
You Can’t See What I Can See: Reading Black Bodies in Galatians 

“You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus 
Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified.”  

 Galatians 3:1 
 

“Here,” she said, “in this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare 
feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard.” 

Toni Morrison1 
 
In a clearing in the woods, Toni Morrison creates a literary space for black men, women, and 

children to laugh, cry, and dance. In this place, a place beyond the gaze of white men, women, 

and children, they are instructed to love their flesh. It is imperative that they appreciate their 

flesh, for it is clear that no one else will. In fact, outside of this place, their flesh is despised. 

Loving their flesh in a safe space deflects some of the hatred of their flesh in public. In Galatians, 

Paul’s opposition to circumcision is not an instruction to his readers to love their flesh; instead, 

Paul wants to direct their gaze to the crucified Christ. He teaches that “those who belong to 

Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and lust” (5:24). Here, in this text, all flesh 

is not equal. The foreskin should remain untouched, while all other flesh is deemed 

inconsequential. As a conquered people, under the surveillance of the Roman Empire, following 

Paul’s advice would have had material implications. Belonging to Christ has always had multiple 

meanings.  

The newly constructed “Christian” identity in Galatians is fragile and situated in the 

center of the epistle. Galatians 3:1 is a hermeneutical key for ascertaining its tenuous nature. An 

examination of this text will demonstrate that visual propaganda has been and continues to be 

used by imperial powers to establish and maintain hegemonic systems of oppression while 

propagating a message of peace and order. I will argue that these systems of oppression have 

                                                
1 Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 103. 
2 The 2012 killing of teenager Trayvon Martin and subsequent lack of guilty conviction of his killer in 2013 

is a pivotal point, if not the impetus, of the Black Lives Matter movement.  
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evoked the images of crucified bodies to construct compliant and controllable identities both in 

antiquity and in our contemporary moment. Using the images of black bodies in America as a 

heuristic tool, I will demonstrate how the bodies in Galatians (seen and unseen) signify suffering 

and alienation while at the same time denoting an empowered people of hope. 

Black Bodies Publicly Portrayed as Crucified 

Black bodies in America represent a constant threat. This historical truth and present 

reality is substantiated by the ways in which state-sanctioned violence has resulted in the death 

of black people and, concomitantly, the lack of guilty convictions for their murderers.2 Kelly 

Brown Douglas traces this logic to the construction of the black body primarily as chattel. She 

writes, “In America the principal conception of the black body is as chattel. This is the 

foundation on which all other racially stereotypical perceptions of the black body are grafted.”3 

Two stereotypes in particular reify the need to control black bodies. The “hypersexualized” and 

“hyperviolent” black body is transformed from chattel to criminal.4 As a result, the black body 

was/is always already guilty. It is not surprising that this transfiguration of black bodies 

accompanied the movement of African American status from slavery to “freedom.” Free black 

bodies needed to be controlled. “The grand narrative of Anglo-Saxon exceptionalism” is 

dependent upon a narrative of the black body as in need of discipline.5 This discipline, more 

often than not, is realized in violence.   

                                                
2 The 2012 killing of teenager Trayvon Martin and subsequent lack of guilty conviction of his killer in 2013 

is a pivotal point, if not the impetus, of the Black Lives Matter movement.  
 
3 Kelly Brown Douglas, Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God (Maryknoll: Orbis 

Books, 2015), 52. Douglas argues, “It cannot be stressed enough that the black body as chattel is a necessary 
foundation for constructing the guilty black body. It is the specter of slavery that perhaps has the greatest impact on 
black people’s current social-cultural realities” (64).   

 
4 Ibid., 68. 
 
5 Ibid., 76. 
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The need to discipline black bodies is not simply an assertion of power; it is at the same 

time an integral part of a national discourse that produces knowledge. Although Douglas makes 

clear the relationship between power and discourse and its production of knowledge in relation to 

the creation of the black body as criminal, I would extend the argument to assert that knowledge 

is also produced by images, particularly images that are publicly displayed.6 For many African 

Americans the poignant images of slavery are those of black bodies packed on ships, black 

bodies shackled, and black bodies beaten. In fact, the image of an enslaved man’s flogged back 

is etched in my memory, although I am not sure when or why I would have been exposed to it. 

