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Galatians is  a clear witness  to a  basic conviction  of  Paul:  the
gospel  is  not about human movement into blessedness,  but
about God's liberating invasion  of  the cosmos. Christ's love
enacted in  the cross has the power to change the world
because  it is  embodied  in the  new community  of  mutual  ser-
vice.

I t is neither a cliché nor an instance of crying wolf to say that our time is one of cri-
sis. At no point has the health of the church been more dependent on distinguishing
God's good news from various forms of its counterfeit; and when the health of the

church is threatened by a counterfeit gospel, the world itself is in jeopardy. As Melville's
Ishmael put it, "the world's a ship on its passage out . . . and the pulpit is its prow."1 When
apparently good news is proclaimed as God's good news, all of the people suffer, for it is as
though poison had been poured into the ear.

VISITING EVANGELISTS WITH THEIR OWN GOSPEL

In the task of distinguishing the real from the counterfeit, none of our early Christian
documents can be of more help than Paul's Galatian letter. The major threat to the life of
the fledgling congregations that Paul had established in Galatia lay not in the seductive
temptations of the surrounding culture, but rather  in the highly effective work of evange-
lists who arrived after Paul's departure. Proclaiming what they explicitly called "the gospel,"
while paying scant attention to the figure of the crucified one, these new evangelists—for
convenience I will refer to them as the Teachers—brought to the Galatian congregations an

¹.  Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Norton, 1967) 44. 
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extraordinarily attractive message that quickly claimed the allegiance of nearly all members
of those churches.

Paul's singular purpose in writing is to re-preach to the Galatians "the truth of the
gospel" (2:5,14); but given the highly successful work of the Teachers, he can do that only
by drawing contrasts between the true gospel and its counterfeit.2 In this vein, then, after
launching his initial attack on the Teachers and their message (1:6-9), he makes three state-
ments about his own gospel, two negative, one positive.

[Concerning the gospel preached by me, I want you to know, my brothers and sisters, (a) that it
is not what human beings normally have in mind when they speak of "good news"; (b) For I  did
not receive it from another human being, nor was I taught it;  (c) it came to me by God's apoca-
lyptic revelation of Jesus Christ (1:11-12).

Turning  first  to the two negations, we ask what a gospel looks like when, having been
received from a human being, it does correspond to normal ideas of good news.

The Two Ways. At numerous points in the letter we sense one of the major dimensions
of such a gospel. It consists of what we might call potential good news. Basing their gospel
on the Law, the Teachers placed before the Galatians an alternative to their present pattern
of life, saying in effect:

If you Gentiles continue in the path of sin, you will  be shut out of God's kingdom (cf. 4:17). But
if, alternatively, you will commence observance of the Law, repenting of your sins, we can
promise you — on the basis of the Law's blessing, now affirmed by God's Messiah—that God
will respond to your repentance, forgiving your sins, releasing you from the Law's curse, and
assuring you of life.

On its face, this message appears to be nothing more than a restatement of the venera-
ble doctrine of the Two Ways. We can imagine the Teachers offering their own interpreta-
tion of one of the traditional texts in which God lays the Two Ways before ancient Israel:

I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your
descendants may live (Deut 30:19; cf. Jer 21:8; Jas2:8-11).

The circular exchange and its corruption of the Two Ways. There is, however, more to the
picture than that. In the Teachers' message, the announcement of the Two Ways was mar-
ried, so to speak, to the notion of the circular exchange, "this for that."3 Indeed, its being
linked to this notion is surely a major reason for the fact that the Teachers' message proved
highly attractive to the Galatians. For like all other human beings—ourselves included—the

2A sketch of these persons and their message is given in J. L. Martyn,  Galatians: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary AR33A (New York:  Doubleday, 1997) 117-26,302-06. Unless otherwise noted, all
quotations of Galatians are drawn from the Anchor Bible translation (those of Gal 3:2,23-25; 6:14 are slightly
changed). The italicized word Galatians refers to this volume. Numbers in parentheses not preceded by the name
of a biblical book refer to chapter and verse in Galatians.

3Cf. M. Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: Cohen and West, 1954);
S. H. Webb, The Gifting God (Oxford: Oxford University  Press, 1996). At the present juncture, I am speaking of
the circular exchange as it is conceived in the relation between human beings and God.



248 Interpretation JULY 2 0 0 0

Galatians were doubtless glad to think that there could be between themselves and God a 
secure and dependable exchange, set in motion by an act carried out by themselves.
Instructed by the Teachers, the Galatians apparently reasoned somewhat as follows:

Good news! What is wrong—sins—is a matter about which we can do something. We can
repent, commencing—in the holy rite of circumcision—observance of what the Teachers call the
venerable Law of Sinai. Moreover, as the Teachers have informed us, there is that dependable cir-
cular exchange. When in repentance we commence observance of the Law, we place God, as it
were, in our debt. And finally,  we can be confident that God will respond. For, in the circular
exchange, God has pledged himself to acknowledge our repentance by forgiving us. Blessed be
the name of this dependable God!

Here, as I have said, the venerable doctrine of the Two Ways has been firmly  linked to
the notion of the circular exchange. We have to add, however, that that linkage has funda-
mentally altered the ancient doctrine.

In Israel—and in Jewish traditions from Ben Sira to Qumran, and on to the rabbis—
the God who lays the Two Ways before the people is the God who has already elected this
people in the gracious move that has no presupposition other than God's own love (Deut
30:20). For Israel, the drama began with God's act of grace, not with threat and an exhorta-
tion to choose and follow one of two ways. Taken to Gentiles, the Teachers' message of the
Two Ways is another matter altogether. It does not begin with God's gracious, presupposi-
tionless, and powerful good news. Beginning with a form of bad news, this highly religious
drama calls upon the hearers to move from bad news to good news via the religious form of
the quid pro quo.4

We can say yet again that it is precisely for this reason that, as Paul writes his letter, the
Teachers' gospel is proving to be a source of great comfort to the Galatians. As we have
seen, in this drama what has gone wrong is something about which human beings can do
something, knowing that God will do God's part in response to their action. The comfort of
being able to place the other party—especially God!—in one's debt is universally attractive.

Returning to the text of Galatians, then, we ask why Paul should uncompromisingly

4Here and elsewhere, I use the terms "religious" and "religion" to speak of the various communal, cultic
means—always involving the distinction of sacred from profane—by which human beings seek to know and to be
happily related to the gods or God (e.g., eusebeia; Epictetus, Ench. 31:1; religio as respect for what is sacred:religio,
id est, cultus deorum [Cicero]). In the sense in which I employ the word, religion is a human enterprise, and thus
the polar opposite of God's apocalyptic act in Christ. It is patriarchal (i.e., human) tradition, by which one knows
what is sacred and what is profane, instead of the apocalypse of God that effects the end of that distinction
(patrikêparadosis instead of apokalypsis; Gal 1:13-16;cf. Gal 5:6; Rom 14:14). Religion, therefore, provides the
human being "with his most thorough-going possibility of confusing an illusion with God" (E. Käsemann,New
Testament Questions of Today [London: SCM, 1969] 184). The Christ who is confessed in the formula solus 
Christusis the Christ in whom there is neither lew nor Gentile. Instead of being the holy community that stands
apart from the profane orb of the world, then, the church of this Christ is the active beachhead God is planting in
a war of liberation from all religious differentiations. In short, it is in the birth and life of the church that Paul
perceives the polarity between human religion and God's apocalypse. Thus, a significant commentary on Paul's
letters can be found in the remark of Dietrich Bonhoeffer that "God has founded his church beyond religion ..."
(No Rusty Swords: Letters, Lectures and Notes 1928-1936[ed. Å. H. Robertson; New York: Harper & Row, 1965] 118; 
cf. idem, Letters and Papers from Prison [New York: Macmillan, 1953] 168). See C. L. Morse, Bonhoeffer's 
Dialogue with America" (paper read at AAR, November 1995). 



