Jewish and Christian scholars are engaging in critical discussions over biblical texts. Discuss the significance of this process of interaction for biblical scholarship and interpretation

Happily, much has changed in Pauline scholarship since Adolf von Harnack’s observation in 1924 that ‘Paul pulverised Israel’s religion with the cross of Christ’.[footnoteRef:1] A combination of factors has meant that a sharp opposition between a Christianised Paul and his Jewish roots is, in most academic contexts at least, no longer tenable. Particularly in the last thirty years, this has made space for discussion between Jewish and Christian scholars. In this essay, I begin by offering an account of some of the changes both inside and outside Pauline scholarship that have made these discussions possible. I then move on to consider three particular areas of contribution – discussion around Paul’s conversion, Daniel Boyarin as an example of reader-centred approaches to Paul, and the methodological criticisms of the Radical New Perspective on Paul – and assess their significance for biblical scholarship. [1:  Adolf von Harnack, Mission Und Ausbreitung Des Christentums, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1924), 62. Translation my own. ] 


What, then, has made an increase in critical conversations between Jewish and Christian scholars possible? John Gager demonstrates that Paul was ignored by Jewish scholars for much of history; though, where he was read, he was considered sympathetically as a fellow Jewish thinker.[footnoteRef:2] Even as late as the beginning of the twentieth century, readings of Paul by Jewish figures such as Leo Baeck and Martin Buber functioned apologetically, offering a different reading to those of the Protestant university figures.[footnoteRef:3] Pamela Eisenbaum judges that the contributions of these figures never ‘transcended Jewish-Christian polemics; circumstances [before WWII] made it impossible’.[footnoteRef:4] This changed in the aftermath of the Second World War. Firstly, the horrors of the Shoah prompted a rethinking of cultural perceptions of Judaism, which has included the discipline of Biblical studies.[footnoteRef:5] Secondly, there was an increasing awareness of inherent anti-Semitism within the Christian tradition, whether from historical figures such as Augustine and Luther,[footnoteRef:6] or from leading scholars in Protestant research such as Gerhard Kittel. Thirdly, the gravitational centre of the discipline moved away from the German University context. This third point is, to my mind, an underrated generative factor in fresh readings of Paul. The sharp confessional divide between Catholic and Protestant faculties in Germany, and the fact that these faculties also formed future ministers and priests within said confessional traditions, created a tradition of reading Paul that was – and in many ways still is[footnoteRef:7] – self-replicating and inherently resistant to new readings that threatened core confessional commitments. The move to the Anglo-American world provided an academic context that, being often both ecumenical and more secular, was to a greater degree free of some of this confessional legacy. [2:  John G. Gager, Who Made Early Christianity? The Jewish Lives of the Apostle Paul, American Lectures on the History of Religions (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), 37–51.]  [3:  Pamela Eisenbaum, ‘Following in the Footnotes of the Apostle Paul’, in Identity and the Politics of Scholarship in the Study of Religion, ed. José Ignacio Cabezón and Sheila Greeve Davaney (London: Routledge, 2004), 83–86.]  [4:  Ibid., 84.]  [5:  Dave B. Martin, ‘Paul and the Judaism/ Hellenism Dichotomy: Toward a Social History of the Question’, in Paul beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide, ed. Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 53; Du Toit and Philip La Grange, ‘The Radical New Perspective on Paul, Messianic Judaism and Their Connection to Christian Zionism’, HTS Theological Studies 73, no. 3 (2017): 1–2, https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i3.4603.]  [6:  On this, see: Paula Fredriksen, Augustine and the Jews: A Christian Defense of Jews and Judaism : With a New Postscript, 1st ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010).]  [7:  See for example Udo Schnelle’s nearly eight hundred page introduction to Paul, published in 2014 and drawing together the last few decades of German scholarship, and which still reads Paul in broadly Lutheran terms. Udo Schnelle, Paulus: Leben und Denken, Paulus (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014). The New Perspective on Paul is covered in just one and a quarter pages (59-60).] 


