
  [image: Cover Page of Dear Friends]


  [image: Half Title of Dear Friends]


  [image: Title Page of Dear Friends]


  Copyright © 2014 by Christopher L. Webber

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Yucca Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Yucca Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Yucca Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or yucca@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Yucca Publishing® is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.yuccapub.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Yucca Publishing

  Print ISBN: 978-1-63158-015-4

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63158-025-3

  Printed in the United States of America


  INTRODUCTION

  THE PURPOSE

  Among the most read books of the Bible are the letters written by St. Paul to young churches in Rome and scattered around the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea. Whether in private reading or in study groups, millions of Christians and even nonbelievers often ask themselves, “What did this mean to those who first read it?” and, “What does this mean for me?”

  These are appropriate questions. There is not much purpose in Bible Study that never asks, “What would St. Paul want to say to us now and where we live?” To help people answer that question, scholars have written careful analyses of Paul’s letters and provided new translations that seek to provide Paul’s words in our own language. Nevertheless these translations and paraphrases continue to give us Paul’s opinion on issues of importance to first century Christians and these are not always the same as the issues that concern us.

  Many who have studied St. Paul’s letters believe that not all of them were written by Paul himself but by followers who set out to provide the letters Paul might have written to the next generation of Christians. The Letter to the Ephesians, for example, is thought by many to have been written after Paul’s death as a sort of summary of his teaching for a new generation of Christians. It seems odd, then, that the practice of writing in the spirit of Paul has been allowed to lapse for so long and that no one apparently has attempted to write the letters to today’s churches that Paul might write if he were still with us. Paul wrote particular letters of teaching and advice to particular churches seeking to meet the needs of particular Christians in Rome and Corinth, Galatia and Philippi. What letters would he write now to Christians in Washington and San Francisco, Dallas and Des Moines?

  No one, of course, can answer that question with complete confidence, but Christians in Washington and San Francisco, Dallas and Des Moines, and many other places large and small, do attempt to read Paul’s letters and provide answers for themselves daily to guide their lives today. It should not be difficult to put some of these tentative answers in the form of a letter that could be read and discussed by others.

  This collection of letters, then, simply continues a very old tradition. These letters can hardly provide definitive answers but they can make suggestions and provide opportunity for others to react and to think for themselves about where they agree and where they might differ. Undoubtedly there will be disagreements, probably sharp disagreements, as there would be in any Bible study group but it is only by listening to others who see things differently that we can test our own understanding and gain new insight into the ways we can grow in faith.

  In writing these new letters, I have tried to listen carefully to what St. Paul was saying and to study as well what others have understood him to say and, on that basis to write the letters I think he would write now. I cannot be sure Paul himself would always agree with what I have written but Paul was attempting to speak for Jesus and was not always sure Jesus would have agreed with him either. He wrote at least once, “I think I have the mind of Christ,” but he seems to have been well aware that an element of uncertainty might remain. Likewise here, I have tried to enter into the mind of Paul, even though no one can do that with complete assurance. Inevitably we bring to such an effort our own prejudices, training, experience, and consequent understanding of the faith. We may not be sure, but we must get the best guidance we can, pray about it with an open mind, and then move forward—still recognizing that we may be in error and always knowing our need of forgiveness.

  These, then, are letters Paul might write to the churches today. They are offered to the churches and individuals for study in confidence that those who study these letters with open minds and prayerful hearts can grow in understanding and make a better witness to others as a result.

  THE PLAN

  Rome and Corinth and Ephesus and the other cities to which Paul wrote are, obviously, not at all like the cities of modern America, nor are they even like modern Rome and Corinth. Ephesus, once the second largest city in the Roman Empire, exists now only as ruins for tourists to gaze at. Christians in modern America live in very different circumstances. They are not a new, small, somewhat exotic group often considered subversive and even dangerous and sometimes persecuted. Nevertheless Paul did write about matters that concern us still, most especially sex and money and power. It is hard to imagine that his attitude toward promiscuity, wealth, and greed would have changed at all but the fundamental principles he seeks to apply may need to be applied differently in our circumstances. Paul also dealt with matters that were clearly conditioned by culture such as headcoverings for women and meat sacrificed to idols. Here, too, however, his judgments are based on fundamental principles that may have a bearing on issues peculiar to our world. In reading Paul, then, we need always to look for the underlying and unchanging principles and try to apply them to our own time and culture.