GALATIANS Interpretation 249

attack that message of comfort. Is he simply opposed to joyous blessedness? And, more
important, does he really have a right to object to the Teachers' way of marrying the notion
of the circular exchange to the doctrine of the Two Ways? Is not the quid pro quo written
into the moral fabric of the world (as Adam Smith taught our eighteenth-century fore-
bears)?5 Is it not the universal given, the foundation of all religious good news, the basis, in
fact, of all communal forms of life?6 Indeed, in reading Galatians, do we not find that Paul
himself endorses it? On the basis of Gal 2:16 one could certainly think so.

According to a firm interpretive tradition, Paul presupposes the circular exchange and
its form of the doctrine of the Two Ways when he first  speaks to the Galatians of justifica-
tion (better rendered "rectification") 7:

We .. . know that a person is justified not by the works of the Law but through faith in Jesus
Christ (2:15-16a;NRSV).

In this translation, we can see, in fact, the traditional reading of Galatians. The letter is said
to be precisely about the Two Ways, there being for the human being two alternatives,
"works"  and "faith"  Where the Teachers say that "works of the Law"  (i.e., Law observance)
will bring from God the response of justification, Paul sees God's response differently: God
will justify the one who has faith in Jesus Christ. Either way, both the circular exchange and
the Two Ways are presupposed.8

The same view seems to he before us in 3:2 (cf. 3:5). Taking the Galatians back to the
time when he was with them, the apostle poses a rhetorical question. In the NRSV, the text
reads,

The only thing I want to learn from you is this: Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of
the Law or by believing what you heard? (3:2).

Surely Paul intends to speak of God's giving the Spirit precisely in the circular exchange.
That divine gift is God's response to something human beings do. The question is whether
the generative human act is that of observing the Law or that of having faith in the gospel

5Adam Smith, professor of moral philosophy in Glasgow, published The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759; New
York: Garland, 1971) seventeen years before his famous Wealth of Nations. See the discussion of Smith's early work
in D. Martyn, "Sade's Ethical Economies," The New Economic Criticism: Studies at the Intersection of Literature and 
Economics(éd. M. Woodmansee and M. Osteen; London: Routledge, 1999) 258-76. The quid pro quo is indeed
written into the fabric of what Paul called "the world" (Ga l 6:14).

6Do I need to point to instances of the circular exchange in certain forms of the Christian liturgy, such as the
Prayer of General Confession: "... But thou, O Lord, have mercy upon us, miserable offenders. Spare thou those,
O God, who confess their faults. Restore thou those who are penitent..."?

7In writing Galatians, the earliest letter in which he uses the termsdikaiosynéand dikaioo, Paul is concerned to
distance that word family both from the courtroom, where "to justify" implies the existence of a definable legal
norm, and from the religious sanctuary, where "righteousness" implies a definable religious or moral norm. The
chief subject of the letter is God's making right what has gone wrong, and, in Paul's view, the latter is known only
from the former. There is reason, then, to employ the verb "to rectify" and the noun "rectification." There is also
some advantage to using a noun and a verb that belong to a single word family {rectus facto), as is true of Paul's
noun and verb. See J. L. Martyn,  Theological Issues in the Letters of Paul (Edinburgh:  Ô & Ô Clark; Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1997) 141-56. 

8Cf. N. J. Duff, "The Significance of Pauline Apocalyptic for Theological Ethics," in Apocalyptic and The New 
Testament: Essays in Honor of J. Louis Martyn, ed. J. Marcus and M. L. Soards (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989) 279-96. 
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("believing what you heard"). If the human being will choose the right path—faith rather
than works—God will respond by giving the Spirit.

But the whole of the letter—not to mention syntactical and lexicographical details—
tells us that these traditional translations of Gal 2:15-16 and 3:2 are incorrect.9 From the
epistle's beginning to its end, Paul draws contrasts not between two human alternatives,
such as works and faith, but rather between acts done by human beings and acts carried out

by God (1:1; 6:15). According to
Gal 2:15-16a, what is known

The comfort of being able to place the a b o u t G o d s w a y o f m a k i n g

other pafrty—especially God—In one's things right is that a person is

debt Is universally attractive. rectified not by observing the
Law, but rather by the faith of 
Christ, that is to say, his faithful
deed of dying on the cross in our

behalf.10 Similarly, the question Paul poses in Gal 3:2 is this:

Did you receive the Spirit because of something you did—that is to say because you observed the
Law—or did you receive the Spirit as the result of something God did—that is to say as the result
of the proclamation in which God exercises his power to elicit faith? (paraphrase of the Anchor
Bible translation).

The difference between these readings and the traditional ones is monumental. That is
to say, in our effort to understand Gal 2:15-16a and 3:2, the apparently pedestrian task of
translating the Greek text proves to be what Paul would call a matter of life and death!11

In the theology of the apostle there never has been, is not, and never will be a salvific
circular exchange between human beings and God; for there is nothing human beings can
do that will place God in their debt (a fact that is in itself genuinely liberating!). This point
is doubly clear in Romans 4, where the primary antinomy is not faith versus observance of
the Law (traditionally "faith" versus "works"), but rather the event of God's presupposition-
less grace versus human efforts to create indebtedness on God's part (note the terms charts 
[grace] and opheilema [what is owed] in Rom 4:4).12 The matter is also obvious in
Galatians, where, as in Romans 4, Abraham is the paradigm.

In the case of the patriarch, everything began not with his trust, but with the power of

9More than incorrect, these translations reflect the theology against which Paul is waging his vigorous and
uncompromising battle! The history of the interpretation of Galatians contains numerous junctures at which Paul
has been credited with the views of the Teachers. See further below, and Galatians, 343-49; Martyn, Theological 
Issues in the Letters of Paul, 191-208.

10Regarding the much debated expression pistis Christou—does Paul refer to one's having faith in Christ or does
he with this expression speak of Christ's faith (his faithful deed of dying on the cross in our behalf)?—see
Galatians, 263-75, and R. B. Hays's commentary on Galatians in the New Interpreter's Bible. Oral tradition, which
I have not been able to find in print, tells of a priest who made an appointment with K. Barth on a personal mat-
ter. Coming after a while to the point, he said, "The problem, Dr. Barth, is that I have lost my faith."  The response:
"But what on earth gave you the impression that it was yours to lose?"

"The exegetical basis of the proposed translations is given in Galatians. 
12I use the term "antinomy"  (not "antithesis") in a way explicated in n. 28 below.
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God's promise.13 Thus, bringing Abraham into the picture in Gal 3:6, Paul makes his point
clear. The God who is now acting with priority, supplying the Spirit to the Galatian church-
es via the power of the gospel (3:5), is the God who has always acted with priority (see
especially the role of God's promise in 3:16-29). Noting, then, the contrast Paul draws
between human acts and the deed of God in the crucified Christ, we can hear what Paul
actually says, rather than crediting him with the comforting and false and very common
notion that—given (a) the bad news of human sins and (b) the alleged good news of the
circular exchange between human beings and God—the gospel offers an alternative and
preferable course of human action, faith rather than works.

Possibility and decision.14 Can we not continue to follow Paul, avoiding both the enslav-
ing notion of the circular exchange and its graceless reading of the Two Ways by speaking of
a divinely appointed possibility and the human capacity to decide?15 That is to say, shun-
ning those two notions, can we not honor the priority of God's act in Jesus Christ by posit-
ing what might be called the two-step dance? As the first step, in a truly prevenient act, God
opens up a new possibility by sending the gospel message. Then, as a second and separate
step, faced with this new possibility, the human being decides whether to believe it or not.

A picture may serve to emphasize what is involved. With God in God's circle and the
human being in a separate circle, God can send from one circle to the other the gospel mes-
sage. But that message is separable from God, and its function is to offer to the human
being a new possibility. Thus, when the first step has been completed—when the message
has arrived from God—the second and separable step can be taken. Considering whether to
believe the message or not, the human being makes an autonomous decision.

