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Preamble 
One of the major issues, which will occupy the scholarly Christian theological research during the third millennium is the soteriological or ecclesial character of Christianity; its personal and salvation-by-faith dimension (influenced by individualism, the pillar of modernism), or its communal one (influenced by the traditional Eucharistic self-understanding of Christianity). In other words, the solution will depend on the emphasis one gives to the traditional interpretation of Paul, with an emphasis on his famous theologia crucis, or the Eucharistic approach of his theology, and the ensuing Church’s Eucharistic praxis from the very beginning of its existence up to the present day. 
Yet, after the Enlightenment all biblical research was dominated by the modern scholarship syndrome of the priority of the texts over the experience, of history over theology, and finally of theology over ecclesiology. There are many scholars who cling to the dogma, imposed by the post-Enlightenment and post-Reformation hegemony over all scholarly theological outlook (and not only in the field of biblical scholarship or of Protestant theology), which can be summarized as follows: what constitutes the basis of any historical investigation, the core of Christian faith, cannot be extracted but from given texts, from the expressed theological views, from a certain depositum fidei  (be it the Bible, the Church or apostolic Tradition etc.); very rarely is there any serious reference to the eucharistic/eschatological experience that preceded them, in fact from the communion-event which was responsible and produced these texts and views”.
 
It was only in recent years that social and anthropological science, and in particular ‘Cultural” or “Social” Anthropology (the former hostile to theology disciplines), gave new impetus to biblical research. In my view, the affirmation of the importance of Eucharist in dealing with Christian identity was the result, to a certain extent, of recent developments in the field of "Cultural Anthropology". The combination of biblical and cultural anthropological studies has enormously contributed to the predominance within Christian circles, and to a certain degree in theological scholarship, of the assumption that the Divine Eucharist, i.e. the central and the defining element of Christian liturgy, determines the esse and the identity of the Church.
 

¶¶At te AHaviHHaving said this, however, one should also be reminded that the Eucharist has for centuries been examined within the framework of the Hegelian analysis of history.¶ According to this analysis, the development of human history is the result of a conflict of three contradictory perceptions of life and reality in general: ¶magic, religion and science;  ¶a conflict which testifies the progressive improvement of human spirit, as the inferior expressions – the magic and religion, which is mainly expressed ritually and sacramentally – recede (according to Hegel and the whole range of modern philosophers, historians of religion and scientists) in front of the superiority of science. ¶The well known anthropologist James George Frazer,
 formulated the statement (which unfortunately had become an axiom until quite recently), that the magic-religious and sacramental opinions and theories are nothing but mistaken attempts, and that ritual and ceremonies constitute desperate efforts to give solution to natural and metaphysical phenomena, characterizing the religious sacramental ceremonies “primitive” science. ¶
¶These views became universally acceptable in the academic field, and forced biblical scholars and theologians to be on the defence. The latter, however, were always keeping an apologetic stance, never being able to formulate a reliable and scientifically persuasive alternative proposal. The situation ¶chchchanged with Ludwig Wittgenstein, who has strongly challenged this “modern” approach and completely reversed their views on religion and sacraments. Wittgenstein has in fact restored the importance of ritual from the ancient time, by arguing for the “expressive” character of the sacraments.
 ¶Thus, in effect, the scientific community ceased to perceive of the ritual ceremonies as “primitive or defective convictions and beliefs", and slowly but steadily started to accept them as emanating from the need of the believing communities not to explain, but to express something unique,
 in Christianity in particular to express the experience here and now of the Kingdom of God. 
This new post-wittgensteinian development is clearly seen in other anthropological studies. Gillian Feeley-Harnik has convincingly shown that food was an important language in which Jews of the time of Jesus expressed relations among human beings and especially between human beings and God. Especially during the inter-testamental period violation of dietary rules and inclusion in religious tables of non-Jews or unclean people became equivalent to apostasy.
 The problem of who eats what with whom and why was of extreme importance,
 since “anyone familiar with Jewish religious observance will notice that food plays a considerable part throughout”.
 I do not need to continue along these lines, since Mauro Pesce and Adriana Destro have offered a lot of studies in these symposia and have published important books, which have shed ample light to this end.
 It is rightly argued, that “what distinguished Jesus among many of his rabbinic contemporaries was his practice of fellowship at meals”.
 