Internally, the rise of the New Perspectives on Paul (hereafter NPP) in the last forty years has been hugely important, prompting both a reassessment of the nature of Second Temple Judaism in general, and Paul’s Jewish identity within this context. A narrative of the internal changes within Pauline scholarship often mentions the contributions of figures such as Krister Stendahl and E.P. Sanders.[footnoteRef:8] Stendahl argued that, far from being a figure tormented by a Judaism defined by works-righteousness and legalistic perfection, the Apostle Paul seems to have possessed a very ‘robust conscience’ regarding his ability to fulfil the Jewish law’.[footnoteRef:9] Furthermore, Stendahl argues that this was by no means an exceptional stance to take: ‘it is striking to note that Paul never urges Jews to find in Christ the answer to the anguish of a plagued conscience’.[footnoteRef:10] Readings of Paul that project a concern about the inability to follow the law owe more to the Christian theological tradition of introspection propagated by figures such as Augustine and Luther.[footnoteRef:11] Meanwhile, Sanders’ contribution in Paul and Palestinian Judaism (1977)[footnoteRef:12] was to present an exhaustive reading of literature from Second Temple Judaism. He demonstrated that, far from being a legalistic religion based on works-righteousness, Judaism was predicated on God’s gracious election of the nation of Israel to covenant relationship which in turn generated human obedience, a relationship that Sanders termed ‘covenantal nomism’.[footnoteRef:13] Human obedience, then, was less about earning God’s favour than about marking out the covenantal boundaries of God’s elected people.  [8:  One cannot fail to mention the personal influence and role of Stendahl in supporting Christian/Jewish dialogue on the Apostle Paul. He has been personally thanked in the acknowledgements of many books, including: Paula Fredriksen, Paul, the Pagans’ Apostle (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017), 178. ]  [9:  Krister Stendahl, ‘The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West’, The Harvard Theological Review 56, no. 3 (1963): 200.]  [10:  Ibid., 202.]  [11:  Ibid., 202–7.]  [12:  Sanders also noted that he is making arguments that many Jewish scholars had been making for a few decades and which had failed to get a hearing in (Protestant) theology faculties. See: E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion, 1st Edition (London: SCM Press, 1977), 33–59.]  [13:  Ibid., 75–85.] 


The contributions of the NPP achieved exegetical distance between the Apostle Paul and his later theological readers. They also provoked a rediscovery of Paul’s original context, shattering caricatures of Judaism that for many centuries had generated fresh readings of Paul, and fundamentally changing the topography of Pauline theology, giving new weight to the topics of election, table fellowship, covenant and Torah. This reappraisal also created space for helpful interactions between Jewish and Christian scholars. The NPP prompted a wave of new, creative Christian engagement with Paul by figures such as N.T. Wright, James Dunn, Francis Watson and Richard Hays.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Eg. N.T. Wright, What St Paul Really Said (Oxford : Lion Hudson, 1997); N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God (London: SPCK Publishing, 2013); Francis Watson, Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles: : A Sociological Approach, Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series 56 (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1986), https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511555138; Richard B. Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:1-4:11, [2nd ed.]., The Biblical Resource Series (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2002); James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, New Testament Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139166201; James D. G. Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2008); James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Edinburgh: Clark, 1998).] 



At the same time, there has been a newly awakened interest in the study of the Apostle Paul amongst Jewish scholars.[footnoteRef:15] The reasons for this, as one might expect, have been as varied as the methodologies employed and the scholarly conclusions reached. For some Jewish scholars, Paul represents an important, if not unique, point of access to the diversity of first century Judaism and the development of later rabbinical Judaism.[footnoteRef:16] Others set out to reclaim Paul from a reading tradition that has co-opted him in ways which they see as inaccurate and even harmful.[footnoteRef:17] Approaches include traditional historical-critical studies (e.g. Mark Nanos, Paula Fredriksen), sociological approaches (e.g. Alan Segal), and reading through the lens of feminist and postmodern theory (e.g. Boyarin).  [15:  For a more detailed overview of recent Jewish studies on Paul than this essay is able to provide see: Michael F. Bird and Preston M. Sprinkle, ‘Jewish Interpretation of Paul in the Last Thirty Years’, Currents in Biblical Research 6, no. 3 (1 June 2008): 355–76, https://doi.org/10.1177/1476993X07084792.; Eisenbaum, ‘Following in the Footnotes of the Apostle Paul’.; Matthew V. Novenson, ‘Whither the Paul within Judaism Schule?’, Journal of the Jesus Movement in Its Jewish Setting, no. 5 (2018): 79–88.]  [16:  E.g. Alan F. Segal, Paul the Convert: The Apostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Pharisee (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), xiv–xvi.; Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: : Paul and the Politics of Identity, Contraversions (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1997), 1–2.]  [17:  E.g. Pamela Eisenbaum, Paul Was Not a Christian: The Original Message of a Misunderstood Apostle, Reprint edition (New York: Bravo Ltd, 2010).] 


