PAUL’S DYNAMIC MISSION PRINCIPLES

Guidelines for Missionary Involvement

The apostle Paul is considered the greatest missionary of all times; he is called the
Apostle of the Gentiles since he was mainly responsible for the spread of Christianity into the
Gentile world. The Church owes much to Paul for its growth; he pioneered its early expansion
through his mission labors and his theological reflection.

A brief synopsis of Paul’s life includes the following approximate chronology: 5-10
(birth at Tarsus), 15-20 (studies in Jerusalem), 36 (conversion), 36-39 (Damascus, Arabia,
Jerusalem), 39-43 (Tarsus), 43-44 (Antioch), 44-48 (first missionary journey), 49-50 (Council of
Jerusalem; Antioch confrontation with Peter), 49-53 (second missionary journey), 53-58 (third
missionary journey), 58-60 (prisoner in Caesarea), 60-63 (voyage to Rome; prisoner in Rome),
64-66 (Spain? Rome? Elsewhere?), 66-67 (prisoner in Rome), 67/68 (death in Rome). This brief
chronology provides the context from which Paul’s dynamic mission principles emerge; they are
the result of both mission praxis and deep theological reflection. Paul’s letters as well as the
Acts of the Apostles provide much insight into Paul’s missionary thinking and methods.

Readers, consider this piece the personal reflections of a long-term ad gentes missionary
based on a meditative reading of Saint Paul. Through a dynamic interaction of this writer’s
personal experience and the profound thought of Paul, ten “mission principles” are formulated.
These insights, emerging from Paul’s life and refracted through the experience of a
contemporary missioner, remain eminently valid for the Church’s missionary activity today—
twenty centuries after Paul’s birth.

1. Depth Awareness of Vocation. In Paul’s mind there was no iota of doubt about his
calling, his vocation; for Paul and all missioners, mission originates in the call of God. Several
passages in the book of Acts portray Paul’s conversion and call to mission: “The Lord said to
him [Ananias], ‘Go, because this man [Paul] is my chosen instrument to bring my name before
Gentiles’...” (Acts 9:15). “The God of our ancestors has chosen you ... because you are to be
his witness before all humanity, testifying to what you have seen and heard” (Acts 22:14-15).

In addition, the majority of Paul’s letters begin with a firm assertion of his identity as a
chosen instrument of God. “From Paul ... an apostle who does not owe his authority to men or
his appointment to any human being, but who has been appointed by Jesus Christ and by God the
Father who raised Jesus from the dead” (Gal 1:1-2). “From Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus who
has been called to be an apostle, and specially chosen to preach the Good News...” (Rom 1:1).
Several other letters begin with almost the identical words: “From Paul, appointed by God to be
an apostle of Christ Jesus...” (2 Cor 1:1). Writing to the Corinthians about Christ’s resurrection,
Paul categorically states: “I am the least of the apostles; in fact, since I persecuted the Church of
God, I hardly deserve the name apostle; but by God’s grace that is what I am, and the grace that
he gave me has not been fruitless” (1 Cor 15:9-10).

2. Radical Commitment to Christ. Paul’s experience on the Damascus road was, in
fact, only the starting point of a life-long relationship; mission envisions a totally Christ-centered
life. Paul expresses his life in Christ in various ways: “Life to me, of course, is Christ...” (Phil



1:21). “None of us lives to ourselves, and none of us dies to ourselves. If we live, we live to the
Lord, if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the
Lord’s...” (Rom 14:7-8). “I have been crucified with Christ, and I live now not with my own
life, but with the life of Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20).

All of Paul’s writings speak of his love for Christ, his identification with Christ. So
intimate was his relationship that he could even advise the Corinthians: “Imitate me as I imitate
Christ” (1 Cor 11:1). Paul tells the Thessalonians that they can follow his example: “You
observed the sort of life we lived when we were with you, which was for your instruction; you
were led to become imitators of us and of the Lord...” (1 Thes 1:5-6). Paul, writing to the
Philippians, notes: “I believe nothing can happen that will outweigh the supreme advantage of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Phil 3:8).