Similarly, black bodies hanging from trees encircled by angry mobs is yet another image well-

ingrained in the black community’s psyche.7 Vincent Wimbush writes, “It is about consciousness, 

the impact the haunting has on the black soul, on the black consciousness. It is about the impact 

of the loss of memory, the prevention and refusal of memory upon the black soul.”8 The memory 

and prevention of memory conflates what one knows or what one has been told or what one does 

not know or chooses not to readily recall because of the pain results in a forgetting. This loss of 

memory belongs to the soul, psyche, and bodies of black people.  

The tree, a symbol of wisdom and life, is also a sign of cruelty and death. The tree from 

which crosses were constructed also serves as the instrument by which lynchings and hangings 

occurred. These “modern day crucifixions,” in which black bodies were hanged from trees, 

publicly displayed, communicate clearly that committing the any “crime” (no matter how 

                                                
6 Ibid., 74. Douglas engaged Michel Foucault to explain the relationship between power and discourse.  

Religious discourse in America often supported the notion that black people were inferior. Therefore, white 
supremacy and religious discourse are entangled. 

 
7 Lynchings in twentieth-century America were often captured in photographs and distributed on postcards.  
 
8 Vincent Wimbush, The Bible and African Americans: A Brief History (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 

49.  



 4 

inconsequential the offense)  or at times no crime at all, will result in the same punishment. 

Memory perpetuates this message.  

The African American community’s collective memory has been inscribed with this 

image. As such, its relationship to the cross of Jesus is personal and intimate. Concerning 

lynchings, James Cone writes, “Like Countee Cullen, many black poets, novelists, painters, 

dramatists, and other artists saw clearly what white theologians and clergy ignored and what 

black religious scholars and ministers merely alluded to: that in the United States, the clearest 

image of the crucified Christ was the figure of an innocent black victim hanging from a lynching 

tree.”9 Before their very eyes, these black bodies were publicly displayed. More recently, the 

images of black bodies gasping for their last breathe or shot and lying in pools of their own blood 

have been shared on television and in social media. As horrific as these images are, past and 

present, they are all instructive.  

These images teach us that according to America’s psyche, the need to discipline black 

bodies persists. We learn that black bodies remain, first and foremost, threatening, dangerous, 

and guilty bodies. We continue to be instructed in the separation of racial identities: what it 

means to be black and what it means to be American remain oppositional. Yet, the very 

construction of American identity depends upon African American identity. What should also be 

apparent is that such strictures are only necessary because black bodies are “out of place.” That 

is, black bodies that move about freely with authority and autonomy necessitate corrective 

actions.  

Though the parallels between the images of lynched black bodies and the image of the 

crucified Christ are compelling, black bodies do not signify freedom, redemption, or salvation, as 

does the body of Jesus. Have we, too, seen the crucified Christ publicly displayed before our 
                                                

9 James Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2011), 93.  
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very eyes? Do these images compel us to act for justice (particularly for “the least of these”), or 

do they affirm our desires for clearly delineated identities (conquerors v. the conquered)? Just as 

the body of Christ is resurrected, hope activates the transformative potential of these violent 

actions. Cone observes, “Yet, God took the evil of the cross and the lynching tree and 

transformed them both into triumphant beauty of the divine. If America has the courage to 

confront the great sin and ongoing legacy of white supremacy with repentance and reparation, 

there is hope ‘beyond tragedy.’”10 Although black bodies may not represent salvation, they 

undoubtedly signify the hope of resurrection and, concomitantly, a resilient identity that refuses 

to simply be seen and not heard. These bodies will prove instructive for reading Galatians 3:1.  