  To make all this as relevant as possible for contemporary American Christians, it seemed best to try to re-write Paul’s letters for specific communities. Rome’s nearest equivalent is obviously Washington, both cities being power centers with influence extending throughout their world. After that, matchmaking is more difficult. California may be most like Corinth with its diverse populations and constant seeking for change. Texas, likewise, may have some affinity for Galatia with it’s reluctance to let go of the security of laws which may or may not still apply. The Letter to the Ephesians is often said to have been written by a disciple of Paul, possibly the former slave, Onesimus, who apparently became bishop of Ephesus, and might have written it as an introduction to a collection he made of Paul’s letters. Certainly it seems better organized than the others and more comprehensive. As such, it seemed best to rewrite it as a general letter to Americans and something of an introduction to the other letters. For that reason, we have moved it to an introductory position rather than leave it in its familiar place which was determined simply by the length of the letters, putting the longest first and the shortest last.

  Beyond that, relationships are still more difficult and the pairing of Colossians and Colorado, Philippians and Philadelphia, is more a matter of similarity of name than any specific issues. Few of the issues addressed, however, can be matched exclusively with any one community. The Pauline letters we have were collected and preserved, after all, because they were not applicable only to one community but had much to say to most Christians then as now. So, too, it is hoped that there is much here for Christians everywhere to consider. Each letter should be considered as possibly applicable to some Americans in particular but also, more generally, to Christians everywhere.

  This is a collection, then, of ten letters corresponding to the New Testament letters to Rome, Corinth (2), Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae, Thessalonica (2), and Philemon. Some, of course, will argue that one or more of these letters was not written by Paul while others believe that he also wrote the letters to Titus and Timothy. No one known to me still thinks he wrote the Epistle to the Hebrews. All that, however, raises questions to be discussed in other books. I think I am following the consensus of contemporary scholarship in stopping with the ten listed.

  As to style, any attempt to follow Paul closely will bring into sharp focus the clarity and force with which he wrote. Jokes are often made about Paul’s sometimes wandering, lengthy, and complex sentences but, in fact, he is most often quite direct and forceful. The most complex sentences are in Ephesians which, as I said, he may not have written. I have not attempted simply to rephrase the letters as J. B. Phillips and others have done so well. I have attempted to write instead as nearly as possible in Paul’s manner while dealing with current issues in ways that Paul might have done if he applied the same principles to them that he used in his earlier letters.

  As to content, I have sometimes felt free to change the subject completely although still holding closely to Paul’s principles. So, in writing to Washington now rather than Rome then, a democracy rather than an empire, Paul would, I believe, be able to say more about the proper use of power. I have therefore substituted a discussion of power for Paul’s discussion of particular sins. The sexual transgressions about which Paul wrote to the Romans were discussed more extensively in Corinthians so I have dealt with them in his letter to the Californians. So, too, in matters of sex, Paul might feel freer now than he would have been in a patriarchal world to apply his basic principle that “in Christ there is neither male nor female.”

  Cultural issues that Paul dealt with, such as women speaking in church and wearing head covering, are not yet fully resolved. New issues such as birth control, abortion, same sex marriage, and the death penalty have caused enormous controversy in the church and society. How would Paul apply his standards to these issues? I can suggest one way of handling it but obviously many will differ. Can they justify their positions and can we discuss our differences in Christian charity? Certainly we will not resolve these issues unless we face them and discuss them. If this book can contribute to that process, it will be serving its purpose.

  Looking closely at Paul’s letters, it is striking how much time he spends on personal matters, mentioning specific names and often sending brief messages to specific individuals. It would have been possible, I suppose, to create a parallel world and mention specific individuals either real or imagined but that seemed not very useful. Some individual names are included and the last letter imagines an individual somewhat like the Philemon Paul wrote to on behalf of Onesumus. But, on balance, these letters are probably not as personal as Paul’s and that is worth noting.