But autonomy is a notion as difficult to affirm as it is to define. We have it recently
from J. B. Schneewind that the notion is an eighteenth-century invention, specifically that
of Immanuel Kant.16 And whatever we may think about Schneewind's thesis—and, more
important, about free will among the Cynics of Paul's time—there are textual grounds for
saying that the two-step dance is as foreign to the apostle as are the theological quid pro quo 
and the ensuing graceless reading of the Two Ways.17

13Note the comment of E. A. Speiser,Genesis,AB 1 (Garden City: Doubleday, 1964) 115: "God's reaffirmed
promise of a son . . . sets Abraham's mind at rest."

"Because of the remarkable frequency of these terms in the seminal writings of R. Bultmann, one can scarcely
mention them in a single breath without recalling a humorous story. Bultmann's editor at Mohr/Siebeck ordered
the construction of a new type-setting machine in which a single key brought up the whole of the word
"Möglichkeit" (possibility), whereas another brought up "Entscheidung" (decision).

15With this third motif we change the scene, to some extent leaving behind the Teachers, and turning to Paul's
modern interpreters.

16J. B. Schneewind,The Invention of Autonomy (New York:  Cambridge University Press, 1998). Regarding the
effects of Descarte's "free will,"  compare the treatment in Schneewind (184-93) with the penetrating essay of N.
Lash, "Incarnation and Determinate Freedom," 237-51 in The Beginning and the End of'Religion' (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1996).

17On the Stoic and Cynic views of freedom and free will, and on their differences from one another, see espe-
cially A. J. Malherbe, "Determinism and Free Will in Paul: The Argument of 1 Corinthians 8 and 9," in Paul in His 
Hellenistic Context,éd. T. Engberg-Pedersen (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995) 231-55. Some Cynics came close to
believing that their actions were accomplished without reference to anything outside themselves.
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We return to the task of translating Gal 3:2, concentrating our attention now on the lit-
tle phraseakoêpísteos,rendered in the NRSV "believing what you heard." For we note com-
pelling reasons for rendering this phrase with the expression "the proclamation that elicits 
faith."  Thus,

Did you receive the Spirit because of something you did—that is to say because you observed the
Law—or did you receive the Spirit  as the result of something God did—that is to say as the
result of the proclamation in which God exercises his power to elicit faith?18

The generative context in which the Spirit fell upon the Galatians was not their act of mak-
ing their own decision.19 It was God's act in the proclamation of Jesus Christ suffering cru-
cifixion, the powerful word by which God kindled their faith.

If  God's idea of good news is a stranger to the circular exchange, to the corrupted doc-
trine of the Two Ways, and to the assumption of the autonomous decision, what does it
look like? Two parts of Paul's answer have already begun to emerge. (A) God's good news
looks like power, power that actually does something. In and through good-news power, the
performative word of the gospel, God is making right what has gone wrong, doing so, not
by the Law, but rather by the faith of Christ, his death in our behalf (2:16). (B) God's good
news of Jesus Christ is also the power that elicits faith, and that, in so doing, plays its role in
God's act of giving the Spirit of Christ.

Crucial as these points may be, they form no more than an overture. The larger picture
begins to open up with Paul's positive comment that, unlike human ideas of good news, the
true gospel "came to me by God's apocalyptic revelation of Jesus Christ" (1:12c). With these
words we are taken into the strange new world of apocalyptic.20

GOD©S GOOD NEWS AS APOCALYPSE

The standard motifs of Pauline apocalyptic are nowhere to be found in Galatians.
There is no archangel's call, no sound of God's trumpet, no reference to Christ's parousia,
no mention of the general resurrection of the dead (1 Thess 4:13-18; 1 Cor 15:20-28; Rom
8:18-25,37-39; 13:11-14). We can scarcely be surprised to find that interpreters who hold
Paul to be an apocalyptic theologian are embarrassed by this letter, thus either ignoring it
or concluding that, in writing it, Paul, for some reason, suppressed "the apocalyptic theme

18See Galatians, 286-89. The same theological point is dear in Rom 10:16. Quoting Isa53:1, Paul follows the
LXX in translating the Hebrew word iëmû'â(God's message) with the Greek term akoe. Both in Rom 10:16-17,
then, and in Gal 3:2,5 Paul credits God's gospel with the power to elicit faith.

19Flannery O'Connor spoke in a Pauline mode when she said, "Man  is not condemned to be his own project."
See the final section of the present essay.

20The inaugural lecture of M. C. de Boer at the Free University in Amsterdam, "De Apocalypticus Paulus," will
appear in English in a future issue of Interpretation. Meanwhile, see his closely related article, Paul and
Apocalyptic Eschatology," in Encyclopedia of Apocalypticism,ed.J. J. Collins (New York:  Continuum, 1998)
1.345-83.
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of the gospel."21 In fact, however, numerous locutions in Galatians show that apocalyptic
motifs thread their way through the whole of the letter. Elsewhere, I have commented on
ten of these.22 In the present essay we attend to three, allowing others to make brief appear-
ances along the way.

The present evil age (1:4). Although Paul never speaks literally of "the coming age," his
numerous references to "the present [evil] age"—in addition to Gal 1:4, see Rom 12:2; 1 
Cor 1:2; 2:6,8; 3:18; 2 Cor 4:4—reflect his assumption of eschatoiogical dualism. All cre-
ation has been split into two. True, in Paul's vocabulary the expression that stands opposite
"the present evil age" is not "the coming age," as in numerous apocalyptic traditions. For
the apostle, the opposite of the
present evil age is rather "the new

From the epistle's beginning to Its end, Paul

draws contrasts not between two human

alternatives, such as works and faith, but

rather between acts done by human beings

and acts carried out by God.

creation" (Gal 6:15; 2 Cor 5:17).
But this latter expression is itself
a thoroughly apocalyptic formu-
lation reflecting the development
of Jewish apocalyptic dualism in
the time of the exile (Isa
43:18-19). We note, then, that as
"the present evil age" stands near

the opening of Galatians, so "the new creation"  plays a weighty role at the close, clear indi-
cations that the motif of apocalyptic discontinuity is central to Paul's understanding of the
gospel in this letter.

But why, in writing to his churches in Galatia, should Paul refer in the prescript itself to
the present evil age? The answer emerges when we note that in 1:4b Paul provides a correc-
tive supplement to a liturgical formula probably known to the Galatians. Perhaps even in
the services presided over by the Teachers, the Galatians are confessing that "the Lord Jesus
Christ gave his very life for our sins" (1:4a). What is wrong in the world consists of discrete
missteps on the part of human beings.

Paul does not deny the pertinence of this confession, but he is quick to change and
deepen the focus by providing the corrective supplement of Gal 1:4b:

May grace and peace come to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, who
"gave his very life for  our sins," so that he might snatch us out of the grasp of the present evil age. 

The force of the supplement is obvious. The root problem lies not in our sins, but in the
power called the present evil age, for the present evil age has the strength to enslave us,
indeed to enslave us all.

21J. C. Beker, Paul the Apostle (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980) x; cf. the preface to the paperback edition.
^Gahtians, 97-105.
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The salvific verb, then, is not "forgive,"  but rather "snatch out of the grasp of"
(exaireo).23 The peril in which the Galatians actually find themselves is far more serious
than they think, as one can see from the fact that God's redemption is itself more than an
act of merciful forgiveness.

Here we may pause to note that two of the terms playing large roles in our current the-
ological discussion are words central to Paul's theology. They are, in fact, exceedingly
weighty terms in Galatians itself. As the major theme of the letter is liberation—eleutherod,
"to  free"  (e.g., 5:1);exagorazö,"to liberate from slavery" (e.g., 3:13)—so the major sub-
theme is oppression—hypo tina einai, "to be under the power of" (e.g., 4:5). In short, the 
human tragedy is universal oppression, ubiquitous enslavement to the powers of the pre-
sent evil age. And in Christ, God's deed is the cosmic act of liberation, deliverance from that
slavery.