What Can We See? Galatians under Imperial Rule 

Pax Romana or the Roman peace was an imperial prize and promise to the conquered 

nations. In exchange for peace, the empire expected, even demanded, loyalty. Though the 

conquered people were able to continue their own worship practices, they were also expected to 

participate in imperial worship.11 The ability for the conquered people to participate in and 

receive the benefits of being a part of the empire also entailed accepting and understanding their 

role as a conquered people. This colonized identity deceptively chipped away at the identity of 

the colonized. That is, once they were part of the Roman Empire, the Galatians were no longer 

                                                
10 Ibid., 166. 
 
11 Stephen Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men, and Gods in Asia Minor, vol. 1: The Celts and the Impact of 

Roman Rule (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 113. Imperial Rome promoted unity in its conquered nations in a 
variety of ways. One example was imperial religion (i.e., emperor worship). Mitchell asserts that “Emperor worship 
was arguably the most significant way in which provincial subjects were made aware of and came to terms with 
imperial power within the framework of their communities.  Religious activity in the cities of the empire was, with 
rare exceptions, explicit and public, often involving the whole community in unified celebration of the gods. Its 
significance lay in rituals that all could observe and in which many citizens participated. These range from prayer, 
sacrifice, solemn ceremony, and religious processions to feasts, games, and festivals.  Emperor worship in essence 
conformed to this familiar pattern, but imperial festivals and rituals in provincial cities frequently outnumbered and 
outweighed those of the other gods” (Ibid.). 
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“Celtic people” with “a notoriously indomitable tendency toward lawlessness.”12 Rather, they 

had become defeated subjects of the Empire. Brigette Kahl argues that the publicly portrayed 

image of the Galatians as a conquered people was prominent in the Mediterranean region. She 

writes, “Whether depicted as enemy invaders or as robbers and plunderers of sacred sites, the 

perennial pose assigned to the Gauls/Galatians in ancient iconography is the same as Nero saw 

on that monument: they are failing and falling, dying or dead.”13 This image was pivotal for 

creating loyalty to the empire. The defeat was not once and for all; the colonized needed to be 

reminded constantly of their position. Influence, impression, and discipline are merely 

euphemisms for imperial violence. Peace came at a high cost. 

Crosses: Violence and Imperial Peace 

Violence was essential to maintaining the order of the empire and, paradoxically, the 

peace. As an act of violence, the Romans utilized crucifixion specifically as a way of creating a 

culture of fear that emphasized “otherness.” The cross has a clear and distinct place in antiquity 

as a method of execution; however, the complexity of life in antiquity, particularly under the 

influence of Roman imperial forces, cannot be reduced to such a rudimentary explanation. 

Crucifixion was a form of punishment and much more: “Crucifixion was . . . the punishment for 

serious crimes against the state and for treason . . . That is, it was a religious-political punishment, 

with the emphasis falling on the political side; however, the two aspects cannot be separated in 

the ancient world.”14 In his pivotal work, Crucifixion, Martin Hengel describes crucifixion as a 

                                                
12 Brigette Kahl, Galatians Re-Imagined: Reading with the Eyes of the Vanquished (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 2010), 3. Like Kahl, I am not here arguing for the ethnicity of the audience. It was likely not an important 
distinction for the Roman imperial leaders, either. Instead, it is the image, or the stereotypes, of this people that I 
wish to highlight.  
 

13 Ibid., 31. 
 
14 Martin Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross.  

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), 46. 
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“barbaric form of execution of the utmost cruelty.”15 Beginning with the Persians, various 

nations used this method of punishment, and there was no clear demarcation of what it 

encompassed. It is possible that the victim could have been hung while alive or was merely a 

corpse on display. At times, death on a cross was slow and torturous. In other instances, the 

victim would have been “fastened” to the cross, weak and afflicted, close to the point of death. 

Despite the duration of suffering or the various sadistic methods used to bring about the final 

demise, what remains constant is that death on a cross was a gruesome and shameful assault on 

one’s humanity. 16 

 Crucifixion was not an isolated event in antiquity. In fact, “crucifixion was widespread 

and frequent, above all in Roman times, but the cultured literary world wanted to have nothing to 

do with it, and as a rule kept quiet about it.”17 A device intended for the purpose of humiliation 

became a shameful reflection of a society and its ills. Describing this punishment as being 

reserved mostly for criminals and slaves, Quintilian writes concerning the execution of 

criminals: “Whenever we crucify the guilty, the most crowded roads are chosen, where the most 

people can see and be moved by this fear. For penalties relate not so much to retribution as to 

their exemplary effect.”18 Socioeconomic status, then, becomes a factor in distinguishing who 

could be subjected to crucifixion. A cross was symbolic in that it served as a “deterrent to slaves 

and all law-breakers, and as a sign of a strict and merciless régime.”19 An instrument of the 

oppressor, the cross was used to instill fear and ultimately maintain order. The message of the 

                                                
 

15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 24. 