  I have not divided these letters by verses (nor did Paul!) but I have adopted the traditional pattern of chapters and have kept very closely to Paul’s letters in length not only of each letter but chapter by chapter as well. That will make it easier to compare, chapter by chapter what Paul said then with what he might want to say now.

  IN CONCLUSION

  Some, undoubtedly, will reject these readings as an outrageous twisting of Paul’s intent. Let me simply repeat that they are offered out of a deep conviction that they are quite consistent with Paul and with a living faith in Christ. I am not attempting to shake anyone’s faith but, if possible, to deepen it. I would ask that readers approach these letters with a willingness to reconsider issues and viewpoints previously unexamined. If they come away with their convictions unchanged, I would hope that they will nevertheless understand better that others can differ with them in good faith and on the basis of their own understanding of the Scriptures. I hope that all who think these issues through, seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit, whatever their conclusions, will find their own faith renewed and deepened.


  THE LETTER TO AMERICANS

  (EPHESIANS)


  Dear Friends in Christ in America,

  Distracted as you must be by the great issues of world affairs, economic and political, that are debated and contested in your country, I write to remind you that this world and its affairs are passing away and that we have been placed here to live into the greater reality to which we are called by the Lord Jesus who has made known to us an eternal destiny encompassing not only the nations of this earth but the vast universe itself with worlds beyond our present knowledge. Science has changed your lives beyond imagining in the last century and there are many who believe those changes—political, economic, and environmental—have consequences beyond human control. Indeed, these forces are, as they have always been, beyond human control but God has called us to work together in the power of the Spirit to use the gifts we are given to create a realm of justice, freedom, and peace. You have expended both lives and treasure in the search for an elusive peace based on human power but we are promised a peace beyond the understanding or attainment of politicians and powers, a peace that is not simply cessation of strife and conflict, but the fulfillment of all our dreams and potential, a joy that never fades away. That peace is based not on human power but on the power of God. May this peace and grace be yours in the Lord Jesus.

  I do not, however, write off this present world as a sphere of no importance, as if the certain fulfillment of a future hope absolves us of any concern for the present. It is that very promise of future joy that impels us to work more earnestly for peace and justice in this present age since we know God’s will for us and are assured that we are called to be agents of that will. The same Lord Jesus who died for us taught us to pray for the coming of God’s reign of righteousness, and what we pray for we must also work for, and what we work for under God’s guidance we work for in sure and certain hope of fulfillment. God’s will for us is justice and peace. We see and taste that promise even in the present time.

  Among those who built your country were many who sought to live out the gospel in freedom and who toiled and sacrificed for the sake of their vision. So successful have they been that your country has drawn many of other faiths and some without faith who sought the freedom and opportunity for which you became known. Indeed, there are many who strive for that vision who know not the Lord who nevertheless works within them and inspires them, for the Spirit is at work in every place and in all people to accomplish God’s purpose in creation.

  Since, then, your nation has drawn so many who do not share your faith and since your nation is spoken of throughout the world, you have been given an opportunity to hold up the light of the gospel both at home and abroad for the benefit of those who do not know the Lord Jesus. If you are faithful to that gospel and make it known through lives dedicated to peace and justice and if you dedicate yourselves also to listening to others and recognizing the work of the Spirit in their own heritage of faith, you will be effective witnesses to the Lord Jesus. Christ is the end toward whom all faiths must come but we must be ready to see and learn from those of other faiths what the Spirit has done among them that can enrich our own understanding of God. All this is a part of the plan which God has been working out from the first dawn of creation and which has now been revealed to us who acknowledge Jesus as Lord.

  I give God thanks and praise for your presence and witness in the varied communities of your society. God chose you for this purpose before the universe came into being and called you to be holy and faithful, to be adopted as children of God through Jesus Christ, and to offer up praise and thanksgiving for the gifts so freely poured out upon us. That purpose can be seen in you who witness to your faith in your daily lives. I pray that you will continue to grow in grace so that the power of the gospel will be evident among you and in the church which is the body of Christ in whom we find the life that God has promised.