3. Voluntary Acceptance of Suffering. Not relying on words alone, the Apostle Paul
preached the Gospel by his life and example. In a particular way, vulnerability and acceptance
of the cross authenticate mission. In imitation of Christ who gave himself up to death—even for
sinners (Rom 5:8), Paul considers his suffering for the sake of the Gospel as a participation in the
sufferings of Christ (2 Cor 1:5-7). Paul saw himself sharing in Christ’s kenosis (Phil 2:6-11) as
he endured suffering. Writing to Timothy, he says: “... join with me in suffering for the gospel,
relying on the power of God, who saved us and called us with a holy calling” (2 Tim 1:8-9).

Paul recounts his numerous trials in the service of the Gospel; he mentions his
imprisonments, beatings, shipwrecks, travels, robberies, hard labor, sleeplessness, hunger, thirst,
and nakedness (cf. 2 Cor 11:23-27). Paul notes, “I am quite content with my weaknesses, and
with insults, hardships, persecutions, and the agonies I go through for Christ’s sake. For it is
when [ am weak that I am strong” (2 Cor 12:10). All missionaries like Paul need to say: “May I
never boast of anything but the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 6:14).

4. Insightful Mission Methods. It is valid to affirm that all Paul’s energies were
mission-focused, yet one can also point out that he employed distinct methods to achieve his
purposes. Mission demands creative, ever-renewed approaches to evangelization. Paul’s
approach at Ephesus (Acts 19) is exemplary; he would preach in the synagogue or a nearby
house and attempt to bridge the Jewish faith with Christian revelation (cf. Acts 13:5, 14; 14:1,
17:1, etc.).

Acts 17:22-31 narrates Paul’s famous speech in the Areopagus, the central assembly
place in Athens, the cultural capital of the Greek islands. Paul mentions their altar to an
unknown god (v. 23); he refers to the philosopher-poet Epimenides (v. 28). Paul, the “practical”
missioner, moved from people’s familiar experiences to the unfamiliar. Pope John Paul 1l has
exhorted missionaries to move into new mission frontiers, “the modern equivalents of the
Areopagus” (Redemptoris Missio 37).

Paul’s missionary sensitivities are manifested in his convictions that adaptation
(inculturation in today’s parlance) is essential when mission meets a new situation (Acts 15). He
articulates his “inculturated” method of becoming “all things to everyone” (1 Cor 9:19-23).



5. Urgent Gospel Proclamation. Paul did not understand “preaching” as giving a
spiritual reflection in a liturgical assembly. Integral proclamation means heralding an urgent
message from God that profoundly affects the destiny of all humankind. Mission has lost none
of its urgency in the contemporary world. Paul’s words possess a genuine, authentic ring—even
in our ears today: “For if I preach the Gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For
necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if | do not preach the Gospel”! (1 Cor 9:16). As Pope Paul
VI noted, “the presentation of the Gospel message is not an optional contribution for the Church.
It is a duty incumbent on her by the command of the Lord Jesus” (Evangelii Nuntiandi 5).

This Pauline “mission principle” is actually a call for an examination of conscience on
the part of the Church. Have many local Churches placed too much emphasis on administrative
efficiency, pastoral management, economic accountability, liturgical practice, canonical and
catechetical orthodoxy—all to the detriment of dynamic programs of renewed evangelization?
Paul wrote these encouraging words to Timothy: “Make the preaching of the Good News your
life’s work, in thoroughgoing service” (2 Tim 4:5).

6. Deep Love of the Church. In Paul’s vision the Church is primarily understood as a
local community of baptized followers of Jesus Christ; he was not opposed to the idea of a
universal church, but in his day the local congregation was central to his experience. Mission
and love of the people who constitute the Church go hand-in-hand. This principle echoes the
thought of an elderly Maryknoll missioner who never tired of repeating: Mission is People.