 
17 Ibid., 38. 

 
18 Ibid., 50. 

 
19 Ibid., 54. 
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cross of antiquity was unambiguous: obey the rules of the empire or you will face severe 

punishment Those who lived on the margins of society understood the threat it represented. 

The cross of Jesus could also be read as conveying an anti-imperial message. The 

primary focus of Paul’s message is found in the cross. Elliott states, “Paul’s doctrine of the cross 

is thus a doctrine of God’s justice and God’s partiality toward the oppressed . . . Paul has not 

obscured the nature of the cross as historical and political oppression; rather he has focused it 

through the lens of Jewish apocalypticism.”20 Paul’s construction of the cross as both 

transformative and liberative overshadowed the reality of crosses. Paul’s attempt to direct the 

gaze of the Galatians to the cross obscured the material implications of internalizing imperial 

violence.  

The Gaze and Public Exhibitions 

Ancient Roman imperial culture, in many ways, was perpetuated by its visual propaganda, 

which existed in various forms: coins, statues, buildings, and the games of the arenas. The 

didactic aspect of visual propaganda cannot be underestimated. It was powerful and, more 

importantly, it was effective. It served, in both a subtle and explicit manner, to create and 

maintain Pax Romana. Stephen Mitchell notes that imperial buildings literally took over and 

dominated the landscape, symbolizing “unequivocally the central position that emperor worship 

occupied in city life, and the overwhelming manner in which the emperor dominated the world 

view of his subject.”21 Traditions of benefactions and euergetism (good deeds) from dignitaries 

are well attested as common throughout the province of Galatia. As such, the Galatians would 

have been constantly subjected to the visual propaganda of the Roman Empire. 

                                                
20 Neil Elliott, “The Anti-Imperial Message of the Cross,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in 

Roman Imperial Society, ed. Richard Horsley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press, 1997), 182–83. 
 
21 Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men, and Gods, 107. 
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Then there is Paul, who comes to Galatia with a radical message. Horsley asserts that 

“Paul became convinced that God, having focused world history in Israel, had brought it to 

fulfillment in the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ . . . History was running not through but 

against Rome and its empire.”22 If this is the gospel that Paul preaches, his message stands 

over/against the message of Roman imperial rule. If Paul is asserting that the death of Jesus 

marks the beginning of a new era, then Paul is directing the gaze of all to shift from Rome to 

Jerusalem and, more specifically, to Christ. The act of gazing is necessary to unsettle the shame 

of dying on the cross and direct the shame to those who crucify.23 Does Paul present the Galatian 

community with a viable option for liberation, or does he further jeopardize their always already 

tentative status in the empire? Although Paul’s teaching has presented the Galatians with one 

way of being a follower of Christ, his way was not the only way.  

Who Has Bewitched You? A Sketch of the Opponents 

Galatians 3:1 illustrates that a strategy often employed in the construction of a “Self” is to 

define the “Other.” The opponents in Galatians represent the “Other” for Paul and the Jesus 

movement. There has been extensive treatment on the opponents in the book of Galatians.24 

                                                
22 Richard Horsley, “Paul’s Counter-Imperial Gospel: Introduction,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and 

Power in Roman Imperial Society, ed. Richard Horsley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press, 1997), 146. 
 

23 Here, I am evoking Bhabha’s concept of gaze. I have presented evidence of the colonizer’s demand for 
recognition (worship in the case of Rome). Of this gaze Bhabha writes, “Hybridity is the revaluation of the 
assumption of colonial identity through the repetition of discriminatory identity effects. It displays the necessary 
deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and domination. It unsettles the mimetic or narcissistic 
demands of colonial power but reimplicates its identifications in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze of the 
discriminated back upon the eye of power.  For the colonial hybrid is the articulation of the ambivalent space where 
the rite of power is enacted on the site of desire, making its objects at once disciplinary and disseminatory” 
(emphasis mine). Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), 112. 
 