J.G.D.Dunn, approaching the making of Christianity not from an “experiential” but from a “remembering” perspective,
 argues that “open table fellowship” and the absence of boundaries at meals are “characteristic and distinctive of the social-self-understanding that Jesus encouraged in his disciples”.
 In the third millennium, therefore, one can fairly argue that biblical research has proved (with the help of other disciplines) beyond any doubt that Jesus’ (and the early Church’s thereafter) “open fellowship” and their “inclusive” theology constitutes a characteristic element of the Christian identity, and consequently of the Christian understanding of the Eucharist.

This “inclusive” and “unifying” dimension of the “sacrament par excellence of the Church” after a long process has been gradually accepted in recent biblical scholarship across denominational boundaries, as it will be shown in the following sketchy survey of the modern biblical scholarship on the Eucharist in the N.T. 

I. 

THE THREE “PARADIGMS” IN THE EUCHARISTIC RESEARCH

Modern biblical scholarship has been viewing the Divine Eucharist from various angles using different approaches, which can be conventionally divided into three periods. These periods in fact characterize three distinct “paradigms” in contemporary eucharistology: the Mystery paradigm, the Jewish paradigm, and finally the Eschatological paradigm. To these “paradigms” I will now turn.

1. The “Mystery paradigm”
During the first period of modernity the issue of the biblical foundation of the Divine Eucharist was part of the wider problem of the alleged influence of the Hellenistic mysteries on early Christianity. During this period biblical research on the Eucharist was still overwhelmed by the syndrome of the argumentation of the scholastic era, and a little later of the Reformation, on the essence and character of the Eucharist (and the entire set of the Church’s sacraments) in the N.T. Barnabas Lindars confesses with an astonishing sincerity that the discussion on this issue would never opened, if there were no consequences of the Reformation on the entire modern western theology.



 And Joseph Klauck made the following remarkable statement: “The dialogue concerning the Lord’s Supper that is going on today between Christian denominations is in many respects prejudiced by historical processes and decisions that have taken place outside the N.T. It is, therefore, all the more necessary for a theological orientation that ecclesiastical tradition should be confronted critically with the witness of the N.T.”

During the period of the Mystery paradigm biblical scholars used to base their scholarly research exclusively on the so-called “words of institution” of the Eucharist.
.
.
 The critical analysis of the “institution narratives” during this period has undoubtedly shed light to perspectives of the Divine Eucharist which in the past were systematically and in some cases deliberately ignored. From a historical critical perspective the main focus of interpretation of the Eucharistic sayings was on the historical or non historical authenticity of the Gospel traditions, as well as the exclusive reference to the Synoptic tradition in the interpretation of the Eucharist. 

ΙΙ. The “Jewish” paradigm 

The great shift in the field of biblical Eucharistic studies in the second half of the 20th century, has been the result of the shift in Christian scholarship in areas such as ecclesiology, Christology, the Pauline studies, and the rediscovery of the autonomous status and significance of the First (or Old) Testament. All these underlined the Jewish background of all parameters of the early church, which in turn made the biblical scholars dealing with the Eucharistic data to make due reference to traditional Jewish prayers and general liturgical practices. The above shift in Eucharistic studies seriously questioned the till then scholarly analysis of the N.T. data exclusively on the “words of institution” and the direct connection of the “Lord’s Supper” (Eucharist) with Jesus’ “Last (and unjustifiably called “Mystical”) Supper”.

Already in the early 50s, A. J. B. Higgins, summing up the status questionis of biblical scholarship, pointed out characteristically, that the question about the origin of the Church is directly connected with the question of the origin of the Eucharist. What occupied the endeavor of biblical scholars at the period of ecumenical enthusiasm at the beginning of the second half 20th century C.E. was whether the mystery par excellence of the Church “was deliberately ‘instituted’ by Jesus himself or (was) it a natural and perhaps inevitable development which began in the earliest days of the Church”.
 Summarizing the results of the biblical research at that period,
 ο Higgins pointed out that “the answer to the question, Did Jesus found the Church and institute the Eucharist? cannot be a simple yes or no, but lies somewhere between”.