Paul had great love and concern for the ecclesial communities he founded with
painstaking effort. His writings frequently and spontaneously express his affection. “You have a
permanent place in my heart, and God knows how much I miss you all, loving you as Christ
Jesus loves you” (Phil 1:7-8). When the Churches Paul established with patient, apostolic
ministry were in trouble, Paul shared their pain; he speaks of his “daily preoccupation” for them
(2 Cor 11:28). He wonders aloud: “My children, I must go through the pain of giving birth to
you all over again, until Christ is formed in you” (Gal 4:19). Although the Corinthian
community had many internal problems, Paul, the affectionate missionary, loved them dearly:
“Keep a place for us in your hearts.... As I have already told you, you are in our hearts—
together we live or together we die. | have the very greatest confidence in you, and | am so
proud of you that in all our trouble I am filled with consolation and my joy is overflowing” (2
Cor 7:2-4).

7. Close Collaboration with Co-workers. The apostle Paul, though a strong individual,
was a team-worker in the task of evangelization. Paul understood that all apostolic ministry is
enhanced through collaborative efforts. Some examples show that Paul saw great advantages in
working together with other apostles. On his first missionary journey, Paul was accompanied by
Barnabas and Mark (Acts 13-14). Timothy and Silvanus were his trusted co-workers in Corinth
and elsewhere (2 Cor 1:19). Titus was his appointed deputy in dealing with difficulties in the
Corinthian community (2 Cor 8:23). Among other co-workers and fellow-apostles were Luke,
Erastus, Aristarchus, and Tychicus.

Paul frequently expressed his admiration and appreciation of his collaborators; he called
Timothy his “co-worker” (Rom 16:21) and tenderly describes him as “my dear and faithful son”



(1 Cor 4:17) whose “worth you know, how like a son with a father he has served with me in the
work of the Gospel” (Phil 2:22). Paul referred to Titus as “my brother” (2 Cor 2:13) and “my
partner and co-worker” (2 Cor 8:23). Even if disputes occasionally arose, Paul sought to
promote communion-in-mission, presenting a model of cooperative ministry.

8. Commitment to Social Transformation. Paul preached a gospel of freedom and
liberation along with his manifest concern and love for the poor and the suffering. The gospel
message of human dignity and equality, if embraced, leads to social transformation. Paul firmly
believed in the transforming power of the gospel message, and he proposed to his communities
the model of Jesus Christ: “Remember how generous the Lord Jesus was: he was rich, but he
became poor for your sake, to make you rich out of his poverty” (2 Cor. 8:9).

Paul challenged many of the social, racial, religious, cultural, and economic barriers of
his times. A clear example is seen in the way Paul expresses his understanding of the new unity
of those baptized in Christ: “There are no more distinctions between Jew and Greek, slave and
free, male and female, but all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). All, without distinction,
are to gather around the Eucharistic table, that great center of unity.

Numerous additional examples of Paul’s social consciousness readily come to mind. He
struggled to alleviate the suffering of the Christian communities in Jerusalem and Judea during a
severe famine (1 Cor 16:1-4). Paul laid down a clear apostolic principle: “The only thing I
insisted on was that we should remember to help the poor, as indeed I was anxious to do” (Gal
2:10). Paul converted the run-away slave Onesimus and then demanded that he be accepted “no
longer as a slave but something much better than a slave, a beloved brother” (Philemon 16). In a
word, Paul preached authentic liberation: “When Christ freed us, he meant us to remain free”
(Gal 5:1).

9. Effective, Exemplary Life-style. The apostle Paul was always very careful that his
personal life would encourage and facilitate the spread of the Gospel and never become a
counter-sign. The witness of a Christian life is the first and often most effective proclamation of
the Gospel. When Paul speaks of imitation in his letters (he is not being arrogant), he believes
that Christians can encourage one another through their Christ-like words and deeds. An
exemplary life-style is a very effective mode of proclamation. “Be imitators of me, as I am of
Christ” (1 Cor 11:1). Paul commends the Thessalonians because “you were led to become
imitators of us and of the Lord” (1 Thes 1:6).