The next section of this essay moves to consider three contributions to the ongoing discussion between Christian and Jewish scholars. A word on methodology: as the topography of Pauline studies has largely been set by Christian scholarship, many of the Jewish contributions have been responding to a pre-established playing field. Therefore, the following material foregrounds the contribution of Jewish scholars in order to best show where new exegetical possibilities have been raised; it is assumed at times that the reader is familiar with the implied Christian topography which is being presupposed. 

Paul’s Conversion?
Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the Damascus road, reported in Acts,[footnoteRef:18] has traditionally been thought of as the moment of his conversion from Judaism to Christianity.[footnoteRef:19] Paul was the ‘prototype of the Christian convert’.[footnoteRef:20] This conversion experience was often held to be generative of everything else that follows in Paul’s biography and thought.[footnoteRef:21] Since Stendahl,[footnoteRef:22] however, there has been a move away from talking about Paul’s conversion away from Judaism to a new religion called Christianity. Instead this experience is interpreted as his ‘call’ to a new prophetic vocation as Apostle to the Gentiles.[footnoteRef:23]  [18:  Textually, the issue is complicated by the fact that Luke reports the same scene in different ways three times in Acts (Acts 9:1‒19; 22:3‒16; 26:4‒18). Moreover, Paul himself never gives us this information, but instead speaks in more general terms about his calling and his ecstatic experiences (e.g. Gal. 1:13-17; 2 Cor. 12:1-5). The discussion of how to read Luke as a historian and how to account for the differences between Paul’s account of his life and that which we see in Luke is a notoriously complicated one and will not be addressed here. ]  [19:  A particularly striking example of this is found in F.F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Cambridge, UK: Paternoster Press, 2000), 74–82. The chapter (first published in 1978) is simply called ‘Paul becomes a Christian’. ]  [20:  Paula Fredriksen, ‘Paul the Convert’, in The Oxford Handbook of Pauline Studies, ed. Matthew V. Novenson and R. Barry Matlock, Oxford Handbooks Online (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1, https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199600489.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199600489-e-29.]  [21:  ‘﻿Paul’s conversion is to Pauline scholarship what the Big Bang is to physics: the thing itself is an enigma, but somehow it is supposedly the explanation for everything else.’ Pamela Eisenbaum, Paul Was Not a Christian: The Original Message of a Misunderstood Apostle, Reprint edition (New York: Bravo Ltd, 2010), 133.]  [22:  Frederiksen also points to the influence of fellow Scandanvian scholars Johannes Munck and Nils Dahl in putting forward similar arguments (Fredriksen, ‘Paul the Convert’, 3.). However, it is Stendahl’s name which is frequently attached to this argument in secondary literature, and thus Stendahl this essay shall examine. ]  [23:  Schnelle also talks exclusively in terms of Paul’s calling at the expense of the language of conversion; however, this is coming from a theological conviction of wanting to privilege divine action over a subjective human experience of change. Schnelle, Paulus: Leben und Denken, 88 fn. 8.] 


In his Paul among Jews and Gentiles, Stendahl reads both Paul’s self-description of his experience (e.g. Gal. 1:14-17) and the various accounts in Acts in terms of an Old Testament prophetic calling. Noting the similarity to the Old Testament calling of Isaiah (Is. 49:6) and Jeremiah (Jer. 1:5), he argues that it makes sense to view Paul within this biblical tradition. Just as one does not speak of the Old Testament prophets being converted, so too one should not speak of Paul’s conversion.[footnoteRef:24] Stendahl’s concern around the language of conversion is twofold. Firstly, and less significantly, he worries about anachronistic use of language and the idea that conversion assumes a modern phenomenon. But more importantly, he is concerned that talk of conversion obscures the continuity between Paul’s life before and after his calling: ‘Paul's experience is not of that inner experience of conversion which Western theology has taken for granted’.[footnoteRef:25] Stendahl’s apprehension is that we will view Paul through the lens of famous Christian converts like Augustine and Luther, reading his words through their psychological struggles, rather than appreciating him in his own right. This ‘exegetical legacy’ risks over-privileging texts like Romans 7, misreading it as if it were speaking of Paul’s anxious soul.[footnoteRef:26] Stendahl instead gives interpretative priority to Paul’s new vocational identity as ‘Apostle to the Gentiles’.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  Krister Stendahl, ‘Paul among Jews and Gentiles’, in Paul among Jews and Gentiles and Other Essays (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 7–9.]  [25:  Ibid., 12.]  [26:  Fredriksen, ‘Paul the Convert’, 2.]  [27:  Stendahl, ‘Paul’, 17.] 