24 In addition to commentaries on the epistle to the Galatians, such as JB Lightfoot’s classical St. Paul’s 
Epistle to the Galatians (London: MacMillan and Company, 1914), other contemporary commentators wrestle with 
the identity of the opponents, such as Mark D. Nanos, ed., The Galatians Debate: Contemporary Issues in 
Rhetorical and Historical Interpretation (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2002). 
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James D. G. Dunn identifies the opposition as intra-Jewish polemics in the book of Galatians. 

The issues, as Dunn defines them, are  

about what it means to be a practicing Jew, what it means to be an heir of 
Abraham, what differences the coming of Messiah Jesus has made for Israel’s 
self-understanding and for Jewish relations with Gentiles. These “echoes of intra-
Jewish polemic” are a clear indication of a series of issues still thoroughly within 
the spectrum of Second Temple Judaism, of an awareness that what was at stake 
was in fact the character and continuity of God’s choice of and purpose for 
Israel.25 

 
Although Dunn defines the conflict as an intra-Jewish polemic, the traditional interpretation is 

that of conflict between Judaic works-righteousness (the Judiazers) and Christian faith-

righteousness—an interreligious debate. Dunn’s presentation accords with Paul’s presentation of 

the Jesus movement. I, in the company of many others, read Paul as extending the boundaries of 

Judaism to include the Gentiles, or the nations, rather than creating a new religious movement. 

This is an important consideration for reading and interpreting this letter. However, this assertion 

does not settle the question of who the opponents are.  

In fact, in his letter, Paul most often characterizes his Galatian opponents by their actions. 

They are the ones who pervert the gospel of truth and bewitch the Galatians. They are zealous 

and seek to make a good showing. They are born of the flesh and hinder the Galatians from 

obeying the truth. They are stumbling blocks on the Galatian walk of faith. They preach a gospel 

that is contrary to the gospel of truth. They persuade, trouble, unsettle, and confuse. They disrupt 

the community and create division within the assembly. Their actions are damned, accursed, 

making them worthy of castration. The one commonality among these elusive, unnamed 

opponents is that they all are, in some way, defenders of Jewish law. The opponents are seeking 

                                                
25 James D. G. Dunn, “Echoes of Intra-Jewish Polemic in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,” Journal of 

Biblical Literature 112, no. 3 (Autumn 1993): 476. Dunn asserts that the letter to the Galatians confirms that the 
“fiercest debates within first-generation Christianity were among (Christian) Jews conscious of the traditional 
boundaries marking off Jew from Gentile, over the question of whether or to what extent these boundaries should 
still be maintained” (477). 
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to avoid persecution. However, in their attempts, it is possible that they have become 

collaborators with the imperial system whose actions uphold a construct of self over against 

others. Without clear identity markers—in this case, circumcision—the Galatians who 

participated in the Jesus movement could put themselves and other Jews in jeopardy of imperial 

accusations of treason—and the punishment that such an accusation would entail, mainly death. 

Numerous possibilities exist for the identity of the opponents. 

Whatever the opponents’ identity, the fact remains that “others” are misleading the 

Galatian community with what Paul calls “false teaching,” the threat of which is so potentially 

damaging that Paul accuses them of witchcraft. “O, foolish Galatians, who has bewitched 

you?”26 Jerome Neyrey suggests that baskanein in 3.1 is a technical term in the classical 

Mediterranean world for “bewitch.”27 This query or accusation is a stern one. This teaching was 

not simply different; it was deceptively wrong by Paul’s estimation. Using the social scientific 

work of Mary Douglas, Neyrey asserts that “the proper evaluation of 3:1 as a formal accusation 

of sorcery will entail . . . a general sketch of the ‘cosmology’ of Paul’s world from an 

anthropological point of view, and then a specific assessment of a ‘witchcraft accusation,’ which 

is a common feature of that type of cosmology.”28 Neyrey sets the Galatian opposition on a 

cosmic stage around the topic of circumcision, a practice into which the Galatians were being 

seduced. The boundaries being drawn were both figurative and literal. Neyrey writes,  

                                                
26Jerome H. Neyrey, “Bewitched in Galatia: Paul and Cultural Anthropology,” The Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly 50, no. 1 (1988): 96. This is one of two accusations that Neyrey identifies in Galatians. The other 
occurrence is Galatians 1:8: “But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to 
what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed!” (NASB) Neyrey identifies similar witchcraft language in the 
Pauline corpus in 2 Corinthians 11:3, 13–15. 