Only two decades later Louis Ligier, a distinguished liturgist, summarizing the state of research of his time underlined that one of the main problems in scholarly research on the origins of the Eucharist
 was: “whether the ‘words of institution’ were preserved through the liturgical tradition or through the common evangelical tradition”,
 in other words whether the liturgical tradition of the early Christian communities has influenced the Gospel narratives in general and the “words of institution” in particular (Mk 14:22-25=Mt 26:26-29=Lk 22:14-20=I Cor 11:23-26), or it was the historical nucleus of the Gospel (mainly Synoptic) narratives that have put their stamp on the later liturgical practice. Ligier confessed with honesty that almost all the distinguished biblical scholars, whether traditional or liberal,
 were proponents of the former option.
 
 
 
 
 
One also needs to take into account the fact that this last meal constitutes the final point in the continuous practice of participation in meals throughout his public ministry (cf. Mk 2:15–17 par.; 6:32–44 par.; 14:3 par.; Lk 7:36; 11:37–38; 14:1, 7, 15; 15:1–2; 19:1–10) and the significance of the numerous images and parables in which Jesus spoke of the coming banquet at the end of the age (Mk 2:19 par.; Mt 6:11; 8:11 par.; Lk 6:21 par.; 14:15–24 par.; 22:29–30). More and more a connection with the Jewish chabburoth meals was made. All these meals clearly had eschatological orientation.
 
 
 
III. The “Eschatological” paradigm 

If the Mystery paradigm of the biblical research on the Eucharist, as we pointed out earlier proved inadequate, the Jewish paradigm remained entrapped in the requirements of modernism and the obsession on the historical value of the biblical data. Nevertheless it led the Eucharistic studies to some conclusions, which have undoubtedly further contributed to the clarification of our subject. One of the conclusions during this period was that the elements that are intermingled from the very beginning in the Divine Eucharist (sacrificial, cultic, and even Christological/soteriological) derive their meaning and significance from the primary, central and the unique: the eschatological one.
 
The vast majority of scholars, therefore, accept the eschatological dimension of the Last Supper as a messianic banquet celebrated in anticipation of the coming kingdom,
 which led scholars from all Christian quarters to consider the once dividing sacrament of the Church not any longer as a simple cultic liturgical act, but as the vivid expression of the ecclesial/ eschatological identity of the believing community. 

The priority of the eschatological dimension of the Divine Eucharist is testified by three unrelated scholarly findings in the wider biblical field: 

(i) The significance of the Eucharistic references of the Didache, the original text of which might have been discovered from the late 19th century, nevertheless its catalytic effect on the theological character of the Eucharist only recently have become evident.
 Justin Taylor convincingly argued that the bread originally was not connected with the crucified body of Christ, but most probably had ecclesiological consequences,
 starting as a symbol of the eschatological community.
 

(ii) The significance of a neglected Johannine verse, not only for the eschatological perspective of the primitive Christology, but also for the effect it has for the understanding of the Eucharist and N.T. ecclesiology. The non-sacrificial interpretation of Jesus’ death as well as the non-kerygmatic understanding of Christology, is well attested in the dictum of the Jewish High-priest who argues: “προεφήτευσεν ὅτι ἔμελλεν ὁ ᾿Ιησοῦς ἀποθνήσκειν … οὐχ ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἔθνους μόνον, ἀλλ᾿ ἵνα καὶ τὰ τέκνα τοῦ Θεοῦ τὰ διεσκορπισμένα συναγάγῃ εἰς ἕν.”  (he prophesied that Jesus should die...not for the nation only but to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad, 11:51-52).

