the Hasmonean dynasty, and
s0 God had “subjected to the Romans those who were unworthy of liberty.” How
much worse, Josephus cried, were the rebels.”

Neither Plutarch nor Josephus can be described as intellectually adventurous in
these passages. Both expressed the banal realism of those who imagine they stand
at “the end of history,” confident that the future will be only a concinuation of
the present and that such a future will be, for them at lease, satisfactory. The final
and proper disposition of the wretched of the carth was accomplished. Thar the
world’s peoples were ultimately better off under the stern but necessary discipline
of empire was, for both men, a foregone conclusion. Their perspective must have
seemed obvious to countless subjects of Roman imperialism, who could readily
draw the appropriate lesson from the face of history. As Terry Eagleton observes,
the ideological strategies of empire serve to naturalize hegemony and to make pres-
ent power relations appear inevitable.*

Virgil, a much subtler mind than either Plutarch or Josephus, could allow the
voice of dissent to ring in his epic; but the Adeneid is the exception that proves the
rule. As Aeneas and his Trojan horde march against the capital of the kingdom
they have invaded, royal Juno addressed the council of Olympian gods to protest
their aggression. “Did any man or god constrain Aeneas to seck war and advance as
a foc" upon the kingdom of the Latins, or to “stir up peaceful peoples?” She admi-
ted the Trojans had been wronged, their city destroyed. But
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prevailed throughout history.""" But the rhetoric that has saturated our airwaves
since that day—of an endless war berween good and evil, between the virtue of a
free people and the dark forces arrayed against it—presumes the same ideological
premise as the “end of history™: There is no feasible alternative to “the freedom” thar
the United States represents and imposes.

For the majority of the world’s people, that date brought no fundamental
change in circumstances, excepe that they now seem even more inexorable. “There
exists only one lord and master, and only one system,” theologian of liberation
Franz Hinkelammert declared already in 1995, That system is the “wild" or “say-
age capitalism” that wreaks havoc throughout Latin America and beyond. “The
empire,” meaning the neocolonial empire of global capitalism, “is everywhere. It
has total power and it knows it. . . « The consciousness that an alternative exists
is lost. It seems there are no longer alternatives.™" From the imperial center, the
global struggle is perceived as a combat between good and evil, virtue and tyranny;
but from other points of view, the line of demarcation seems clearly to follow the
gradient of power. Outside of those centers, the drama remains one of exploitation
and misery, and virtue does not appear to be the monopoly of the powerful.

An apocalyptic logic of dissent

We have seen in carlier chapters that the truchs proclaimed by Roman imperial
ideology were not universally recognized. Not all Judeans shared Josephus's per-
ception of Roman virtue, Perhaps a century earlier, the author of the Habakkuk
Pesher had detected in the firse encounters with Roman intervention nothing but
arrogance, brutality, and limitless greed. Nor did he feel any need to justify Roman
domination theologically. It was enough to know that God would at lase condemn
the conquerors, and to describe the unexpected prolongation of that final account.
ing as a matter of divine “mysteries” (razim)."
ltis tempting to regard Josephus, by comparison, as a rank and cynical opportun-
ist, an apostate, even as a traitor.'" Bur rather than inquire as to Josephus's psychology
or level of patriotic feeling, we mighe as reasonably ask how the author of the Habak-
kuk Pesher managed to avoid what to many of his contemporaries must have seemed
self-evident, Claiming to present, on the strength of inspired interpretation, the true
meaning of ancient Scripture, the pesharist declared the true destiny of peoples. The
present was only a historical aberration, of necessarily limited duration, Apocalypric
rhetoric provided a strategy of containment thar allowed the pesharist and his com-
munity to perceive present circumstances not as determinative of the future, bur as a
temporary deviation from God'’s ultimate disposition of human affairs,

If history had indeed reached it end, then that end meant, for the poor, unre-
quited heartbreak. Philo described fecling that heartbreak when his delegation
stood before the dismissive and contempruous emperor Gaius, aware that his poli-
cies toward the Judeans of Alexandria and Judea itself would bring swift and uteer

ol ' . “oe

i v i e
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The manifest character of this reality—its being shown, that is, “made known"—
clearly remains in the future, For now, appearances can be dccciving. Those who
have been “endured with much patience”—that is, the disobedient among the
nations- ~might appear, through the lens of imperial ideology, to be heaven’s ltavor-
ites. Those who have not yet been revealed as the “objects of merc y"—that is, those
who are called, including Judeans and obedient men and women from the n..m'ons
(‘):24)—might appear at present to be history’s God-forsaken victims.