God's invasion in Christ and the consequent line of redemptive movement (3:23-25;
4:4-6). At one juncture in Galatians, Paul uses the word family  apokalypsis/apokalyptd in a 
particularly arresting manner. Speaking of the turn of  the ages, he says:

Before faith came, we were confined under the Law's power, imprisoned during the period that
lasted until,  as God intended, faith was apocalypsed. So then, the Law was our confining custodi-
an until  the advent of Christ, in order that we should be rectified by faith. But now that faith has
come, we are no longer under the power of that confining custodian (3:23-25; Anchor Bible
translation slightly modified).

Here we see that, in Paul's mouth, the verb apokalyphthenai, "to be apocalypsed,"
means more than its literal equivalent, "to  be unveiled." It is not as though faith and Christ
had been all along standing behind a curtain, the curtain then being at one point drawn
aside, so as to make visible what had been hidden. To explicate the verb apokalyphthenai, 
Paul uses as a synonym the verb erchomai, "to come on the scene." And the result is star-
tling, for it shows that Paul's apocalyptic theology—especially in Galatians—is focused on
the motif of invasive movement from beyond.

With this observation, we can see that in some recent strains of interpretation a theo-
logical motif is being attributed to Paul, whereas in fact it belongs to the Teachers. When
one identifies as the subject of Galatians "the condition on which Gentiles enter the people
of God," one presupposes that Paul is concerned with the specific line of movement along
which it is now possible for Gentiles to transfer from their sinful state to the blessedness of
those who are descendants of Abraham.24 This possible movement is their own, and the
goal of their movement is that of getting into the already-existent people of God. The ques-

23Cf. in 3:13 and 4:5 the verbexagorazö,"to  deliver from slavery." The noun aphesis, "forgiveness," is absent from 
PauTs letters. And with the meaning "to  forgive,"  the verbaphïêmioccurs only once, specifically in a quotation of
Ps 32:1 (Rom 4:7). Similarly, "repentance" is largely foreign to Paul's theology.

24E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983) 18 (emphasis added).
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tion is how they can get in.25

In Paul's gospel, however, the fundamental and determining line of movement is God's.
Since the antidote to what is wrong in the world does not lie in the world, the point of
departure—on the apocalyptic landscape—from which there can be movement to set
things right cannot be found in the world, or in any of its ideas of bad news and good
news.

In short, it is not as though, provided with a good religious foundation for a good reli-
gious ladder, one could ascend from the wrong to the right. Things are the other way
around. God has elected to invade the realm of the wrong—"the present evil age" (1:4)—by
sending God's Son and the Spirit of the Son into it from outside it (4:4-6). And it is in this
apocalyptic invasion that God has liberated us from the powers of the present evil age (note
again exagorazö,"to  deliver from slavery," in 4:5). Galatians is a particularly clear witness to
one of Paul's basic convictions: the gospel is not about human movement into blessedness
(religion); it is about God's liberating invasion of the cosmos (theology).

The crucified cosmos and the new creation (6:15). Having repeatedly stated that the sub-
ject of his letter is the invasive route God has elected in order to make right what has gone
wrong, Paul caps his argument by addressing that subject yet again. What do things look
like when, having entered the present evil age in Christ, God has begun to set things right?
To give the climactic answer to this question, our radical apocalyptic theologian does not
refer to an improvement in the human situation. In an unbridled way, Paul speaks rather of
nothing less than the dawn of the new creation.

For me boasting is excluded, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the cosmos
has been crucified to me and I to the cosmos. For neither is circumcision anything nor is uncir-
cumcision anything. What is something is the new creation (6:14-15; Anchor Bible translation
slightly modified).

Our attention is first  seized by Paul's verbs, "is  excluded," "has been crucified," and "is."
We have in this paragraph a stunning declaration from which the word "should"  is altogeth-
er absent. Paul speaks about what does and does not exist, not about what should and
should not exist. There are two different worlds, the (old) cosmos and the new creation.
Second, remembering Paul's early reference to the present evil age, we also recall that in that
reference he celebrated our deliverance from its power. Now, in closing his letter, he speaks
of the old world, from which he has been painfully separated—by Christ's death, by the
death of that world, and by his own death to that world.26 The liberating dawn of the new
creation is death? God's idea of good news includes the crucifixion of God's Son, of the

""Getting  in,"  "entering,"  and "being included"  are three of the expressions that run through the Pauline work
of E. P. Sanders, J. D. G. Dunn, and N. T. Wright, to name only a few. What one might call "entry language" is
indeed characteristic of Qumran (e.g., 1QS 5:20). In the Galatian setting, however, it reflects the theology of the
Teachers, not that of Paul.

26Cf. P. S. Minear, "The Crucified  World:  The Enigma of Galatians 6,14," Theologia Crucis-Signum Cruets,ed. C.
Andersen and G. Klein (Tübingen: Mohr, 1979) 395-407.
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world, and of human beings?

The crucified cosmos. After announcing the crucifixion of the cosmos, Paul explicates
that announcement with an astonishing negation, "neither is circumcision anything nor is
uncircumcision anything." Surprising is the form of this negation (cf. Gal 5:6 and 1 Cor
7:19). In the immediate context, Paul has just referred to the circumcising Teachers
(6:12-13). We are prepared, therefore, to find him striking a final blow, directly and simply,
against observance of the Law. We expect Paul to say

neither circumcision, nor the food laws, nor the keeping of the sabbath is anything, for gentile
observance of the Law reflects the enslaving power of the present evil age!

He surprises his readers, however, by negating not merely Law observance, but also its
opposite, non-Law observance. That to which Paul denies real existence is, in the technical
sense of the expression, a pair of opposites, what Aristotle might have called an instance of
fanantia,27 and what I will refer to as an antinomy.28

This observation may prove to be of considerable help in our efforts to understand
both of Paul's major apocalyptic expressions in Galatians, "the present evil age" (1:4; in 6:14
the cosmos) and "the new creation"  (6:15). For when we note that Paul speaks about a pair
of opposites—an antinomy—and that he does so between the making of two cosmic
announcements, we may recall how widespread in the ancient world was the thought that
the fundamental building blocks of the cosmos are pairs of opposites. A number of the
Galatians are almost certain to have been acquainted with this notion, and it is precisely the
pattern of thought Paul presupposes in Gal 6:15.

He is making use of it, however, in a very peculiar fashion. He is denying real existence
to an antinomy in order to show what it means to say that the old cosmos has suffered its
death. He says in effect that the foundation of the cosmos has been subjected to a volcanic
explosion that has scattered the pieces into new and confusing patterns.

For example, citing an early Christian baptismal tradition, Paul emphatically says that
the cosmos, founded as it was on certain pairs of opposites, no longer exists. 

For when all of you were baptized into Christ,
you put on Christ as though he were your clothing.
There is neither Jew nor Greek;

27Aristotle spoke of t'anantia, "the contraries," as one of the modes of opposition; e.g., Metaphysics 1018a; cf.
1004b and 986a.