(iii) The great importance of the Q-Document, which till very recently was debated only within the biblical and academic circles, and even there only in regard to the solution of the synoptic problem. Now the lack of any reference to Jesus’ passion, and to the soteriological significance of Jesus’ death, “has revealed the complexity of early Christian literary activity and also contributed to a reassessment of the originating impulse(s) of the whole Christian movement”.

In the period, therefore, of the Eschatological paradigm, on the basis of a fresh interpretation of the biblical and post-biblical data (mainly those of the Didache) the older linear historical development of the Divine Economy, which had as a starting point the “words of institution” – or the institutional act itself – is today seriously challenged. The only reliable starting point is the “open table fellowship” and the “inclusiveness” underlined in Jesus’ teaching of the coming Kingdom of God and the common meals, which he used to bless and participate in during his earthly ministry. It was this “inclusiveness” that Paul has in fact vigorously defended in his letter to the Galatians; and it was this inclusiveness that has not only brought together Jews and Gentiles within the people of God, but as I will very briefly argue later on has also built up bridges between faiths: both from the East and from the West. 

Before going to this subject it is necessary to give an explanation on how and for what reason the soteriological interpretation of the Divine Eucharist, elaborated by St. Paul on the basis of his theologia crucis, surpassed and nearly overshadowed the original eschatological one, which nevertheless survived quite fortunately in some elements of the later Eucharistic practice. And this is what we now propose to very briefly present.

II. 

FROM THE ESCHATOLOGICAL SELF-UNDERSTANDING TO THE THEOLOGIA CRUCIS. THE TRAJECTORY FROM Q TO JOHN VIA PAUL

The short presentation of the Eucharistic research, as well as the development in Q studies, demand an explanation of the trajectory from the very early stages of the Christian literary activity (Q) to the composition of the Gospel of John and further on to the established practice of the Early Catholic Church.
 The challenge of Q to the conventional picture of Christian origins is also affecting the quest for the theological character of what we broadly call “Eucharist”. 
For some decades now, there have been voices from the discipline of Archeology pointing out that the extant archaeological evidence supports the complete absence of any theologia crucis in the early Christian literature. Graydon Snyder e.g. has pointed out that “from 180 to 400 artistic analogies of self-giving, suffering, sacrifice, or incarnation are totally missing. The suffering Christ on a cross first appeared in the fifth century, and then not very convincingly…There is no place in the third century [or earlier] for a crucified Christ, or a symbol of divine death. Only when Christ was all powerful, as in the iconography of the Emperor, could that strength be used for redemption and salvation as well as deliverance.”
  The recent discovery in the Israeli prisons of strict security in Megiddo of what seems to be the earliest Christian public place of worship, where no reference to an “altar” (pointing to the earlier soteriological understanding of the Eucharist) but to a trapeza (=table, pointing to the direction of the eschatological banquet) and the “fish” (instead of “cross”) decoration, is a further indication.

However, none (or very few) could have ever listen to them, nor was biblical scholarship ready to review or put to a test the conventional picture of early Christianity. Yet, more than a generation ago a number of scholars from all Christian traditions tried to reflect upon, and analyze, the origin of the theological significance of Jesus' death.
 They all illustrated that there was no unanimity among the first Christians with regard to the interpretation of Jesus' death on the cross. In fact, there was a considerable variety of attempts to give a theological interpretation to this significant (and by all means unique) event of the Divine Economy, i.e. Jesus' death.

As we have seen earlier, the priority of the eschatological experience of the early Christian community over against its literary products (texts, Bible etc) is gaining support within biblical scholarship even among the most fervent supporters of modernism of our time. Distinguished scholars now lend priority to the “eucharistic” behavior and/or “common meal” eschatological anticipation of Jesus’ Jewish contemporaries, of Jesus himself “eating together” with his disciples, and of course of the early Christian community.
 