But Paul reveals, through a mystery, the actual state of affairs. God had imposed
a temporary hardening upon Israel in order to bring about a breatheakin Tltcr-
native tuture that would include the nations and a restored Israel (ugcthci Paul
cannot refer his hearers to what appears sclf-evident, bur must appeal lll\lt:.ld to
the clear fcstimonics of Scripture and the Spirit, which witness that “the gifts and
c.1.lling of God are irrevocable” (1 1:29). He calls his audience to resist the f;\ind-sc(
of tl:n: present age and contemplate the “the mercies of God" (12:1-2), which as he
has just demonstrated (11 :25-36) are not what they might seem. He bids them (;ﬂ'cr
themselves to God in a “reasonable worship” (/ag;‘ke' latreia), being enabled by the
renewing of their minds to perceive God's will (12:1-2). 4 ’

Other Judeans in Paul’s day made similar appeals, in similar terms urging their
hearers (or readers) not to confuse present circumstances with (i();i's r(:ndcn-
tll-.'ll will. The martyrs under Antiochus were able to defy the tyrant d‘\)c author
of 4 Maccabees explained, because the law had already 'ins(rugitcd t}lcir minds
Reason—/ogos—ruled over their senses. Their knowlcdgc—dcipnc the cvidcncé
around them——thar their defiance would be rewarded, and the tyrant’s oppres-
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irrational, by the standards of the Greek king. This was a contested logos: The mar-
tyrs could demonstrate that this loges reigned in their minds only by their submis-
sion to torture and deach. The tyrant and his officers “marveled” as the Judeans
refused perfectly reasonable and sympathetic appeals for them to consider their
own persons, their family, and their community. Despite the author’s use of the
vocabulary of Greek philosophy, the “logic” of the defiance ascribed to the martyrs
is premised on an apocalyptic vision of a coming reversal of fortunes. Their deaths
will be avenged, and they will live in eternal blessedness.

Only at the end of a “most philosophical” discussion does the author betray the
ferocity that occasioned his writing, very probably in the wake of the pogrom in
Alexandria in 38-41 c.k. (sce chaprer three). “For these crimes”—ostensibly, the
deaths by torture of Judeans on a “bitter day” during the reign of Antiochus 1V, in
the second century B.C.E.—the author declares that “divine justice pursued, and will
pursue the accursed tyrant.” The tyrant to be pursued in the future tense can only
be a Roman.

Philo similarly challenged his readers not to perceive with the bodily senses,
which “discern [only] what is manifest and close at hand.” Doing so, they mighe
draw from the enormity of recent events the wrong conclusions, and end up miser-
ably “ruled by the present.” Rather he calls on them to perceive with reason, to logis-
mos, which will reveal to them that “the Deity takes thought for human affairs,”
and especially for Isracl.”

For Paul, as for these Hellenistic Judeans who are his closest literary contem-
poraries known to us, the “reasoned” discernment to which he calls his hearers is
informed by an apocalyptic logic. The exhortation in Romans 12-15 depends upon
the argumentation in carlier chapters, especially the climactic chapeers 9-11. Bue
despite the keen interest of Christian interpreters in elaborating the relationship of
“indicative and imperative” at this argumentative hinge,” the rhetorical connection
here is not a theological abstraction. It has a situational and ideological specificity, as
do the comparable dissociative gestures made by Philo and the author of # Maccabees.
The mercies of God (tin oiktirman tou theow, 12:1) are specifically the strategic mer-
cies whereby (according to Paul) God has maneuvered Israel our of position in order
to bring about the inclusion of the nations (9:32-33; 11:22-23).%