 
27 Ibid., 96. 
 
28 Ibid., 75. 
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Paul focuses on the boundary line which circumcision symbolizes. Those who cut 
in their flesh the mark of the Jewish synagogue system (the law of Moses, works) 
are themselves cut off. You are severed (cut off) from Christ, you who would be 
justified by the Law (5.4). For a Gentile who began on the correct side of the 
boundary (faith) to submit now to circumcision would mean to cross back over 
the boundary to the wrong side.29 
 

These proposed demarcations of Jewish identity had only recently been made. They were, at best, 

tentative, fluid, and in the process of being defined. Not yet having had the time to congeal, 

Paul’s opponents challenged his boundaries. Neyrey suggests that   

at best, ambiguity reigns here; but at worst, this world is full of deceit and 
masquerade which intend to deceive. Evil masquerades as good, even as the good 
may not be fully recognized for what it is because of some exterior defect. Paul in 
Galatians is intensely aware of both ambiguity and masquerade. As regards Paul 
himself, ambiguity shrouds him on every side.30  
 

Although the identity of the opponents may be ambiguous, it is clear who Paul wants the 

Galatians to be. They are to be “one in Christ.” Heirs of Abraham, they are free children of the 

promise. Paul also wants his audience to know who he is. As such, Paul’s most polemic text is at 

the same time his most autobiographical text. Paul stands in a third space: proclaiming Roman 

citizenship, declaring himself fully Jewish, and yet proposing another way. He beckons for 

others to join him there in a space of ambivalence. Sze-kar Wan, reading the letter to Galatians 

through a postcolonial lens, constructs Paul as having a “diasporic identity.”31 He describes 

Paul’s role as “result[ing] in the settlers’ being trapped at once in the contradictory, but 

complementary, roles of colonizer and colonized, master and subject. Paul’s location in the 

                                                
29 Ibid., 82. 
 
30 Ibid., 84.   
 
31 Sze-kar Wan, “The Letter to the Galatians,” in A Postcolonial Commentary on the New Testament 

Writings, ed. Fernando F. Segovia and R.S. Sugirtharajah (New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 248. 
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diaspora as an agent of Jerusalem and Antioch would fit this pattern.”32 Wan goes on to further 

describe this position of ambiguity:   

Paul’s position was one of ambivalence: simultaneously attracted to the discourse 
of the Jesus-movement of the metropolis and repulsed by its binarism; 
simultaneously drawn to his ‘home’ discourse, according to which he occupied 
the periphery, and to the ‘native’ discourse endemic to his place of exile, by the 
logic which he was the honoured apostolic founder. Among his folk he was 
reviled and marginalized as a law-breaker; in the diaspora, among Gentiles, he 
was a representative carrying the weight of authority that befits an ambassador or 
viceroy from the centre. It is in this rich texture of ambivalence and hybrid 
textuality that we must approach the discursive construct of Galatians.33 

 
Paul attempts to reverse the Roman order by privileging the position and status of the Jesus-

movement. However, “at the end Jerusalem created its own ‘colonial worlding,’ a counter-

hegemony that ironized and interrogated the hegemonic insistence of the imperial discourse”34 

That is, Paul, as a leader of the Jesus movement, replaces Roman order with his own proposed 

order.  

The complexity of the multiple ways of belonging results in the layering of possibilities 

and meanings. As Paul attempts to persuade his audience (and perhaps himself), he asserts his 

own authority over them, primarily as their first (and rightful) teacher. In fact, was not Paul’s 

teaching so compelling that the picture he painted of the crucified Christ was as if they had 

witnessed the crucifixion themselves—before their very eyes? 