One should of course admit that “very early, even from the time of St. Paul, there has been a shift – no matter for what reasons
– of the centre of gravity from the (eucharistic) experience to the (Christian) message, from eschatology to Christology (and further and consequently to soteriology), from the event (the Kingdom of God), to the bearer and centre of this event (Christ, and more precisely his sacrifice on the cross), from the radical idea of an “inclusive and open table fellowship” to what very soon developed into a disciplina arcana. However, the horizontal-eschatological view always remained predominant in the early Church, both in the New Testament and in most of the subsequent Christian literature. The vertical-soteriological (and Pauline?) view was always understood within the context of the horizontal-eschatological perspective as supplemental and complementary.
 
The issue, of course, still waiting for an answer is how the ritual developed into a story. To put it in different terms, how our Jesus-tradition-literature moved from an eschatological, experiential, didactic (saying [sophiological]?)
 pattern, to a historical Markan type. How can one explain the trajectory of Jesus’ traditions from a (non-Pauline) Saying literary genre (Q and Thomas) to a Story literary genre (Mark and then the rest of our canonical Gospels).
 
Previously, before the consolidation of the Q hypothesis, everything was woven around the assumption of a soteriological emphasis from the very beginning of the Christian origins. According to this explanation the trajectory goes as follows: 
The soteriological significance of Jesus of Nazareth -> Paul -> Post-Pauline Christianity (Gospels:Mark etc.-John)->and then onto Catholic/Orthodox Christianity.

 After the consolidation and the almost unanimous acceptance in biblical research of the Q hypothesis, an alternative explanation can be convincingly advanced. And this explanation places a great deal of importance on the assumption of the priority of the eschatological teaching of Jesus of Nazareth, being re-enacted and performed around the eschatological “common-meals” of “open fellowship”, and the ensuing “eucharistic” expression of our Christian community. According to this explanation the early Christian community was developed through two trajectories: 

(i) The Kingdom-of-God teaching of the Historical Jesus->Q->James-> Didache-> Thomas....and then onto marginal Christian groups, especially to Gnostic Christianity. 

(ii) The Kingdom-of-God teaching of the Historical Jesus -> Paul -> Mark -> the rest of our canonical Gospels -> Acts ....and then on to early Orthodoxy.

I take for granted the axiomatic statement of all cultural anthropologists, that in Israel, like in all societies and religious systems, the connection between ritual and story was fundamental. The main story of the Jewish people, the exodus from Egypt, was ritually re-enacted in Israel's major festival, the Passover. And the main promise of Yahweh to his people, i.e. his unilateral covenant to all descendants of Abraham and later to Jacob (Israel), was re-enacted in rituals and offerings during all their annual festivals. Of course, all these promises and blessings of that covenant have been a hope rather than a reality, which nevertheless stayed alive and was constantly renewed up to the time of the Historical Jesus. In all its forms (Isaianic, Danielic, Enochic or Qumranic) this hope was celebrated around their common meals in anticipation of the coming of the messianic meal with the anointed priest and/or the anointed king. And there were numerous prophets during Jesus’ time, who attempted to re-enact or to prepare for the messianic liberation of Israel. 

There is good evidence in all Gospel accounts that Jesus of Nazareth, too, celebrated common meals with his disciples and friends. And there is no reason to doubt that the early Christian communities celebrated common meals in anticipation to the eschatological/ messianic reality. Most probably the Christian community meals had its origin in meals that Jesus celebrated with his disciples.
 
We argued above that the original form of the Eucharistic accounts of the N.T., Jesus’ last meal as well as the other common meals, must have been understood in eschatological rather than soteriological terms, i.e. as anticipation of the banquet of God with his people in the Kingdom of God. Whatever soteriological significance was later attached to them was certainly understood only within this eschatological perspective, never outside it.

The story of Jesus' suffering and death remained fluid for a long time. Evidence for this is the different versions of the passion narrative in the Gospel literature, owing to the oral performance of the story in ritual celebrations. As the early faithful in their ritual celebrations were reading again and again the O.T. lessons and then told the story of Jesus' death, that story was enriched by more scriptural language. 