MI use the term "antinomy**  in an idiosyncratic way, namely to render the numerous expressions by which the
ancients referred (in many languages) to a pair of opposites so fundamental to the cosmos, being one of its ele-
ments, as to make the cosmos what it is. The most obvious of the ancient examples is the list of oppositional pairs
that Aristotle attributed to the Pythagoreans: Limit and Unlimited; Odd and Even; Unity and Plurality; Right and
Left; Male and Female; and so on (Metaphysics 986a). For Paul, as for the Pythagoreans, an antinomy is more than
an antithesis, for an antinomy lies at the foundation of the cosmos, whereas in common usage an antithesis is a 
form of rhetoric, a product of human thought. Moreover, in Paul's view, as we will see, the antinomies of God's
new creation have their origin in the apocalypse of Christ and of his Spirit, not in an improved form of thought,
although that apocalypse does engender a new epistemology (Martyn,  Theological Issues in the Letters of Paul, 
89-110).
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there is neither slave nor free; 
there is no "male and female";
for all of you are One in Christ Jesus (3:27-28).29

A frightening statement of what is and what is not—again absent the motif of exhorta-
tion—this declaration is one in which, as the baptizands are told of their unity  in Christ,
they also suffer loss of cosmos, as though a fissure had opened up under their feet, hurling
them into an abyss.30

Elsewhere in the letter Paul repeatedly reinforces this matter of loss of cosmos. The
Teachers speak in a comforting way of the Sinaitic Law as the potent, antidotal opposite to
Sin—news urgently needed, they believe, in the gentile world!  But Paul is sure that the Law
is impotent to curb the community-destroying effect of Sin as a cosmic power.31 The antin-
omy consisting of Sin and the Law simply does not exist.32 Indeed, when, following the vol-
canic explosion, the cosmic elements fall  back to the ground, one discovers that there is a 
secret and lethal alliance between Sin and the Law, and that is a discovery that inevitably

29Recent years have seen an exponential growth in the literature on this baptismal formula. Two especially chal-
lenging pieces focused on the third pair of opposites are J. M. Gundry-Volf,  "Christ and  Gender: A Study of
Difference and Equality in Gal 3:28, Jesus Christus alsdie Mitte der Schrift, ed. C. Landmesser et al. (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1997) 439-77; and B. Kahl, "No Longer Male: Masculinity Struggles Behind Gal3:28?" a paper read at the
meeting of SBL, 1998 (forthcoming in JSNT). Regarding feminine imagery in Paul's letters, see especiallyB. R.
Gaventa, "Our  Mother St. Paul: Toward the Recovery of a Neglected Theme," PSB 17 (1996) 29-^4.

^B. Kahl is surely right to say—with special reference to the third line—that polarity is here accompanied by
hierarchy. "Male was not just supposed as opposite, but also as superior to female" (paper mentioned in previous
note). Similarly, referring to the last line, Gundrv-Volf  speaks not only of unification, but also of reconciliation
("Christ  and Gender," 439). These observations have the salutary effect of posing a fundamental issue. How are
specific instances of oppression—e.g., male over female—related to universal oppression under the powers of the
present evil age, e.g., Sin? Although the present note is scarcely the place for a thorough discussion, a few sugges-
tions can be made. Paul knows of no specific instance of oppression—and enmity—that is not a symptom of uni-
versal oppression by the power of Sin (Gal 5:19-21; cf.Gundry-Volf,  476). Similarly, to anticipate the conclusion
of the present essay, liberation from universal oppression and liberation from specific forms of oppression neces-
sarily go hand in hand, for both occur in Christ (3:13,28; 4:4-5). Indeed, in total liberation lies the freedom for
mutual service that arises not from a reversal of roles—and not even from the abstract, bland, and reifying idea of
equality (no isos in Gal 3:28!)—but rather from the variety of charismata by which the whole body of Christ is
enriched in mutual interdependence (1 Cor 12). In a word, baptized into the crucified one, the one who gave his
life for the liberation of all,  all have been liberated from enslavement for active love of one another (Gal 5:13).
Regarding 1 Cor 11:11 ("in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man independent of woman"), see J.
M. Gundry-Volf,  "Gender and Creation in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16: A Study of Paul's Theological Method,"
Evangelium-Schriftauslegung-Kirche,ed.I. Adna et al. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997) 151-71.

31I have here used the word Sin (hamartia) to refer to an anti-God power. It can serve us, then, as a term that
comprehends epithymia sarkos (literally  "the impulsive desire of the flesh") and its abbreviation, sarx (flesh as an
anti-God power). With these latter expressions, prominent in Gal 5:13-24, Paul does not refer to a component of
the human being. On the contrary, from 5:16 we can see that Paul follows the Teachers in translating the Hebrew
expression yeser basarwith the Greek epithymia sarkos, thus referring to the Impulsive Desire of the Flesh as a 
supra-human power that destroys community. Cf.J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying the Truth (Edinburgh:  Ô & Ô Clark, 
1988). 

32In her article "Christ and Gender," Gundry-Volf argues that Paul saw in the baptismal formula's pairs of oppo­
sites an adiaphoron, a matter of no significance ("Gender and Creation," 455,476). To be sure, as she has percep­
tively shown in "Gender and Creation," for the setting to which he later addressed 1 Corinthians, Paul had to find a 
certain finesse in regard to the third line, affirming both creation and new creation, and even allowing "social roles 
'in the world* and social roles 'in the Lord* [to]  clash right in the setting of worship" (p. 169). In Gal 3:28, howev­
er, (a) the argument is thoroughly new-creational, (b) Paul's interest lies almost altogether on the first line—"nei­
ther Jew nor Greek"—and (c) that differentiation, far from being an adiaphoron, is declared non-existent. That is 
the clear implication (a) of the locution oute ti estin (surely the better reading in 6:15) and the expression ouk eni 
in 3:28, (b) of Paul's reference to the crucifixion of the cosmos and the dawn of the new creation, and (c) of his 
speaking of liberation from the cosmic elements themselves (4:3-6). Thus, for example, the pair of opposites 
known as "to sin" and "to observe the Law" has not been shown to be a matter of no consequence; it simply does 
not exist (note especially 2:17-19; 5:4,16). 
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involves loss of cosmos!33

Heirs to the riches of Western art, we might sense part of the horror involved in Paul's
declaration of the crucifixion of  the cosmos by recalling some of the disorienting paintings
of Hieronymus Bosch. Or, if we could imagine Paul reading Shakespeare, we should also be
able to conceive of his drawing a few lines from "Troilus and Cressida," making changes in
the Bard's text scarcely less bold than those he made when quoting from scripture:

Then everything includes itself under the power of Sin,
and Sin, taking the Law into its hands,
uses the Law to incite appetite;—
and appetite, an universal wolf,
so doubly seconded by Sin and Law,
must make perforce an universal prey,
and last eat up himself.34

Or, finally,  to borrow from William Blake, in the moment in which Sin concluded its secret,
sinister, and enslaving alliance with the Law,

the stars threw down their spears
and watered heaven with their tears.35

The death of the old cosmos is the event that corresponds to, and has been caused by, the
new creation in the cross.

The new creation in the cross. In none of his letters does Paul announce with more
enthusiasm God's deed of redemption. What time is it? It is the time after the apocalypse of
the faith of Christ, the time, therefore, of God's making things right by Christ's faith, the
time of the presence of the Spirit of  Christ, and thus the time in which the invading Spirit
has decisively commenced the war of liberation from the powers of the present evil age. Not
altogether surprising, then, is the fact that in connection with this war we encounter yet
again the matter of oppositional pairs.

Had Paul ended his letter with the baptismal confession of 3:28—and a number of

33No aspect of Paul's complex view of the Law is so fundamental and so shocking as his conviction that the Law
is_subject to seizure. At its very genesis, it was taken in hand by the power called Sin (thus in Rom 7:25 ho nomos
teshamartias); with Christ's advent, it has been taken in hand by him (Gal 6:2; Rom 8:2). See further n. 35 below.

^Shakespeare's text reads: "Then everything includes itself in power, Power into will, will into appetite, And
appetite, an universal wolf, So doubly seconded with will and power, Must make perforce an universal prey, And
last eat up himself"  ("Troilus  and Cressida," Act I, Scene III;  Ulysses speaks).