The exhortation in Romans 12-15 is grounded in the dissociative argumen-
tation that has preceded it. In Romans, as for Paul’s Judean contemporaries, the
appeal ro apocalyptic categories of revelation and mystery served as an ideological

strategy of containment that effectively represses “the unthinkable.”** The notion
that God had actually abandoned Isracl was beyond contemplation for Paul (mé
genoito! 11:1). But closing off that prospect—which seemed evident enough to
some among Paul’s hearers—required closing off the apparent course of history
itself, so to speak, so that present circumstances could nor be read as indicators of
the course of the future. “God has imprisoned all in disobedience,” Paul declared
(11:32). The present is not the inevitable result of some process in which heaven
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the narrow vein of material to which he has restricted himself—"the intellectual
critique of the empire” was “feeble,” and that there “really [was) the feeling that
there [was] no substitute for Rome,” Blumenfeld makes the same generalization
for the wider political landscape in Paul’s day. But as we have seen, that statement
is casily falsified by observing oblique expressions of defiance among Paul'’s Judean
contemporaries. By comparing isolated phrases in Paul’s letters with phrases in a
tightly circumscribed body of materials, Blumenfeld concludes that “Paul loves
Rome” and belongs to a tradition of "apologetics for Roman power.” In a flagrant
anachronism, he characterizes Paul as “the ideological guardian of the processes
and structures of imperial power”™ on the basis of the way Rom 13:1-7 was later
appropriated by the Christian Byzantine empire." But Blumenfeld provides only a
particular egregious example of the common modern tempration: to project onto
Paul the perfect hindsight we enjoy at a safe distance from the crisis of his time,”
and thereby to derive from Paul a “Christian theology of the state.”

If we failed to acknowledge the apocalyptic coordinates of Paul’s exhortation in
14:1—15:13, we might read this part of the letter as Paul’s answer to a flacly halakic
question about the status of foods. His verdict “in the Lord Jesus” that “nothing
is unclean in itself; but it is unclean to anyone who thinks it unclean” (14:14, 20)
certainly sufficed for the Gentile Christianity that believed it had achieved unity
through Christ’s cancellation of the law (either by his word, Mark 7:19, or through
his death, Eph 2:11-16). But as Mark D. Nanos rightly protests, if we read Romans
in this way, we stigmatize the Torah-observant Judean as “weak in faith” by virtue
of their scrupulosity—something Paul himself warns “the strong” nof to do (in
14:1-4).** Interpreters who characterize “the weak” as “over-sensitive Jews” with
“hyper-halakhic” anxieties,” who because of their “narrow-minded cowardliness”
“fail to trust God completely and without qualification,” have fallen into what
Nanos calls “Lucher’s trap™ they perpetuate, and attribute to Paul, the very atticude
Paul secks to oppose.™

The issue berween “weak” and “strong” was much more than halakic, though it
clearly sprang from Judean observance of the food regulations of the Torah. There
is ample evidence to suggest that at least in some quarters of the Rome to which
Claudius’s exiles rerurned, observance of kashrus would have required Judeans to
practice a de facto vegetarianism.” Roman satirists mocked Judean observances,
including vegetarianism and the observance of days, and associated them with
“weakness.”* Mark Reasoner has shown that the label “weak”™ in Romans 14 was a
contempruous térm wielded in the larger status-conscious Roman socicty against

those who displayed excessive scrupulosity, especially if they belonged to a for-
cign cult, “It appears that the ‘strong’ applied the Roman society’s evaluation of
superstition on this group within their community,” Paul never contrasts “weak
in faith” (ton asthenounta té pistei, 14:1) with “strong in faith” (as if the disparity
was a matter of the measure of faith). Rather “the strong,” or “the powerful” (boi
dynatoi), is the self-perception of those able, by position and privilege, to distin-
guish themselves from the “weak™ (or “sickly”), upon whom they could look down
disparagingly. The “weakness” of “the weak” is due to their observance of kosher
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authority, or even from offering criticism of their conduct of office. The exhor-
tation in 13:1-7 is an infamous crux interpretum, not least because of the instru-
mental role to which it has been put in neutralizing Christian dissent to unjust
policies.*” Despite the occasional interpreter who simply accepts these lines as an
uncomplicated endorsement of state authority," it is widely recognized now that
what Paul says here is an abrupt transition from what has preceded it.

