Letters from Rome
72
Sketches from the life of Paul
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Introduction

(Lights down, curtains closed.  Narrator Paul and Tychicus in front of curtains, left side.  Paul on stool, Tychicus cross-legged on floor, with scroll, writing)

N Paul
Just read that last paragraph back to me, please Tychicus.

Tychicus
My dear brethren in Galatia.  The Gospel that I preach to you is no human invention.  No man gave it to me, no man taught it to me; it came to me as a direct revelation from Jesus Christ.

N Paul
(Stands up and walks back and forth as if stiff, rubbing his arms)   Ah yes, I remember now.  We must press on and finish this letter - there is so little time and so much left to do - and I worry all the time about these new churches.  If only I could visit them all again soon.  We’ve been here in Rome for nearly two years!  I feel so ill nowadays and my eyes are so sore.  (Rubs them)
Tychicus
Rest for a while Paul.  We can finish this tomorrow.

N Paul
No, no.  There is no time to be lost.  (Walks back to stool and sits)   Come, pick up your pen - now where was I - ah yes - write please …..
Dear Friends,
You know what I was like when I followed Judaism, how I went after the Christians mercilessly, hunting them down and doing my best to kill them all.  I was one of the most respected Pharisees in the whole country and tried to follow all the old traditional rules.  (Pauses)   But then something happened!

(Spotlight fades, curtains open)
Scene 1:  The Damascus Road

(Band of semi-military people enter stage right)

Captain
Company Halt!  Right, we’ll fall out here for lunch for an hour under these trees, give the sun a chance to go over a bit.  We’ll be in Damascus well before nightfall anyway.

(Men sit down by tree stage right, eat bread out of packs, chat, etc)

Saul
I say we press on.  If the Christians in Damascus get warning of this letter authorising their arrest and transportation to Jerusalem, they’ll go to ground!  (Shouts)   I say we push on!

Captain
Saul, you’re always in such a hurry.  Very commendable, I’m sure, but as far as I’m concerned, the Christians are your problem, the men are mine - and they have got to have a break from this midday sun.  Now just sit down in the shade for a while.

(Turns away from Saul who remains pacing stage left impatiently)

Captain
Surely he’s had enough Christians to satisfy even him.  He’s certainly killed enough - men, women, the lot.  There’s no stopping him.  I’m just glad I’m not a Christian.

(The group laughs.  Low conversation continues in the group while Paul continues to pace.  After a few moments intense light shines on Saul from stage right.  All other lights off.  Saul falls down)

Voice
Saul.  Saul.  Why are you persecuting me?

Saul
(Raising his head)   Who are you, Lord?

Voice
I am Jesus, who you are persecuting.  It is hard for you to kick against the goads.

Saul
(Getting slowly to his feet, shaking)   Lord, what do you want of me?

Voice
Go on to Damascus.  You will be told there what to do.

(Intense light fades.  Stage lights up.  Saul faints.  All run forward and surround him)

Captain
Saul, Saul.  Are you all right?
Man 1
(Looking all around)   I saw a light and heard a voice, but I couldn’t understand it.  Where did it come from?  There’s no one else here.

Man 2
Never mind that now.  Help me get him up.  Here, what’s the matter Saul - can’t you see?
(Saul just shakes his head)

Captain
Come on.  We had better get him into Damascus and get help.  (Pointing to Men 3 & 4)   You two!  Put his arms around your shoulders.  It's a good thing there’s not much further to go.  What a strange business.  The sooner we’re away from here the better.  Right - Company! - Advance!

(All exit stage left, apart from Men 1 & 2)

Man 1
Here, what’s this.  He’s dropped his letter.

Man 2
Leave it.  I don’t think he’s going to need it now.  In fact - I’ve got a funny feeling we’re not going to round up many Christians in Damascus today.

Man 1
Well, that’s no bad thing.  I was getting sick of all the butchery, even though it was my job.

Man 2
Come on.  Let's catch up.  I don’t want to get left behind in this place.  Gives me the creeps!