Stendahl’s argument makes sense within his own interpretative project. His aim is to create interpretative space between dominant Lutheran-influenced readings of Paul and his own new proposals. It also, rightly, accounts for the continuities in Paul’s life. It is clear that Paul sees himself in continuity with Judaism, even if Israel’s God has now done an unexpected thing around the person of Jesus of Nazareth. However, it also raises some questions. His distinction between ‘conversion’ and ‘call’ relies on a plain-sense reading of both words. He assumes that everyone who reads his argument has the same understanding of these terms. Must the clear presence of Old Testament echoes of the calling of prophets also exclude other layers of meaning within the texts? How do we account for the fact that, as Stendahl acknowledges, Paul’s calling is ‘mediated’ by Ananias in Acts?[footnoteRef:28] Does this not seem to be a break from the Old Testament model? Moreover, Stendahl’s unease about the language of conversion seems to be more influenced by the spectre of an anxious Luther than it does by engagement with the phenomenology of Paul’s experience. [28:  Ibid., 8.] 


Alan Segal’s 1990 book Paul the Convert nuances several elements of this discussion. Through a combination of historical-critical study of the wider Second Temple context and sociological study of the phenomenology of conversion, Segal makes the argument that we can indeed see Paul as a conversion. Whilst noting that conversion was uncommon in the ancient world – something fellow Jewish scholar Friedriksen echoes, stating that ‘forging an exclusive commitment to a foreign God…was tantamount to changing ethnicity’[footnoteRef:29] – Segal argues that it was not unknown, particularly between different intra-Judaism movements.[footnoteRef:30] Segal draws on a much wider range of Paul’s own accounts of his experiences than Stendahl (1 Cor. 9:1; 18:-10; Gal. 1:13-17; Phil. 3:4-11; 2 Cor. 3-5),[footnoteRef:31] situating them within various apocalyptic mystical traditions of Second Temple Judaism. These include the Enochian and the ‘heavenly man’ traditions, and the textual echoes of Ezekiel 1 found in some accounts of Paul’s conversion in Acts.[footnoteRef:32] In addition, Segal draws on numerous sociological theorists throughout the book to give a phenomenological account of conversion as a religious experience.[footnoteRef:33] He argues that Paul did indeed experience something that, phenomenologically, one would call a conversion, namely from one movement of Judaism to another. Furthermore, this experience was in fact just the beginning of a lifetime of mystical experiences that would profoundly shape various aspects of his theology and mission. Thus, Segal manages to evade Stendahl’s accusation of using the (plain-sense) of the term ‘conversion’ in an anachronistic way, whilst also keeping Stendahl’s concern about language that suggests Paul left Judaism for a new, Lutheran-Augustinian-shaped phenomenon called Christianity.[footnoteRef:34] Not all recent Pauline scholars find Segal’s argument convincing: Wright argues that it over-emphasises Paul’s subjective experience.[footnoteRef:35] Eisenbaum is concerned that, Segal’s careful phenomenology of conversion notwithstanding, talk of conversion still perpetuates the idea that Paul changed from ‘a bad form of a religion to a good one’, thus bringing anti-Judaism connotations with it.[footnoteRef:36] Nevertheless, Segal’s nuanced reading of the phenomenon of conversion influenced subsequent scholarship.[footnoteRef:37] It also opens up other important avenues of enquiry. Firstly, he draws attention to the importance of the Jewish mystical tradition in understanding various aspects of Paul’s theology (e.g. 2 Cor. 3-5; 2 Cor. 12), a line of exegesis which is often undervalued in many accounts and which may well change perceptions of the typology of Paul’s thought. Secondly, Segal notes the importance of Paul as a historical source both in understanding the early roots of the rise of Rabbinical Judaism and in giving us first century autobiographical accounts of Jewish mystical experiences, a phenomenon which otherwise does not occur until the third century and following.[footnoteRef:38] [29:  Fredriksen, Paul, the Pagans’ Apostle, 54.]  [30:  Segal, Paul the Convert, 82–86.]  [31:  Ibid., 12.]  [32:  Ibid., 57–71.]  [33:  Ibid., 76–79. Segal focuses particularly on the idea that conversion causes a re-narration in one’s ‘life-biography’, something that he sees in Paul’s own writings in the passages listed above. It’s worth noting that Stendahl begins to answer this line of thought in his own article, where he talks about Saul’s name change (Stendahl, ‘Paul among Jews and Gentiles’, 11), but he doesn’t grapple with the wider aspects of biographical re-narration that Segal brings to the table.  ]  [34:  Michael Wolter makes a similar point in his Grundriss: ‘Der Begriff [Bekehrung] soll hier vielmehr lediglich einen Vorgang bezeichnen, bei dem eine bestehende Existenzgewissheit von einer anderen abgelöst wird. Damit ist dasselbe gemeint, wie wenn in der neueren Literatur von einer ‚Lebenswende‘ oder von einem ‚Umbruch‘ gesprochen wird...[Er wurde] mitten in seinem von uneingeschränkter theologischer Überzeugung  getragenen Einsatz für die Heiligkeit Israels ‚umgedreht‘. Dieses Verständnis der paulinischen Bekehrung entspricht auch den Darstellungen in Gal 1,23 (‚einst‘ und ‚jetzt‘) … sowie den paulinischen Aussagen über sein Selbstverständnis als Pharisäer vor der Bekehrung in Gal 1,13-14 und Phil 3,5-6.’ Michael Wolter, Paulus: ein Grundriss seiner Theologie (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Theologie, 2011), 23–24.]  [35:  ‘There is more than a grain of truth in [Segal’s argument for conversion], but also I believe a mistake. For Paul what mattered was not that he, Paul, had had a particular kind of “experience” but that Israel’s Messiah had been crucified and been raised’ Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1424. Emphasis original. Wright’s point here seems to be more apologetic for his own argument about the objective centrality of God’s action than a substantive engagement with Segal, not least around the importance of mystical experiences within Second Temple Judaism. Surely one can affirm the objective action of God whilst also noting the importance of Paul’s subjective experience both for his own theology and later Christian tradition. ]  [36:  Eisenbaum, Paul Was Not a Christian, 134.]  [37:  E.g. Jörg Frey, ‘Paul’s Jewish Identity’, in Jewish Identity in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Jörg Frey, Daniel R. Schwartz, and Stephanie Gripentrog, Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity ; v. 71 (Leiden ; Boston :, Boston : Brill, 2007), 321.]  [38:  Segal, Paul the Convert, 22;48;56-8.] 


The Radical Jew
Boyarin is a Talmudic scholar and cultural critic whose 1997 book A Radical Jew proposes a postmodern reading of the Apostle Paul. In addition to affirming the recovery of Paul’s Judaism by the NPP, he wishes to emphasise Paul’s Hellenistic context: ‘Paul was impelled by a vision of human unity that was born of two parents: Hebrew monotheism and Greek longing for the universal’.[footnoteRef:39] He thus proposes that Paul is to be read against a wider Hellenistic culture, drawing comparisons between Paul and his contemporary Philo.[footnoteRef:40] In Boyarin’s provocative reading, Galatians 3:26-29 forms the centre of Paul’s thought, where the embodied difference of gender and ethnicity (namely, Jew and Gentile) get universalised in their incorporation at baptism (Boyarin sees Galatians 3:28 as the citation of a baptism formula) into the universal body of Christ: ‘The individual body itself is replaced by its allegorical referent, the body of Christ of which all the baptized are part’.[footnoteRef:41] Crucially for Boyarin, incorporation does not erase particularity at the expense of universalism. Instead, it rightly orders particularity (‘flesh’) under the universal (‘spirit’).[footnoteRef:42] He sees this in contrast to Midrashic readings of circumcision which, in their ‘insistence’ on the physicality of the act, resist an ordering under the universal, instead demonstrating a ‘tenacious clinging’ to particularity.[footnoteRef:43] This incorporation is both Paul’s genius and Paul’s fault: in emphasising the universal, Paul devalued the particular, making ‘the Universal Subject male and Christian’.[footnoteRef:44] It is this dialectic tension that Boyarin is interested in. He exegetes his way through various Pauline passages (Rom. 2; 1 Cor 7; much of Galatians), interacting with contemporary Pauline scholarship as well as feminist theory as he goes. He is careful to emphasise that, whilst his Paul is heavily influenced by Hellenistic middle Platonism, he is in no sense a dualist and, indeed, many perceived contradictions can be explained by him deliberately trying to avoid the extremes of the body/spirit duality: ‘Paul's is a dualism that makes room for the body, however much the spirit is more highly valued’.[footnoteRef:45] The incorporation that Paul assumes is no sublimation – at least on the level of theory, even if in practice Paul’s communities might not have lived up to his own vision.  [39:  Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 228.]  [40:  Ibid., 25.]  [41:  Ibid., 24.]  [42:  Ibid., 26–31.]  [43:  Ibid., 37.]  [44:  Ibid., 38.]  [45:  Ibid., 185.] 