35Blake, "The Tyger."  See D. Erdman, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake (New York:  Doubleday,
1988) 25. According to Rom 5:20, this horrifying alliance dates from the Law's very genesis! When the Law
entered via a side door (thus Paul's somewhat demeaning word pareisëlthen),it came into a scene already con-
trolled by the power of Sin. In that scene the Law succeeded only in increasing the lethal reign of Sin, becoming
for that reason—and immediately—ho nomos tes hamartias ("the Law in the hands of Sin"). Thus allied with Sin,
the Law led—from its inception—not to life, but to death (cf. Rom 7:10 with 7:9 and 5:20; and note especially Gal
3:21). See M. C. de Boer, The Defeat of Death, JSNTSup 22 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988) 166-67; P. W. Meyer, "The
Worm at the Core of the Apple,"  The Conversation Continues: Studies in Paul and John in Honor of J. Louis Martyn, 
ed.R. T. Fortna and B. R. Gaventa (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990) 62-84; idem, "Romans," Harper's Bible 
Commentary,ed.J. L. Mays (San Francisco: Harper &  Row, 1988) 1130-1167. Regarding the Law's being finally 
taken in hand by Christ, see Galatians, 554-58.
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recent citations of that verse imply that he did!—we could credit him with the view that,
whereas the present evil age (the old cosmos of 6:14) was marked by pairs of opposites, the
new creation is free of them. In fact, however, anthropological unity in Christ (3:28) is
accompanied by the arrival of
new pairs of opposites, all of

In the theology of the apostle there never has

been.  Is not, and never will be a salvlfflc circu-

lar exchange between human beings and God;

for there Is nothing human beings can do

that will place God In their debt.

them having to do with the
advent of Christ and his Spirit.
Sin remains a genuine power that
must be opposed. Its potent
opposite, however, is not the Law,
but rather the Spirit of the cruci-
fied (5:16). Indeed, the Spirit of
Christ has invaded the realm of
Sin in order to commence the war of liberation by calling into its army of freedom fighters 
precisely those who belong to Christ (5:22-6:2). Here is the army whose rations consist of
the fruit borne by the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faith, gentle-
ness, self-control—and here alone is the battle in whichNOM nobis can be truly sung.

What stops readers of Gal 6:14-15 dead in their tracks, however, is the indelible link
Paul draws between the unbridled enthusiasm of the new creation and the cross (cf. 2 Cor
5:14-17). If we lay aside the kind of tranquilizing "cross-piety"  that protects us from the
truth of  the gospel, we are stunned. Having applauded the apostle's reference to the death
of the old cosmos with its antinomies—thus hiding from ourselves the depth of our love
for it and them!—we should have preferred to hear that God has established the new cre-
ation by raising Jesus from the realm of those who have died. Or that God will establish the
new creation at the parousia of Christ. Especially when speaking of God's new creation, can
we not move from the odious cross to the glorious resurrection and the hoped-for parousia?
Although Paul takes for granted the world-changing resurrection of Jesus—it is not a point
of contention between him and the Teachers (1:1)—he is far from allowing that event to
divert his glance from the cross. He sees the new creation in the cross.36 Confronted with
this outrageous vision, we are in need of help!37

^On Paul's theology of the cross, see especiallyC. B. Cousar,A Theology of the Cross: The Death of Jesus in the 
Pauline Letters (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990); idem, "Paul and the Death of Jesus," Int 52 (1998) 38-52; A. R.
Brown, The Cross and Human Transformation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995).

37This outrageous vision succumbs to the present evil age when it functions to encourage "cross-bearing" on
the part of the other. See the polemic against such a reading in D. S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The 
Challenge ofWomanist God-Talk (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1993) 161-70,273 n. 36. See also M. M. Solberg, Compelling 
Knowledge: A Feminist Proposal for an Epistemology of the Cross (Albany: SUNY Press, 1997); Ñ.J. Duff,
"Atonement and the Christian Life: Reformed Doctrine from a Feminist Perspective," Int 53 (1999) 21-33.
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A REFLECTION OF GALATIANS IN CONTEMPORARY FICTION

We turn, then, to the use of the grotesque by Flannery O'Connor. Consider one of her
comments:

The writer of grotesque fiction is looking for one image that will  connect or combine or embody
two points; one is a point in the concrete, and the other is a point not visible to the naked eye,
but believed in by this writer firmly, just as real to him, really, as the one that everybody sees.38

We will look a long time before finding a novelist speaking with equal clarity of the
germ of the apocalyptic perspective. More is involved than metaphor. Grotesque characters,
O'Connor observes, seem to carry an invisible burden.

Or changing the image slightly, she notes that the vision conveyed in the actions of
grotesque characters is a matter of seeing near things with their extensions of meanings,
and thus of seeing far things close up. The real world emerges, she believed, in this kind of
exaggerated, distorted, but also and fundamentally bifocal vision.39

Indeed, not only do we find the bifocal vision of apocalyptic, but also apocalyptic's
dynamism. There is in O'Connor's stories no static polarization between "near things" and
"far things." On the contrary, there is always movement on the grotesque, apocalyptic land-
scape. And most important of all, that movement is fundamentally portrayed in the
dynamic motif of invasion. "I have found," she says, "from reading my own writing that the
subject of my fiction is the action of grace in territory held largely by the devil."40 In a word,
O'Connor saw very clearly the territory held largely by the devil, "the present evil age." She
saw very clearly the invading power of God's grace. And she saw that God's grace, more
powerful than evil (Rom 5:15-17), was establishing the new creation as a beachhead in that
foreign territory. It is the matter of God's new creation in the grotesque cross, and the result
is scarcely what people normally mean when they speak of good news.41 A brief retelling of

^F. O'Connor, Mystery and Manners (New York:  Farrar,  Straus, Giroux, 1969) 42.
39Being my attempt to coin a thoroughly apocalyptic locution, the expression "bifocal vision"  is not to be con-

fused with Thomas NageFs "double vision"  (The View from Nowhere [New York:  Oxford University  Press, 1986]).
Note especially the use and metamorphosis of NageFs expression in M. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1996) 212-20,250-53. Numerous passages in Volf's perceptive book suggest that NageFs expression
may be considerably less harmonious with Volf's own concerns than he himself thinks. Modulating NageFs refer-
ence to seeing the world "from nowhere and from here," Volf says that the all-knowing God "views things from 
everywhere" (253), thus seeing both us and them (the parties in conflict). Volf's percipient, concluding chapter,
however—and numerous other passages as well—can serve as preparation for what Paul considered the way of
knowing at the turn of the ages, and that was not a view from everywhere. It was quite specifically the epistemolo-
gy kata stauron, the view that perceives eveiything "according to the cross" (Martyn,  Theological Issues in the Letters 
of Paul, 89-110). In short, as Volf knows very well, Daniel's bifocal vision was not from everywhere, in the sense of
taking into account the view of Antiochus Epiphanes as well as his own; just as Paul's bifocal vision did not arise
both from his view and from that of the Teachers (Gal 4:21-5:1).

^O'Connor,  Mystery and Manners, 118. Cf. now Volf's use of the suggestive expression '"transgressing' into the
territory of the system of terror"  {Exclusion and Embrace, 293).

41After the appearance of her early stories, some of O'Connor's kinfolk wrote to her mother Regina suggesting
that she use the motherly office, as it were, to inform Flannery that the real world contains some nice people. Why
couldn't she write stories about them? The young author's response was a moment of amusement, after which she
returned to her work, consistently posing for herself two questions: What is the real world? And how is that real
world to be represented in fiction? Cf. Volf's comment: "A  'nice' [nonindignant] God is a figment of liberal imagi-
nation, a projection onto the sky of the inability to give up cherished illusions about goodness, freedom, and the
rationality of social actors" (Exclusion and Embrace, 298).
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O'Connor's story "Revelation"  may deepen our comprehension of the good news in Paul's
Galatian letter.42

In this narrative,  O'Connor introduces Mrs. Ruby Turpin,  a white, middle-class woman
of the South, a bit plump (but in a pleasing way), blessed with good skin, and grateful to
Jesus that she is, in her own words, neither "nigger"  nor "white  trash."  At night she lies
awake pondering her place in the social and moral hierarchy. She and her husband Claude
are law-abiding citizens who own their house and the land on which they farm hogs. That
situates them above most blacks and all white trash, but below (and this troubles and con-
fuses Mrs. Turpin) the black dentist in town who owns two Lincoln Continentals. As she
drifts into sleep, confusion overcomes the neat categories in which she situates herself by
day, and she dreams that "all  the classes of people" are "crammed in together in a box car,
being ridden off to be put in a gas oven." Mrs. Turpin's revelation begins in this disturbing
dream.