Several of the foregoing sections of this presentation have unfolded key elements which
coalesce to form Paul’s life-witness as an apostle: Christo-centric spirituality, voluntary
vulnerability, innovative mission approaches, evangelical urgency, collaborative ministry, social
engagement. To these elements one could add additional virtues as Paul himself does in his lists
of spiritual gifts (cf. 1 Cor 12 and 13; Gal 5:22). Read in a contemporary theology of mission,
this holistic approach to mission exemplified in Paul’s life would be termed “integral
evangelization.” Paul consistently struggled to successfully run the race and fight the battle (cf.
1 Cor 9:24-27). He kept his eyes fixed on Christ; he told the Philippians: “I am still running,
trying to capture the prize for which Christ Jesus captured me” (Phil 3:12).



10. Total Reliance on God’s Providence. Paul had full confidence in God’s everlasting
love and fidelity. Paul asks: “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his
own Son but handed him over for us all, how will he not also give us everything else along with
him? (Rom 8:31-32). Mission always remains “God’s project” and evangelizers seek to be
God’s faith-filled, humble instruments. Paul so willingly and generously cooperated with God’s
grace, because he was firmly convinced that he was doing God’s work. He asserts that he is only
a servant of the Gospel; “I did the planting, Apollos did the watering, but God made things grow.
Neither the planter nor the waterer matters: only God, who makes things grow” (1 Cor 3:6-7).

Paul lived his apostolic life based on great confidence and full trust in God, whom we can
call “Abba” (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6-7). His life was filled with many sufferings, hardships, and
challenges; he even faced Spirit-given “road-blocks” in his missionary journeys (cf. Acts 16:6-
10). Fully convinced that his life and mission were dependent totally on God and the guidance
of the Spirit, Paul labored unceasingly, always ascribing any missionary success to God. “By the
grace of God I am what I am.... I worked harder than any of them—though it was not I, but the
grace of God that is with me” (1 Cor 15:10). Paul asserts: “the love of Christ urges us on” (2 Cor
5:14); “I can do all things in him who strengthens me” (Phil 4:13); the Spirit comes to help us in
our weakness” (Rom 8:26). Paul was a man of faith!

Concluding Reflection. The dynamic apostle Paul is undoubtedly the greatest
missionary of all times. Based on his mission experience and profound theological insights, this
presentation has surfaced ten “mission principles,” valid for Paul of Tarsus as well as for all
modern-day Pauls. Paul burned with the flame of God’s love that was enkindled in his heart
during his conversion experience; that flame engulfed his whole existence—even until the final
hour of his martyrdom in Rome.

We all can appreciate Paul as a fulfilled, joyful, Spirit-guided missioner—even in spite of
all the afflictions and sufferings he endured. A deep, inner joy and peace filled the Apostle to the
Gentiles. Paul was a “joy-filled evangelizer,” and thus became an effective propagator of God’s
saving love. His awareness of God’s transforming grace given to him in abundant measure (cf. 1
Cor 15:10) enabled him to joyfully proclaim Jesus as Lord.

Paul’s exhortations on joy need to be heard by the missionary Church today: “Rejoice in
the Lord always; again, I say rejoice” (Phil 4:4). “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give
thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thes 5:16-18). “My brothers, rejoice in the Lord” (Phil 3:1).
“Shine in the world like bright stars, because you are offering it the word of life”” (Phil 2:15-16).
All ministers of the Church, imitate Paul, the joyful evangelizer!

Reflection Questions: Which of Paul’s mission principles speak to you personally?
Why is this principle true for you? Which principles are particularly needed in missionary
evangelization today? Can you give an example of how a particular principle is to be applied in
action today? What are three or four of your favorite missionary quotes from Saint Paul?

[J. Kroeger]