At this stage Paul’s theological interpretation of Jesus’ death through his famous theologia crucis – in fact a major contribution to Christian theology – played a catalytic role. In view of the fact that, it is stories that create nations, and more precisely stories that can function as a founding element in any religious system, the story of Jesus' suffering, death, and resurrection – and by extension the Gospel narratives – proved to be a significant factor in Christianity, by which its original eschatological dimension was able to survive and have a lasting impact in the course of history. The new eschatological community, which expressed its identity in Eucharistic ritual, could only be nourished and sustained by this version of the story, namely the passion narrative, a version derived from ritual, and which in turn has ultimately its roots in the meal practices of Jesus.

The theologia crucis, the story, and the soteriological interpretation of Jesus’ death in the course of history eventually overwhelmed the earlier ethical and eschatological understanding of Christian identity, and by extension the inclusive and unifying dimension of the Eucharist. Ironically enough, the same process was in force in the course of history, where for most of the time the personalistic and soteriological understanding of the Sacrament of the Eucharist overwhelmed the prominent eschatological and ecclesiological one; to be precise, not as a deviation and corrupted additional element, but as a necessary surviving process. However, the elevation of the theologia crucis, especially in modern times, into an absolute criterion of the Christian faith, has contributed, together with other factors of course, to the development of a non-inclusive and dividing understanding of the Eucharist.
III.

PAUL OPENING UP THE CHRIST EVENT TO ALL PEOPLES OF FAITH

The “open table fellowship”, despite his elaboration through the theologia crucis, was certainly followed also by Paul. In his letter to the Galatians not only vigorously defended it (cf. his argument on Peter’s dining – before the arrival of James’ people – with the Gentiles Gal 2:12),
 but it was on this very crucial position that he later developed his justification-by-faith-theory and then his unconditioned march to the “nations”.  
If one accepts this “eucharistic”/experiential – and not just literary/historical – approach to the N.T. data, then one has to start with the issue of the social and religious significance of the Jewish regulations about “cleanness”. The Historical Jesus has in numerous cases challenged the social and religious validity of some Torah regulations on clean and unclean. Most of his healings were directed toward people who were considered unclean: lepers (Μk. 1,40-45, Μt.  8,1-4, πρβλ. Lc. 17,11-19), the woman in bloodshed (Μc. 5,25-34, Μt. 9,20-22, Lc. 8,43-48), people possessed by daemons, blind, cripple etc.
 Whereas for the Jews most important issue was “how and on what conditions can people approach God in order to be saved”, the early Cristians put more emphasis on “how God approaches people and offer salvation’. To the former approaching God was accomplished only through the Law (“ἐν τῷ νόμω”), to the latter through Christ (“ἐν Χριστῷ”).

The issue in question received quite dangerous consequences for the emerging new religion once it expanded beyond the boundaries of Judaism, its mother religion. Receiving new converts, of course, has never been an actual problem throughout the early Church. Even Judeo-Christians could accept and endorse it. The problem arose on the practical consequences of such a move: at the common (Eucharistic/ eschatological/messianic or otherwise) meals between circumcised Jews and former Gentiles.
Till quite recently Paul’s letter to Galatians, especially its first autobiographical chapters, were almost exclusively read as an anti-authoritarian (and to a certain extent anti-Jewish) appeal. However, the so-called “Antioch incident” was an appeal to the “inclusive” character of the new religion, embracing all people of faith regardless of their past. At the heart of the incident lays the problem of receiving former Gentiles and accepting them to the Eucharistic table with or without the Jewish legal conditions. The expression “he ate with the Gentiles” (Gal 2:12) is quite characteristic. Obviously in the early Church there were leaders insisting on separate Eucharistic celebrations, so that the basic rules of cleanness are kept. This tendency followed the line a “Eucharistic exclusiveness”. Paul’s line, on the contrary, understood the fundamental issue of salvation “in Christ” in a quite inclusive way. He considered as inconceivable practice the separate Eucharistic tables, insisting on a common Eucharistic table for both Jews and Gentiles. In other words his view was that of a “Eucharistic inclusiveness”. For Paul there was no other way; any compromise would destroy the basis of his faith.