As Jewett remarks, Paul’s statements here clash with the “apocalyptic hostil-
ity” he shows elsewhere “against the old age and its institutions.” “While Paul
speaks of the ‘rulers of this age’ with bitter resistance in 1 Cor 2:8 and views
the ‘principalities and powers' as opponents in Rom 8:38, this passage seems to
reflect a time when the church has made peace with the world.™* We may further
obscrve that chis is the only point in the lecter where Paul declares that his hear-
ers’ obedience to God will require their submission: “every soul” is to be subject
to governing authorities (pasa psyché exousiais hyperechousais hypotassesthé, 13:1).
This language strikes echoes of his earlier reference to the involuntary subjection
(hypetagé) of creation to “futility” and “corruption” (8:20-21), but there he speaks
of the Spirit’s groaning within the children of God as they await deliverance
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from the subjected order. The characterization of ruling authorities as *minis-
ters of God,” rewarding those who do good and bringing wrath against evildoers
(13:3-4), is difficult to reconcile with the carlier assignment of just those activi-
ties to God alone (2:6-11), nor does it offer any hint of the eschatological tone
that immediately follows in Paul’s cryptic assurance that “the hour” and “the
day" are near (13:12-13). This is the only point where Paul suggests—in a telling
inconsistency—that those who are in Christ owe “fear” to their rulers (phobon,
13:7; contrast 13:3-4)."" The language of submission and fear that appears here
is a startling exception to the rhetoric of the rest of the letter; more typical is the
declaration to which it immediately gives way, that obedience to God can be
summed up in a single obligation, “to love one another, for the one who loves the
neighbor has fulfilled the law” (13:8-11).

James Kallas sums up the disparities beeween these verses and the rest of Paul's
corpus by declaring that “Paul could not have ascribed such an exalted status to
Rome without being not only hypocritical and servile, but untrue to his whole theo-
logical position.” Kallas, like a few others, concludes that the passage is an interpo-
lation into Paul’s letter.* In the absence of corroborating textual variants, most
scholars have rejected that interpretive option—though Ernst Kisemann declared
that even if the passage is genuine, the notion “that the authorities constantly seek
to be God’s servants” is “obviously exaggerated if not wholly incredible”; it did not
reflect Paul’s own thinking but was a stock piece of traditional material that Paul
appealed to in a “forced” and unpersuasive way.* Leander E. Keck suggested post-
ing a warning to any interpreter essaying to make sense of the passage as it stands:

“Danger: Thin Ice.™*
The warning has not deterred skaters, [ will not try w sievey all the attempis 1o
account for Paul's disturbingly wneharacteristi Mhh thive avenie
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Carter argues that despite the subsequent characterization of the carly years of
Nero's rule as good years, Paul and his hearers would have known better. The escha-
tological references to “this age” (12:2) and to the coming “hour” and “day” of rever-
sal (13:11-14) inevitably would have subverted the “apparent” commendation of the
authorities in 13:1-7: “Paul only seems to grant the authorities an unconditional sta-
tus: in reality they belong to the present age of darkness which is passing away.™
I agree with Carter’s suggestion that aspects of Paul's language militate against
hearing this passage as an unambiguous endorsement of Roman rule. Indeed, in an
carlier essay, I argued that specific aspects of this passage would have struck Paul’s
hearers as explicitly contravening aspects of imperial propaganda; bue I am not
convinced that these aspects—significant as they are—allow us to read the whole
passage as intentionally ironic or subversive. The exhortation to every soul to “be
subject” and to show “fear” to the authorities flew in the face of the imperial claim
that some peoples experienced the “good faith” and *friendship” of Rome, and that
for those peoples “fear” and the threat of force was unnecessary (see chaprer one).
More dramatically, Paul’s comment that the authority “does not bear the sword
idly” (13:4) not only strikes an echo with his earlier reference to “the sword” as
one of the perils faced by the faithful in the present age (8:35-36); it also directly
contradicts one of the central themes of Neronian propaganda, that in contrast to
his predecessors Nero did not resort to the sword:

o Calpurnius Siculus presented a prophecy that described Nero's accession as
the dawning of a golden age in which no one could remember the use of the
sword. The goddess of war would turn upon herself the weapons that had
previously been deployed in warfare; *fair peace” would come; “clemency . ..
has broken every maddened sword-blade. ... . Peace in her fullness shall come;
knowing not the drawn sword, she shall renew once more the reign of Saturn
in Latium” (Eclogue 1.45-60),
The first Einsiedeln Eclogue described a paradise inaugurated by Nero: “We
reap with no sword, nor do towns in fast-closed walls prepare unutterable
war.” No woman anywhere gave birth to a future enemy of Rome; “unarmed,
our youth can dig the fields, and the boy, trained to the slow-moving plow,
marvels at the sword hanging in the abode of his fathers” (25-31).
In the speech he presented to Nero, Seneca put into the emperor’s mouth
the boast that he had surpassed even his ancestor Augustus, who had come
to power only through warfare: “With all chings at my disposal, I have been
moved neither by anger nor youthful impulse to unjust punishment. ... Wich
me the sword is hidden, nay, is sheathed; I am sparing to the utmost of even
the meanest blood; no man fails to find favor at my hands though he lack all
else but the name of man” (Clem. 1.2-4).
Sencca continued by flattering the emperor that his gift to the workd was
state unstained by blood, and your prideful boast that in the whole world you
have shed not a drop of human blood is the more significant and wonder ful
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because no one ever had the sword putinto his hands at an carlier age” (11.3).
Nero would so excel among the Caesars that he would need no bodyguard
for his protection; “the arms he wears are for adornment only” (13.5).