Boyarin’s book is an intriguing contribution to Pauline studies for several reasons. He writes from a self-consciously Jewish perspective, and with a view to the immediacy of Paul’s writings (‘I claim that Paul's letters are letters addressed to us—to me, as a (post)modern Jew’)[footnoteRef:46] that runs contrary to the historical-critical projects of many other Pauline scholars, both Jewish and Christian. The concerns he brings to the Pauline corpus – the politics of identity, not least around the contemporary state of Israel – are largely foreign to Paul’s own concerns. It is on historical detail that his project seems particularly vulnerable to criticism. For instance, Boyarin’s impressive use of the Midrashic tradition and the comparisons with Philo, one has to ask: was Paul such an acculturated Hellenist as required by Boyarin’s argument? John Barclay suggests that, while Paul certainly lived of the Greek-Jewish Diaspora, his knowledge of Hellenistic philosophy remained second hand and certainly cannot be directly compared to that of Philo.[footnoteRef:47] Wright suggests that a failure to give an account to the role of cross and resurrection in the totality of Paul’s thought leads ultimately to an ahistorical thinker, whereas for Wright ‘the historical human being Jesus, not merely some abstract Christian idea, was what grasped the historical Paul and set him about an historical task’.[footnoteRef:48] Boyarin hermeneutical privileging of Galatians 3:28 seems, as Michael Bird and Preston Sprinkle argue, to be arbitrary.[footnoteRef:49] The juxtaposition between Hellenistic and Jewish thought that Boyarin presupposes arguably owes far more to nineteenth century German intellectual movements than it does to lived historical reality of the first century.[footnoteRef:50] Indeed, reaction on historical grounds seems to be the dominant Christian response to Boyarin. However, I propose that this reaction dramatically misreads Boyarin’s project, which is fundamentally reader-centred. It is precisely his audacious claim of immediacy and partiality that give his argument its potency and significance. Although the Apostle Paul is undoubtedly a figure to be historically reckoned with and researched, he also provokes reactions in his contemporary readers. Whilst reader-centred interpretations of the Old Testament, especially the Prophets, have been common for decades, they still play a minority role in Pauline studies. Perhaps because of the (comparative) wealth of historical data for the latter, perhaps because there is more at stake in an ‘accurate’ view of Paul. Boyarin’s contribution, precisely in his at times ahistorical reader-centred partiality, makes this tension between history and on-going influence plain. For, as I shall proceed to argue in the final section, the claims of distanced historical accuracy and neutrality are perhaps not so methodologically impartial as they might appear to be. [46:  Ibid., 228.]  [47:  John Barclay, ‘Paul among Diaspora Jews: Anomaly or Apostate’, Journal for the Study of the New Testament 18, no. 60 (1995): 89–120.]  [48:  N. T. Wright, ‘Two Radical Jews’, accessed 3 August 2020, https://ntwrightpage.com/2016/04/25/two-radical-jews/.]  [49:  Michael F. Bird and Preston M. Sprinkle, ‘Jewish Interpretation of Paul in the Last Thirty Years’, Currents in Biblical Research 6, no. 3 (1 June 2008): 364–65, https://doi.org/10.1177/1476993X07084792.]  [50:  On this see: Martin, ‘Paul and the Judaism/ Hellenism Dichotomy: Toward a Social History of the Question’, 32-44;55-57.] 