Read the Writing: Publicly Portrayed 

To ascertain what Paul intends in Galatians 3:1 by the phrase “publicly exhibited,” it is 

useful to turn to the Greek text. The word that Paul uses, προεγραφη (proegraphe), is often 

                                                
 

32 Ibid., 256. 
 
33 Ibid., 256–7. 
 
34 Ibid., 255. 
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rendered as “publicly portrayed”; however, it literally means “written” or “inscribed.” 

Crucifixion, then, is an act that, visually experienced, inscribes its meaning both on the flesh and 

in the mind. What is clear is that it is improbable, most likely impossible, that the Galatian 

community witnessed the crucifixion of Christ. Rather, Paul, in his writing, exhorts the Galatians 

to “read” this inscription.  

In Apostle to the Conquered, Davina Lopez provides a framework by which to engage 

Galatian 3:1 and more specifically Paul’s use of proegraphe. Lopez’s starting point is the 

importance of imagination for marginal communities. Invoking Althusser, she suggests that the 

“imaginary is seductive to the marginalized.”35 Continuing, she asserts that “imagination arises 

from a position of hope among the disenfranchised; it is the ability to envision a different 

world”36 Paul wanted the Galatians to be able to imagine a world different from the one they 

inhabited. If the “mind’s eye” saw the world differently, as we have ascertained the world, as it 

was intended to be understood, is concretely displayed throughout the Roman Empire in visual 

propaganda. Roman acts of violence (or conquest) were immortalized in art—sculptures, 

painting, and architecture. Lopez writes that “visual representation in particular constitutes a 

primary, and not secondary, site where meaning is made and mapped. Re-imagination means to 

replace the image as central to Paul’s imagination.”37 She proposes that 

the Roman Empire, as a material context where many people were illiterate and 
many local dialects were spoken, was rich with imperial visual imagery geared 
towards a multicultural populace, who could probably “read” it. Often, the 

                                                
35 Davina Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered: Reimagining Paul’s Mission (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

2008), 18. Here, Lopez defines imaginary as that which “designates what is created out of the presentation of 
knowledge as inevitable and universal. It is a relentless display of reality as unmediated and neutral and renders such 
reality invisible to criticism.” (18). 

 
36 Ibid. 
 
37 Ibid., 19. 
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ideological message of an image provided the primary medium through which to 
express power relationships and reinforce hierarchical social order.38  
 

In this text, it is the visual image of the cross of Jesus to which Paul calls to our attention. The 

cross, like other images, should be “read,” as Lopez suggests, as a site and sight of meaning 

making. It was not simply that Paul wanted the Galatians to see the cross; he also wanted them to 

understand what it represented for them: an alternative way of being. 

Seeing and Knowing: Cultural Studies Analysis 

The question that Paul poses to the Galatian community in 3:1 is not solely a question of 

faith; it is also a question of knowledge. What one sees, one knows. Etymologically, the Greek 

είδω, means “to see,” and οίδα (literally, “I have seen”) means, “I know.”39 A(n) (in)formative 

relationship exists between sight and knowledge.  

In his book No Longer Slaves: Galatians and the African American Experience, Brad 

Braxton provides a reading of Galatians 3:1 from an African American perspective. He writes, 

I, and many African Americans, understand and share Paul’s anguish and 
exasperation. Some of my fellow African Americans have been bewitched into 
believing that in order to have dignity and to be accepted they have to identify 
with white Americans not only ideologically, but even physically.40 
 

Here, the physical aspect of alteration is important to highlight. As it did for the Galatians, the 

seductive voice of colonial ideology calls out for conformity. The colonized cut themselves, and 

they bleed (a modern day circumcision) to be accepted. Braxton offers this reading of the text to 

African Americans: 

                                                
 
38 Ibid., 169. 
39 In vernacular English, the verb “see” is used similarly. What one means by the question “Do you see 

what I mean?” or “Do you see what I am saying?” also implies a sense of knowledge and/or understanding.  
 