The criteria of “intertextuality” discussed in the Introduction apply here. The
consistent theme expressed in three different imperial sources shows that the
“idle sword” was a mainstay of Neronian propaganda. That claim would also have
struck anyone living in the capital as spurious. (One even can imagine an audience
hearing an unintended joke in the imperial claim; after all, Nero himself repeat-
edly quipped that his stepfather had been “made a god” by cating a mushroom.
The sword was hardly his preferred weapon.) Paul cannot have declared that the
authority “does not bear the sword idly” without his audience hearing a pointed
refutation of a central theme in Nero's propaganda.”

But recognizing that Paul says things in clear tension with imperial claims does
not yet mean that we must read the whole of 13:1-7 as deliberate and sustained
irony. Carter finds Paul’s reference to the authorities as “priests of God” (leitourgoi
theou) so blatantly unrealistic that it must have been meant to guide his hearers to
an ironic understanding of his words. Carter argues that Paul did not mean all that
he said, but he does not tell us what Paul meant his audience to understand instead.
He cannot; for it remains the case that to whatever extent Paul may regard Roman
officials as a hostile and powerful danger, he still enjoins subjection and compliance
to the authorities. As Carter admits, much of what Paul says in these verses can be
read straightforwardly as the basis for that appeal !

It is impossible to read a single coherent posture in Rom 13:1-7, The text is an
instance neither of straightforward endorsement of Roman power nor of an ironic
subversion of imperial claims. Rather, as argued in chapter one, we are in touch
here with the constraining force of ideology, with “voice under domination.” Given
the constraining power of ideology, we must do more than ask what Paul meant; we
must ask, What Larger forces were at work to shape, and to inhibit, his response?

I have characterized Paul's thetoric in Romans as dissociative argumentation,
achieved by the assertion of an alternative reality through the topoi of apocalypti-
cism. I do not mean that Paul has sclf-consciously selected certain rhetorical tech-
niques in order to achieve desired effects. We have seen contradictions on the surface
of Romans that reveal tensions beneath the surface: for example, God is the one who
subjects the world to furility, yer God's Spirit groans for deliverance from that bond-
age (8:18-25). God calls human beings to free and willing obedience, not to slay-

ery, yet this obedience also requires submission to God (8:7; 10:3) and, improbably,
subjection to the governing authorities (13:1). And we have seen that these tensions
arise, not from an idiosyncratic incoherence on Paul’s part, but from fundamentally
irresolvable contradictions in the material and ideological conditions in which the
letzer was written and which the letter was an attempt to resolve,
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emissary, working to prepare the assemblies in Rome (and elsewhere) to welcome
thac lord ac his arrival,

Non-Judean members of the Christ assemblies in Rome have begun to adopt
the ideological perspective of the Roman Empire, particularly regarding the
“weak"—meaning, in particular, displaced Judeans—among them. They have
collapsed the imperial perception of a hierarchy of peoples into an ecclesial per-

Ellacuria called the “civilization of wealth” (which in our own day is the civiliza-
tion of capital).* Such a civilization regards the future as a further continuation
of the process of accumulation of power and prestige that is its basis. In such a
civilization in our own day, Jon Sobrino writes, expectations of the future are
based on “calculations” extrapolated from the present, and so “there is not a radi-
cal break between the present and the future.” In Paul’s day, the non-Judeans in
his audience also have begun to confuse their own status “in Christ” with the
status that imperial ideology promised them as participants in the civilization of
wealth. They should expect to be included among “the powerful,” enjoying the
impunity of victors who stand at the effective end of history.

Romans is Paul’s attempt to counteract the effects of imperial ideology within
the Roman congregations. He secks to reorient their perceptions around a more
authentically Judean scriptural perspective, which in this case means (as Gotrwald
has shown) a more communitarian perspective appropriate to the practice of a
“civilization of solidarity.”