It continues in the waiting room of a doctor's office where Mrs. Turpin encounters,
among others, Mary Grace, an overweight college student with bad acne who accurately
perceives the older woman to be the enemy. As the group waits together, Mrs. Turpin strives
in her patronizing way to assert her superiority over the others present, including Mary
Grace, whom she pities for having such an ugly face. Presently, we notice that battle lines
are being drawn. The girl gazes on Mrs. Turpin, "as if she had known and disliked her all
her life—all of Mrs. Turpin's life, it seemed too, not just all the girl's life "  This gaze makes
Mrs. Turpin uneasy. What had she done to the girl to deserve this? She continues her smug
self-justifying way of relating to the others, but becomes more and more aware of the girl's
hostile gaze, until suddenly Mary Grace, by now in a seething rage, hurls her biology text-
book, Human Development, across the room. The book hits Mrs. Turpin above the eye and
knocks her to the floor. 

In the confusion that ensues, Mrs. Turpin enters into the depths of an apocalypse. She
feels as though she were in an earthquake. First, she sees everything as if through the wrong
end of a telescope, and then in reverse, everything large instead of small. When her vision
returns to normal, she finds herself looking directly into the fierce, brilliant eyes of Mary
Grace. Mrs. Turpin now demands a word from the girl who knew her in some intense and
personal way beyond time and place and condition.

"What you got to say to me?" Mrs. Turpin says, waiting "as for a revelation." The girl
replies in a whisper, "Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart hog." At this pro-
nouncement, Mary Grace's eyes burned as if she saw with pleasure that her message had
struck its target.

eE O'Connor, "Revelation,"  in Everything That Rises Must Converge (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux/Harold
Matson Co., Inc., 1965) 191-218. For the retelling of this story I have drawn, with permission, on an uncommonly
perceptive essay of A. R. Brown, "The Word of the Cross, Pattern for Moral Discernment: From Paul to Flannery
O'Connor,"  Doctrine and Life 47 (1997).
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The action of grace in territory held largely by the devil? We note the use of the expres­

sion "as if," so typical of visionary literature, and the pervasive imagery of battle as well. The 

ear trained by biblical texts will hear the striking overtones of other apocalypses: the earth­

quake on Golgotha, the blinding light on the road to Damascus, the dream of a sheet com­

ing down from heaven filled with creatures clean and unclean. 

The last image, the descent of the clean and unclean creatures, becomes more directly 

relevant as O'Connor brings Mrs. Turpin more deeply into her crisis. It is late afternoon of 

the same day, and Mrs. Turpin, unable to rest since her trauma in the doctor's office, starts 

down the road to the hog pen which she calls, delicately, "the pig parlor." Still stunned by 

the sharp and penetrating words of the girl, wounded and seeking justice if not revenge, she 

moves, "single-handed, weaponless, into battle." As she hoses down her hogs, she complains 

to God: "What do you send me a message like that for?" In a "low fierce voice," she goes on: 

"How am I a hog and me both? How am I saved and from hell too?" She demands to know, 

"How am I a hog?" Then she braces herself for a final assault: 

"Go on," she yelled, "call me a hog! Call me a hog again. From hell. Call me a wart hog from hell. 
Put that bottom rail on top. There'll still be a top and a bottom!" 

Shaken by a final surge of fury, she demands of God: "Who do you think you are?" 

What ensues is focused on Mary Grace's word of revelation, "Go back to hell where you 

came from, you old wart hog." It is scarcely a call to repentance! Neither is it simply an 

unveiling. And it is certainly not an offer to Mrs. Turpin of a new possibility, with respect to 

which she is to make a decision. On the contrary, this word is an event of powerful inva­

sion, scarcely dependent on Mrs. 

Turpin's will. To use another 

He s e e s the new creation in the cross. i m age> &*  w o r d o f revelation is a 

Confronted with this outrageous cruciform fishhook that makes 
_ m . . its way into Mrs. Turpin's soul, so 

vision, we are in need of help. ; Ë Ë . rr 

that she cannot shake it off. It is 

an invasion that has the power to 

crucify Mrs. Turpin's world. In 

short, Mary Grace's word is the violent action of grace invading territory held largely by the 

devil.43 

^About this gracious violence three points are essential. (1) It is not an accusatory instance of bad news, com­
parable to the message brought the Galatians by the Teachers. As we will see, it is the word with the power to cru­
cify a cosmos and to newly create in crucifixion. (2) This gracious violence—"Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger.. Ã 
(Isa 10:5)—is necessitated by the fact that, in its desperate resistance to God's grace, the present evil age defends its 
territory  tooth and claw (Gal 5:17). (3) The violent action of God's grace terrninates the cycle of violence—the 
violent edition of the circular exchange—as one can see from the end of O'Connor's story and, in Paul's letter, 
from the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace Did O'Connor mean to say that Mary Grace loved Mrs. Turpin? 
Hardly! God did the loving, just as God has a "monopoly on violence" (Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 302). In 
Galatians, as in other letters of Paul, battle imagery testifies to the war of liberation commenced by the Spirit of 
Christ against the universally enslaving powers of the present evil age. See Galatians, 502-40. 
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We return to the final scene at the "pig parlor."  Who in reality is Mrs. Turpin? She is the

grotesque figure in a bizarre scene. But now, Mrs. Turpin's space, her world, her self, have

been attacked by the terrible, crucifying, fishhook-shaped word of revelation. That word,

God's weapon of grace, inaugurates the conflict in cosmic terms, portrayed at the end of

O'Connor's story. The powers of the present evil age—Sin, the curse of the Law, the enslav-

ing binary opposites—do not give up without a struggle. In Mrs. Turpin, they now fight 

against the invading word of revelation. As this grotesque figure screams at God, struggling

against God's uncontingent grace, she poses the question of the bifocal vision of apocalyp-

tic. Shouting at God, she demands to know, "How am I a hog and me both? How am I 

saved and from hell too?"

The end of the story confirms both O'Connor's bifocal vision and the question it

poses. There is first the near vision of the hogs:

Mrs. Turpin stood there, her gaze fixed on the highway, all her muscles rigid, until in five or six
minutes the truck reappeared, returning. She waited until it had had time to turn into their own
road. Then like a monumental statue coming to life, she bent her head slowly and gazed, as if
through the very heart of mystery, down into the pig parlor at the hogs. They had settled all in
one corner around the old sow who was grunting softly. A red glow suffused them. They
appeared to pant with a secret life.44

Secret life in hogs? New creation in the cross? What is that secret, creative life?

O'Connor portrays it not only in the near vision of the hogs but also in the far vision of a 

vast horde of beings, and the far vision consummates the cosmic conflict. Here is the new

creation in the crucifixion of Mrs. Turpin's world:

Until the sun slipped finally  behind the tree line, Mrs. Turpin remained there with her gaze
bent to them as if she were absorbing some abysmal life-giving knowledge. At last she lifted her
head. There was only a purple streak in the sky, cutting through a field of crimson and leading,
like an extension of the highway, into the descending dusk. She raised her hands from the side of
the pen in a gesture hieratic and profound. A visionary light settled in her eyes. She saw the
streak as a vast swinging bridge extending upward from the earth through a field of living fire. 
Upon it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven. There were whole companies of
white-trash, clean for the first  time in their lives, and bands of black niggers in white robes, and
battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs. And bringing up
the end of the procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as those who, like
herself and Claud, had always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right. She
leaned forward to observe them closer. They were marching behind the others with great dignity,
accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behav-
ior. They alone were on key. Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even their
virtues were being burned away. She lowered her hands and gripped the rail of the hog pen, her
eyes small but fixed unblinkingly on what lay ahead. In a moment the vision faded but she
remained where she was, immobile.