Radical New Perspective on Paul
The final area of discussion I examine is a methodological reflection on questions raised by the Radical New Perspective on Paul (RNPP).[footnoteRef:51] This movement of broadly, though not exclusively, Jewish scholars brings substantive material contributions to the task of Pauline exegesis, not least as they argue that Paul continued to be a Torah observant Jew. Firstly, the ‘Gentiles stand at the centre of Paul’s thought and activity’.[footnoteRef:52] Secondly, Paul’s letters are addressed primarily to Gentile believers, and so arguments about the role of the law are to be viewed in this context, having therefore neither universal nor Jewish application. Thirdly, the inclusion of Gentile believers represents an apocalyptic idea that, with Jesus, the ‘End of History’ has arrived, with the nations being incorporated into Israel.[footnoteRef:53] These central exegetical points (allowing for differences in the  detailed readings) are broadly represented throughout the RNPP.[footnoteRef:54] My interest here, however, is less in the (substantial) material and more in the RNPP’s methodological critique of Christian scholars in the NPP.  [51:  Novenson notes that the movement has struggled to find a unified name and identity (he prefers the term ‘Schule’), but broadly it includes scholars such as John Gager, Pamela Eisenbaum, Mark Nanos, Paula Frederiksen and Magnus Zetterholm. With the exception of John Gager, who identifies himself as a cultural but non practicing Christian, all these scholars see themselves as being Jewish voices. (Novenson, ‘Whither the Paul within Judaism Schule?’, 79.)]  [52:  John G. Gager, Reinventing Paul (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2002), 50, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195150858.001.0001.]  [53:  Ibid., 61.]  [54:  Compare, for example: Fredriksen, Paul, the Pagans’ Apostle; Mark D. Nanos, Reading Paul within Judaism, Collected Essays of Mark D. Nanos ; ; Vol. 1 (Eugene, Oregon : Cascade Books, 2017).] 


We could begin by considering Sanders’ provocative statement, which comes towards the end of Paul and Palestinian Judaism: ‘this is what Paul finds wrong in Judaism: it is not Christianity’.[footnoteRef:55] Nanos is representative of many newer scholars who find this statement problematic. Not only does it anachronistically assume the later development of institutional Christianity; more troublingly, it views Paul’s conflict as being within Judaism per se (Nanos sees E.P. Sanders as representative of this kind of view),[footnoteRef:56] or it suggests that Paul has somehow ‘transcended Jewish particularism’ and has entered a new reality (here Nanos cites Dunn and Wright).[footnoteRef:57] Likewise Gager argues that, in this aspect at least, Sanders has failed to break out of the old way of reading Paul, a problem he finds in many Post-Sanders scholars.[footnoteRef:58]  [55:  Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 552. Emphasis original]  [56:  Nanos, Reading Paul within Judaism, 19.]  [57:  Ibid., 18.]  [58:  Gager, Reinventing Paul, 47.] 