Because his own perspective is in the precise ideological sense “kyriarchal,” it is
inconceivable to Paul that human affairs are beyond the control of the kyrios; yet
at present they clearly contradict what Scripture reveals about the “irrevocable”
gifts and calling of God. It must therefore be the case, given his kyriarchal prem-
ises, that present circumstances are, paradoxically, the resule of the action of God to
bring the world under subjection (hypetagé, 8:20) and that similacly, the governing

authorities have been ordered by God (retagmenai, 13:1). All that Paul says about the
ruling authorities flows from the constraines of his own kyriarchal perspective: it is
inconceivable that it should be otherwise—that is, that the authorities should have
a free hand. The same justice that has been manifested in “wrath” against the unjust
(1:18-32) will inevitably be manifest on the great and coming “day” (13:1 1-12); it is
inconceivable that it should be otherwise. To remove Rom 13:1-7 from the eschato-
logical context of the letter is to utterly misunderstand thac passage and the letter,
Because the resolution achieved in Romans is a kyriarchal resolution (involv-
ing a very particular kyrios, as we have scen), history must be scen as the arena in
which God has now “imprisoned everyone in disobedience,” so that God might
bring about the final redemption of creation and of the children of God alike.
This history has in effect been put in suspense until God should release it. His-
tory as the continuing process of accumulation and reward for the virtuous is, for
Paul, unthinkable, and so must be suspended, brought to a halt so that another
history, the history of the revelation of God's mercy “to all” (11:30-32), may
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The ghosts in Romans
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As Slavoj Zizek elaborates,
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The past is not simply past, but bears within it its proper utopian promise
of a future Redemption; in order to understand a past epoch properly, it is
not sufficient to take into account the historical conditions out of which it
grew—one also has to take into account the utopian hopes of a Future that
were betrayed and crushed by it—that which was “negated,” that which did
not happen—so that the past historical reality was the way it was. ... [W]hat
the proper bistorical stance “relativizes” is not the past ... . but, paradoxically,
the present itself—our present can be conceived only as the outcome (not of

what actually happened in the past, but also) of the crushed potentials for the
future that were contained in the past.®

Just so Paul resisted the perception of the present as the latest stage in a continuous
history of accumulation, the inevitable unfolding of destiny and crowning of vir-
tue (as history appears to the victors in the “civilization of wealth” at any particular
historical moment—including our own). Rather, ancient promises given to Israel,
and long delayed, remained determinative of the future and, for Paul, of the present
as well. From an ideological-critical perspective, this is what Paul means in Romans
when he speaks of the world being “subjected” to God in the present. It is to affirm
that the present is not, so to speak, self-sufficient, but is determined by “the crushed
potentials for the future that were contained in the past” but that continue, for
Paul, in the urgene groaning of a creation in travail. Those heretofore “crushed
potentials” are the seed of the future, for as Paul pur it, the “gifts and calling of
God are irrevocable.” From this perspective, we may understand that the reason
Paul does not regard the ekk/ésia as the agent of history (as the rather fAamboyant
language of Paul founding “an alternative society” might otherwise imply)* is chat
the ekklésiai in Rome (and elsewhere) had not yet adequatcly lived into their role
of embodying the past.
I quote Zizek again:

We, the "actual” present historical agents, have to conceive of ourselves as the
materialization of the ghosts of past generations, as the stage in which these
past generations retroactively resolve their deadlocks,

—though this formulation does not yet identify the ghosts of the past with suf-
ficient specificity. The “ghosts™ haunting Paul’s letter are, in the firse place, the
“branches broken off,” who remain Isracl's future, and because they are the focus
of God's eternal purposes, the future of the world as well. An imagination—such
as the imperial imagination—that the pastis truly dead, that the vanquished have
no future, is to Paul’s mind unthinkable. Itis not some “ethnic prejudice” on Paul’s
part that drives him to defend the future of 2 vanquished Isracl: it is the (funda-
mentally Israclite) vision that because the future belongs to the God who can raise
he dead and bring into being what did not exist, it does not in any way depend
1pon the present,
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In a larger perspective this letter is haunted by the .'gro:ming Ain labor'. (;:“clr;
ation itself (8:22-23). The “spectrality” that haunts Paul’s thought is xhc. unfulfille .
destiny of the world’s liberation. That liberation cannot emerge orgzmcal-ly out (:1
the pr;'scnt. which God has (necessarily) subjected to bondage, corruption, an
futility, but it is nevertheless inevitable.*