  2

  Consider the nature of the gift you have received as members of the church of Christ, living as you do in a society that has been shaped in many ways by the gospel and by the servants of Christ but that remains divided by fear of the other, the unknown, and the unfamiliar. The fundamental ideals of freedom and justice which all your fellow citizens acknowledge are principles derived from the prophets and taught to us in the gospel as God’s will for all people. Many, indeed, honor these principles with their lips while ignoring them in their lives so you must constantly hold them up as followers of Christ, following them yourselves and calling on others to accept and honor them as well. Yet acknowledgment and even acceptance fall short of our calling which is to be the body of Christ in this world so that Christ is seen in us and the principles we accept are made visible as a living reality.

  That reality is not a matter of mere individual morality or even personal holiness but of a society incorporated into Christ, redeemed by Christ in you, and transformed into his likeness. There are many who are satisfied with something less, who live faithful lives as individuals without discerning the body. Such witness is too limited. Your nation, like every earthly society, must be transformed by a vision of justice and that requires a ceaseless battle against those who covet wealth and power for themselves while ignoring the needs of others. If you are a society that fails to care for the poorest and neediest among you, the light of the gospel is darkened and others both within your nation and abroad will turn away from a gospel that speaks of love but fails to make it known.

  It is to empower us to serve God’s purpose in the world and especially among those in need that we have been saved from our sins by grace and raised to a new life in Christ. Apart from Christ we are as good as dead, but in him we have been raised to eternal life. This is not our doing; it is by God’s grace that we are saved and our faith is always simply a response to God’s initiative. In proclaiming the gospel to others, we must remember that we have no more natural right to salvation than they; we are all alike inheritors of a human nature alienated from God and incapable of returning to unity with God and each other by our own activity. It is by virtue of the cross and the blood of Christ that we who were estranged from God are brought near. It is his death and resurrection that breaks down the walls of division we erect out of fear of each other and it is his resurrection that brings life to all and unites the divided families of the earth. It is his gift of life that you bring to your society with the promise that those divided in ethnic communities and separated by language and history and every human prejudice can become a new community in Christ. He is our peace and the hope of the world’s peace.
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  Remember the commission I was given at the beginning to carry the gospel of life to the nations of the world and how God’s eternal purpose was revealed to me: that the nations should be given a share in the riches of Christ and become heirs of the promise together with us and members of the same body. I was the least deserving of all the people of Israel, yet God commanded me to carry this message to the nations and make known to them the wisdom of God in all its richness and power so that all people might see the mystery which was hidden in former times but is now revealed to his servants by the Spirit and is to be made known through the church in all its rich variety, not only to those holding power in governments and other institutions, to the wise and educated, but to the poorest and most forsaken and ignorant as well, for it is God’s good pleasure to unite all people in Christ Jesus our Lord. It is in him that we have access to God and are able to approach the throne of grace in boldness and confidence.

  Do not lose heart or abandon this hope that we are given. There must be times of hardship and testing without which faith will not come to its full growth. It is for your sake that I have endured much suffering and for your sake that I bend my knee in prayer to our Creator, the One who gave birth to us as a mother gives birth to a child, and who has given us a name as parents name their children so that we may be called the children of God and heirs of God in Christ Jesus.

  My prayer for you is that you will not be satisfied with simple answers, rejecting all that is to be learned from biologists and environmentalists of the intricate and beautiful texture of creation and failing to accept the challenge of working with God to preserve and enhance what the heedless and arrogant would destroy, but that growing in wisdom and understanding you will unite faith and reason for the benefit of all. May you sink your roots deeply in the knowledge of Christ so that in him, with all God’s saints, you will be empowered to glimpse the height and depth and length and breadth of that love which sustains the universe and which remains beyond the reach of human understanding. May the power of God at work within us accomplish more than we can either ask or imagine; to God be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.
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