What are we to make of the methodological concerns of the RNPP? On one hand, every academic movement to some degree needs a foil against which it can define itself, and we could neutrally read the critiques of Nanos and Gager in this sense. On the other hand, when a senior Pauline scholar like Wright can assert that the concerns of RNPP scholars, including Nanos, result from viewing the subject ‘through the tearful misted-up spectacles of post-holocaust western thinkers’,[footnoteRef:59] then the RNPP’s methodological criticism (that Pauline research post-Sanders and Stendahl has not entirely ridden itself of its old structures and, indeed, anti-Semitic undertones) takes on a much more serious tenor. Wright’s words are perhaps even more eyebrow-raising when the wider context repeatedly points out how ‘Jewish’ Wright’s own insights are,[footnoteRef:60] implying thereby that his Jewish interlocutors could maybe learn something from him. Wright’s apparent ability to excel his Jewish interlocutors in distilling the univocal essence of ‘Jewishness’ may say more about Protestant self-understanding than it does about the Apostle Paul (the parallels to Edward Said’s argument in Orientalism are strong here).[footnoteRef:61] Indeed, James Crossley argues that many Christian contributions to the New Perspectives on Paul perpetuate the idea of Christian superiority over Judaism ‘implicitly and with a liberalizing credible overlay’.[footnoteRef:62] He continues that scholars from within the mainstream of the NPP (he explicitly draws from Wright) use ‘secular’ academic language to ‘mask’ their own theological interests under the premise of neutral historiography.[footnoteRef:63]  [59:  Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1413. Even by Wright’s standards this is an incredibly tone-deaf piece of rhetoric. ]  [60:  Ibid., 1412–14.]  [61:  Edward W. Said, Orientalismus, trans. Hans Günter Holl, 5th Edition, S. Fischer Wissenschaft (Frankfurt am Main: SFischer, 2017). Jonathan Z Smith addresses the ‘common, and duplicitous use of Judaism as an insulating device for early Christianity’ (p. 46) in his book Drudgery Divine: Jonathan Z Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), 54–84. ]  [62:  James G. Crossley, ‘Other Problems from a British Perspective: “Jewishness”, Jesus, and the New Perspective on Paul’, in Ethnicity, Race, Religion : Identities and Ideologies in Early Jewish and Christian Texts, and in Modern Biblical Interpretation (London, UK: T&T Clark, 2018), 137, https://doi.org/10.5040/9780567677334.]  [63:  Ibid., 138.] 


A key contribution of the RNPP has been in its explicit naming of assumptions that are present within (mostly) Christian readings of Paul in the aftermath of Stendahl and Sanders. They have demonstrated the ways in which anti-Semitic roots run deep and, at times, unexamined. The claim of historic neutrality is thrown into sharp relief. This is not a new problem in New Testament scholarship. As Todd Penner notes, primarily in regard to historical Jesus studies, there is a tendency to sanitize academic studies of first-century Judaism whilst not paying attention to ‘broader systemic problems in disciplinary methods, history, and interpretations’.[footnoteRef:64] I posit that this tendency is perhaps even more pronounced in Pauline studies because it is only really in the last thirty years that there has been sustained critical discussion between Jewish and Christian readers of Paul. Furthermore, the rhetorical effort frequently expended on making the case for the NPP over-against older Lutheran readings has often left little space or desire for listening to corrective voices from Jewish readers (again, see Wright’s rhetoric above). Beyond the obviously instructive material contributions of the RNPP, their methodological critiques should provoke the academy to re-examine ideological commitments that still remain within the field. Such provocations are necessarily painful. If the critiques of the RNPP are correct and the myth of academic historical neutrality is called into question, then a potentially difficult discussion about unexamined ideological commitments needs to occur. There needs to be a re-examination of what Penner terms ‘the connection of method to discursive structures in society’.[footnoteRef:65] The goal need not be to arrive at disinterested neutrality: it is far from clear whether this is possible or even desirable. Yet, if these voices are indeed correct, it is only by having these difficult discussions and by being self-conscious about each readers’ own bias and implication in wider societal discourse that we can hope to arrive at responsible (dare one say ethical?) readings of Paul.  [64:  Todd Penner, ‘Die Judenfrage and the Construction of Ancient Judaism: Toward a Foregrounding of the Backgrounds Approach to Early Christianity’, in Scripture and Traditions, ed. Patrick Gray and Gail R O’Dale (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 434.]  [65:  Ibid., 437.] 


Conclusion
What, then, has been the significance of interactions between Jewish and Christian scholars when it comes to our understanding of the Pauline texts? Materially, we have seen how new light has been thrown on existing discussions, such as the nature of Paul’s ‘conversion’. Furthermore, the discussion has opened up intriguing new exegetical possibilities, whether that be an appreciation of the role of Jewish mysticism in Paul’s thought, or the fresh readings that might be generated through reader-centred approaches. This alone offers much of significance to the task of biblical interpretation. At the same time, though, these discussions present a serious challenge to mainstream of (mainly Christian) Pauline scholars to be aware of the implicit assumptions in the discipline, not least the negative caricatures of Judaism that often remain unexamined. Where the discussion progresses from here is unclear. If the challenge of the RNPP is taken seriously – and sadly, I think this remains a big if – perhaps the enduring significance of this process of interaction is in inspiring a new generation of work on Paul that is more contextualised, more cautious, more self-aware and less all-encompassing in what it tries to say about Paul’s thought.
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