40 Brad R. Braxton, No Longer Slaves: Galatians and the African American Experience (Collegeville, MN:  

The Liturgical Press, 2002), 85. Braxton goes on to discuss the physical changes, such as lightening skin and 
thinning out lips and noses, citing Michael Jackson as a very public example of this attempt at transformation.   
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Are you so foolish? Having begun as African American with black skin, a broad 
nose, and thick lips, will you end as a white person with white skin, a thin nose, 
and slender lips? Are not such “surgeries” a denial of grace? God made us as we 
are, and by our faith God accepts us into covenant relationship as we are.41 

  
As Paul beckons the Galatians to look to the cross of the crucified, Braxton, too, reminds African 

Americans of our “crosses” in his allusion to faith. Instead of physical modification of 

conformity for acceptance, I suggest that the Galatians, like many other communities after them, 

looked for ways to survive. Conformity, if circumcision can be understood as such, was 

potentially a form of resistance. At the very least, it was simply an alternative understanding of 

how one could exist in the Jesus movement. 

In Galatians 3:1 and throughout the epistle to the Galatians, Paul redefines and realigns 

the concept of honor and thus shame to create a unified and universal Jesus movement identity. 

This identity is continuously challenged and always on the verge of extinction. Paul encourages 

the Galatians, and all readers of his letter, to focus their gaze on the cross. This gaze and, in turn, 

the cross, have overwhelming and transcendent epistemological effects. The distinction between 

life and death is obscured at the cross, this site of identity construction, a site of societal ordering. 

One need not be literate to read its message; it is engraved on bodies, etched into memories, 

immortal. In the complex matrix of imperial and hegemonic systems of power, many questions 

remain. Is Paul’s gospel really good news? Does Paul’s attempt to expand the boundaries of 

Judaism into a universal religion result in the creation of yet another hegemonic system? As a 

partial response Neil Elliott suggests that  

the imagery of Rome’s supremacy over conquered peoples was ubiquitous. Few 
changes would have attracted as much unwelcome scrutiny as the changes Paul 
asked his non-Judean converts to make, most notably refusing to participate in 
honors to the Roman gods, including the emperor. The Galatians may have 
intended to adopt specific Jewish practices as a sort of civic camouflage, hoping 

                                                
 
41 Ibid., 85–86. 
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to pass off their withdrawal from the civic cults as their newfound interest in an 
ancient ethnic religion tolerated by the empire, and thus escape harassment.42  

 
Elliott further elucidates the precarious place in which the conquered reside. When probed, this 

third space and civic camouflage—or perhaps colonial mimicry—hints of a people who were in 

search of ways to resist and still survive. Perhaps, if we look around and discern the images of 

modern empires on television, in movies, and social media, images of “normalized” violence 

would be a starting place; then we, too, can identify with the Galatians community and read 

ourselves into this text. “O foolish one, who has deceived you, didn’t you see Christ crucified 

before your very eyes?”  

Conclusion 

 It is the potential Galatian resistance to Paul’s message that I wish to underscore. A 

plethora of slaves and peasants were shamefully displayed—hung until they expired. Like Jesus, 

their crosses, too, conveyed a message. They portrayed a world deeply divided along the lines of 

power and social class. A cross represented a colonized world subject to malicious, vindictive 

rulers and a people who, on occasion, stepped out of line and did something that was deemed as 

punishable by those in power. Instead of looking to the “one” cross that has seemingly 

transcended shame, I suggest that this cross should never be understood as a singularly evocative 

event. The cross of Jesus, instead, should be representative of a larger, much more pervasive idea 

of sociopolitical revolution—a movement that found its meaning not only in his death and 

resurrection but also perhaps even more so in the multiplicity of crosses and their identification 

with subaltern status. The least among us must still have hope and the ability to imagine a 

different world. Paul’s query in 3:1 may implicate Paul himself. Perhaps his focus on a singular 

                                                
42 Neil Elliott, “The Apostle Paul and Empire,” in The Shadow of Empire: Reclaiming the Bible as History 

of Faithful Resistance, ed. Richard A. Horsley (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 105–06. 
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cross diminished the significance of other crosses. It is possible that the potential for solidarity 

among an oppressed people lies not in what they are directed to see, but in what they can see.  
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