Despite the compromise adopted at the Apostolic Council, the early Church up to Constantinean era was an “open society for all who believed in Christ”, with “open table fellowship”, with unconditional participation in all Eucharistic tables. For most scholars it was the “Antioch incident”, as it is more faithfully reported in the Letter to the Galatians (as a result of Paul’s insistence on an unconditional participation of the Gentiles in the Eucharistic table), which “convinced Paul of the need to assert his apostolic status” and “reinforced the importance of justification by faith as central to the gospel and the ongoing relations between Jewish and Gentile believers” (Dunn). However, what is even more important was a dubious – and so far almost ignored – reference to the reference in the Letter to the Galatians that Paul initiated his journey to the “Gentiles”, (hence his “Apostle of the Gentiles”) by starting from Arabia. 
In Gal 1:17, immediately after his prophetic calling, which Luke in Acts interpreted and narrated in the form of a visionary “conversion story”, Paul “went away into Arabia”. Both where exactly he went, i.e. which Arabia is here implied, and the reason why he started from Arabia, are unclear and the subject of some dispute. The word ('Arabia') itself could refer to anywhere west of Mesopotamia, east and south of Syria and Palestine, including the isthmus of Suez (cf. iv.25 - the Sinai peninsula). But the proximity to Damascus (implied by the next clause) points most naturally to the kingdom of Nabatea, immediately to the south of Damascus.  This fits best with our other evidence, including the reference in 2 Cor 11:32 to “King Aretas”, who would be the Nabatean king Aretas IV. 

But what it seems more important is why Paul went to Arabia. There have been suggestions that Paul’s move to Arabia was a 'retreat', perhaps out of a psychological need, in order to reconstruction of his theology (Burton, Duncan), or a period of withdrawal into an uninhabited region, following a revelatory or visionary experience, in preparation for his prophet role, perhaps parallel with the tradition of Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness. Some scholars, in accordance with the old polemic paradigm, insisted that the only reason Paul chose to go to Arabia was to underline his independence from the Jerusalem leadership; in Arabia there was no one whom he could consult (Linton). Even J. D. G. Dunn in his commentary came to the conclusion that “Paul has left the point unclear and further clarity is not possible”. 

Nevertheless, it is quite natural to argue that Paul went to Arabia in order to preach Christ among the Gentiles (together with Bornkamm, Betz and Barrett). Actually he started from the East and them he moved to the West, where his preaching of the Good News of the salvation of all humankind had a lasting effect, thus determining the fate of what we nowadays call “western world”. It is my firm conviction that Paul’s reference to Arabia points to his intention to include also – in fact start with – those outside the traditional Judaism, in other words to include the seed of Abraham from his maiden Hagar, i.e. the off springs of Ishmael, then identified with the Arab nation, and nowadays with those belonging to Islam.

Most scholars nowadays consider Gal 4:21-31 as “a cruel and anti-Jewish…a truly anti-ecumenical statement” (Moxnes). They take Paul as an accuser of those Jews who continue to live ‘under the Law’ as being the descendants of Abraham through Hagar, like Ishmael. Only the Christians, those who live “according to the promise”, are considered – according to this traditional exegesis – by Paul as the proper descendants of Abraham through Sarah, like Isaac.
[In a significant reinterpretation of Genesis (chs. 15 and 22) Mohammed makes Ishmael (and not Isaac) into the son that Abraham offered unto God in the aqedah, remembered in the great feast of offering. Thus, Ishmael, not Isaac, was his chosen son. And according to the Islamic tradition he is the ancestor of the Arabs standing in a somewhat ambiguous relation to all believers in Islam, i.e. also to non-Arabs].

 When, however, one takes the missiological significance of Paul’s reference to his journey to Arabia, then his allegorical statement concerning Hagar and her sons has neither an anti-Jewish character, nor anti-Muslim projection, but refers to a new inclusive and ecumenical reality of the “new Jerusalem from the high”.
If the above sketchy and by no means thorough argument is at all sound, then Paul – who for centuries was seen in exclusive terms, i.e. as an “apostate” of Judaism, but now as a bridge between Judaism and Christianity – can also become “a bridge between all three monotheistic religions”.
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