At length she got down and turned off the faucet and made her slow way on the darkening

"O'Connor,  "Revelation,''  217.
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path to the house. In the woods around her the invisible cricket choruses had struck up, but
what she heard were the voices of the souls climbing upward into the starry field and shouting
hallelujah.45

That final vision involves the cruciform death that is loss of cosmos, for in that
vision—a vision of the burning away of virtues and thus of tax collectors and prostitutes
preceding you into the kingdom of the God who rectifies the ungodly (Matt 21:31; Rom
4:5)—Mrs. Turpin's carefully ordered, "comfortably moral" world is attacked by God's
uncontingent grace, destroyed by God's grace, and re-created by God's grace.46 The out-
working of the crucifixion in that terrible word of revelation uttered to Mrs. Turpin is the
uncontingent invasion by God's grace on God's own terms. Here the action of grace in ter-
ritory held largely by the devil takes place in the crucifying and newly creating word of rev-
elation.

BACK  TO PAUL

Can we now briefly make our way from Flannery O'Connor back to Paul? Pondering
the relation between that offensive word of Mary Grace and the offensive word of the cross,
Paul would have penned words to which our attention has already been drawn:

For me boasting is excluded, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the cosmos
has been crucified to me and I to the cosmos. For neither is circumcision anything nor is uncir-
cumcision anything. What is something is the new creation (6:14-15).

What are we to say now about Paul's reference to the new creation? Is it really real?
Does it have substance? Without stumbling into triumphalism, can one point to it? Again
the answer is thoroughly apocalyptic.

If O'Connor's vision of the vast horde of souls presents a corporate embodiment, the
same is true of the new creation
in Paul's theology. But it is

. . . by participation  in [Christ's]  war embodied both in the far vision

against all the powers that dehumanize of the church in heaven (Gal

men and women, the Galatians... are 4 : 2 6Î c f · D a n 7:13>18) and m m e

God's new creation. n e a r ™ß ï ç o f m e e a r t h 1^  c h u r c h 

that, lacking ecclesiastical autho­
rization (Gal 4:27; Isa 54:1), 
belongs utterly to Christ, the cos-

mocrator of the new creation (5:24). By being baptized into him, by putting him on as 
though he were their clothes (3:27), by having his Spirit in their hearts (4:6), by having him 

^O'Connor, "Revelation," 217-18. 
46Theologically, the erasure of moral distinctions in Mrs. Turpin's vision can be closely related to the apocalyp­

tic texture of the pastoral section of Galatians, and specifically to Paul's transformation of the language or vice and 
virtue there. See Galatians, 529-36. 
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determine the form of their communal life—not least their inclusive meal fellowship (2:12;
4:19)—by participating in his war against all the powers that dehumanize men and women,
the Galatians (with all other members of God's church; 1:13) are God's new creation.

And finally,  as though falling into a striking egocentricity, Paul sees an embodiment of
the new creation paradigmatically in himself!47 After announcing the new creation in Gal
6:15, Paul speaks specifically in 6:17 of his body!48 And he does so in a way that further illu-
minates the link between new creation and the triple crucifixion of 6:14.

Let no one make trouble for  me anymore. For I bear in my own body scars that are the marks of
Jesus (6:17).

It is because the new creation is neither this-worldly nor other-worldly, but rather both-
worldly, that it is  taking place in the here and now, witness Paul's own body!49 And what do
we see there?

We see, first,  the effects of genuine suffering in solidarity with the last and the least.
"Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble, and I am not indignant?"  (2
Cor 11:29). The apostle has received stigmata in the persecutions with which the present
evil age resists the invasion of God's grace (2 Cor 11:24-26). But, precisely because of the
real nature of those persecutions, he can speak of his literal scars as the marksoí Jesus. They
are not indiscriminate instances of suffering as such. On the contrary, they are nothing
other than the present epiphany of the crucified redeemer in the world, and specifically his
epiphany in the front trenches of God's war of liberation:

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted,
but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the putting to
death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our bodies (2 Cor 4:8-10; author's
translation).

Is the result really good news? Considered in isolation, bodily affliction, mental
anguish, and daily distress are nothing other than marks of the reign of the present evil age.
Crucified with Christ, however, and active as the risen Christ's ambassador, Paul sees them
as marks of the new-creative cross, and thus as God's violent attack on the apostle's cosmos
for his sake.50 That is to say, the Christ with whom he was crucified is not only the liberating
world-killer, but also, and in order to be that world-killer, the Son of God who loved me
and gave himself up to death for me (2:20).

That love encapsulated and enacted in the word of the cross (1 Cor 1:17-18) is the

47Cf. B. R. Gaventa, "Galatians 1 and 2: Autobiography as Paradigm," NovT 28 (1986) 309-26.
«See E. Käsemann,Perspectives on Paul (London: SCM, 1971) 113-15.
49In this sense I have borrowed the expression "taking place" from A. R. Brown, "The Gospel Takes Place: Paul's

Theology of Power-in-Weakness in 2 Corinthians,,> Int 52 (1998) 271-85.
50Theologically there is a close relation between the new-creative cross and the motif in Romans 9-11 of God's

new self-identification: N.Walter, "Zur Interpretation von Römer 9-11," ZTK8Ì (1984) 172-95; cf. W.
Brueggemann, "A  Shattered Transcendence? Exile and Restoration" in Biblical Theology: Problems and Perspectives, 
In Honor of J. Christiaan Beker,éd. S.J. Kraftchick et al. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1995) 169-82.
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gospel with the power to change the world, for it is embodied in those who, recreated by
Christ's love, serve one another in the new community of mutual service (Gal 5:13). And
the event of this gospel in preaching and in the daily life of the new-creation community is
the basis of Paul's final and totally confident word — "Amen!"  — and also of O'Connor's
enthusiastic "hallelujah." 51

51See especially J. E Kay, "The Word of the Cross at the Turn of the Ages," Int 53 (1999) 44-56; and E Taylor,
Roll Away the Stone: Saving America's Children (Great Falls,Va.: Information International, 1999).



^ s

Copyright and Use:

As an ATLAS user, you may print, download, or send articles for individual use
according to fair use as defined by U.S. and international copyright law and as
otherwise authorized under your respective ATLAS subscriber agreement.

No content may be copied or emailed to multiple sites or publicly posted without the
copyright holder(s)' express written permission. Any use, decompiling,
reproduction, or distribution of this journal in excess of fair use provisions may be a 
violation of copyright law.

This journal is made available to you through the ATLAS collection with permission
from the copyright holder(s). The copyright holder for an entire issue of a journal
typically is the journal owner, who also may own the copyright in each article. However,
for certain articles, the author of the article may maintain the copyright in the article.
Please contact the copyright holder(s) to request permission to use an article or specific
work for any use not covered by the fair use provisions of the copyright laws or covered
by your respective ATLAS subscriber agreement. For information regarding the
copyright holder(s), please refer to the copyright information in the journal, if available, 
or contact ATLA to request contact information for the copyright holder(s).

About ATLAS:

The ATLA Serials (ATLAS®) collection contains electronic versions of previously
published religion and theology journals reproduced with permission. The ATLAS
collection is owned and managed by the American Theological Library Association
(ATLA) and received initial funding from Lilly Endowment Inc.

The design and final form of this electronic document is the property of the American
Theological Library Association.