There are ghosts enough to haunt us today, not least in the social sltcs(;vhcir:
the interpretation of Paul is at a premium—the churcl}cs ab?vc‘ all': Rcspotx ;;im
astonishment to the meeting of the Latin American Blsh-st (,(')n cr.clncc in -
Domingo in 1992, theologian Jon Sobrino decried the “incredible silence” o

proceedings “on the martyrs™

In Latin America martyrdom is not anecdotal or exceptional, bl:; a r?alss::
and indisguisable reality: it is the new thing, the grace, the c'rc c:{;nz;ﬁn
seal of the most genuine evangelization that has occurred bc(wfcn e -
and Santo Domingo. . . . To ignore the martyrs really means ignoring

signs of the times.

The words of judgment are not reserved for Latin American bisholps ak:n:;
“Ignoring the martyrs” is just what is done, lamentably but :.lpparcr:t'yfm;md
Sobrino’s surprise, in “the world of the North™ a )A’Ofld ht describes :s."s:;\' u -
hypocritical, never expecting to ask forgiveness of anyone” for tho'scf lh e |":, g
from Vietnam to Iraq, “nor for the slow death of the Southern halfo' the plane .d .
From within the civilization of wealth, a future s.u'ch as Paul 'pro,c'cts is st:cou)(
utopian—""the (impossible) ideal of social and political pcrfcct|on:'coanlyc“cans
of abundance” by the non-poor. But to the wrchl':cd of thc carth-. umplla m =
a dignified and just life for the majorities™ it is "en-topia, that ‘good place

iep ™8

"‘“I-‘: i?r::.clcarcr for us today than it was in Paul’s day just what the algcr;‘cy “]th::'
might bring in the world to come. Paul could a.ss'ign.to.thc assembl );lhc ::s:m
expectant waiting because the agitation of the Spirit wuhn:\ and a;f)uq t hc -
bly convinced him that the waiting would not be long, We who live in :h c.'gmm'
North today stand in a very different situation, inescapably c.aught up n;‘ t : e
mentality of empire, and readily seduced by it. Our rcsponswclncsltco t nc f; r "[::d -
of the Spirit who groans around us may require our own refusal to l co sk
the present age—to the civilization ofcapiul-—bu.( o s::ck our sa vamo: St;h ol
among the poor, as Sobrino writes; or as Paul put it, by “making our way

oppressed” (12:16).
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Epilogue

Paul and the Horizon of the Possible

began this book by describing an encounter in Port au-Prince, a city in which
one finds concentrated the crushing misery to which the Haitian people have
been subjected for the last century and more, In the year 2000, the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization declared Haiti the country wich

-

the highest index for “depth of hunger” in the western hemisphere, the third
highest in the world.' That is a measure of a country’s per capita deficit of calorie
intake to calorie expenditure, or more prosaically, of the rate at which its people
are slowly starving to death.

The statistics with which Mike Davis begins his own recent book, Planet
of Slums, suggest that the plight of millions of men and women, massed in the
desperate slums of Port-au Prince, is increasingly the planetary norm. We prob
ably already have passed the moment when more human beings on Earth live in
cities—the vast majority in slums—than outside of them. Davis asks whether
this unprecedented development in human evolution will be ecologically sus-
tainable. The answer, of course, is that for untold millions of human beings,
it long has been too late.? The problem is not simply one of mass, as we in the
privileged global North are tempred to imagine—as if there were simply too
many people elsewhere. Davis describes the sordid patterns by which the poor
have been betrayed, not only by foreign empires and their own governments
alike, but also by the international Institutions ostensibly established to help
them. The poor have been offered patronizing platitudes about self-help that
no one would dream of direc ting to the international corporations thar extract
their natural resources and exploit their labor. Meanwhile, the strict disciplines
of economic austerity are imposed on their governments, requiring the aban
donment of programs that mighe lift cheir people—to quote deposed Haitian
President Jean-Bererand Aristide “from misery to poverty with dignity.” They
are after all a “surplus humanicy,” virtually “disappeared” from the awareness of
the prosperous center.*

Michael Harde and Antonio Negri have argued thar, given the subtlery
and texture of the globalized economy today, “Empire” is a reality thart reaches
beyond centralized state control and makes it largely irrelevant. The “multicude”
of the wretched of the carth will be the agents of connrlece cnanes A