(Exit stage left.  Curtains close, immediate spotlight on left where Narrator Paul and Epaphroditus are sitting)

Epaphroditus
I’ll just read the last part of this letter back to you for checking, Paul.  (Paul nods)
You Philippians will remember that in the early days of the Gospel when I left Macedonia, you were the only church who shared with me the fellowship of giving and receiving.  Even in Thessalonica you twice sent me help when I was in need.  It isn’t the value of the gift that I cherish.  It is the reward that will come to you because of your generosity.  (Epaphroditus looks up)   What a marvellous ecclesia they are at Philippi - even though they have their problems.

Paul
(Paul nods)   Yes, they always have been.  Right from the start.  Generous with money - generous with hospitality.  (Pauses)   And to think it all started with one woman - Lydia.

Epaphroditus
Ah yes, wasn’t she some sort of cloth merchant?

Paul
She was much more than that.  She was a dyer and seller of the prestigious purple cloth that surrounds the toga of any important Roman.  She supplied most of the Romans in Philippi at that time, but she was also a Gentile converted to Judaism and times were hard then for Jews in any important Roman town.

(During final sentence spotlight fades)
Scene 2:  By the river at Philippi

(Curtain slowly opens.  Euodias kneeling centre front, washing clothes in the river.  Enter Syntyche stage right with group of women and children.  Women sort and start to wash clothes, helped by children)

Syntyche
Euodias.  (Euodias jumps and looks frightened)   It’s only me and the children.

Euodias
Oh Syntyche, you gave me such a fright!  I’m afraid my nerves aren’t what they were.  Ever since that frightful decree of Claudius Caesar banishing all Jews from Rome, my life has been a shambles.

Syntyche
(Sitting down and putting her arm around her)   Yes, I know.  At first we thought it only applied to Rome itself.  We never dreamt it would affect us here in Philippi.

Woman 1
Huh!  We reckoned without a few high nosed freeborn Roman officials who thought that as Philippi was the first city in Macedonia, they would follow suit and do the same.

Woman 2
Sometimes I think we would be better off in Judea.

Woman 3
That’s crazy!  You don’t know what you’re talking about.

Euodias
Friends, friends - calm down - we are all so scratchy nowadays.

Woman 3
Well, of course we are, with our husbands all banished or in hiding!

Woman 1
Yes.  Not even ten men present to keep the synagogue open.

Woman 2
They would hardly open it even if they were here.  Talk about attracting trouble!

Syntyche
I agree it’s hard - just us women meeting by this river to pray and remember Jerusalem.  But listen.  (Turns to Euodias)   I brought the children with me to cheer us up.  I’ve taught them a new song, something to remind us of our faith and to trust in God to bring us happier times.  Come on children.

(Organises children at centre front stage to sing a song, children standing, women sitting)

**  Song 1:  You shall go out with joy
(After song)

Euodias
Thank you children, that was lovely.  You have cheered us all up.  Run along and play now.

(Guides them off stage right and returns)
Euodias
By the way Syntyche, where’s Lydia?  I haven’t seen her this morning.  Is she ill?

Syntyche
No., not ill, but something very strange has happened to her.  I bumped into her this morning.  She was delivering a sample of her purple cloth to the tribune's house.  She was tremendously excited, most unlike her normal calm self.  She said she would be at the river later on and that she had something of the utmost importance to tell us.

Euodias
How strange.

Woman 1
I’ll tell you something else.  She’s got four strangers staying at her house.

Woman 2
That’s right.  Four strangers came to the river yesterday afternoon when you two had gone home.

Woman 3
They sounded very educated, learned men.  They talked for ages to Lydia - we couldn’t stay - we had to get the children’s suppers.  But I did find out that one was a doctor.

Woman 4
Yes, and when darkness fell she invited them all to stay with her family.  But look - here she comes now.

(Enter Lydia in a hurry)

Lydia
Oh, I’m so glad I’ve found you all here.  The most exciting thing in my life has just happened to me.

Woman 1
Lydia, whatever are you talking about?   Has Caesar abolished his decree?

Lydia
No, something far more important than that.  Listen, all of you.  If I was to ask you all, what could be the most fantastic thing to happen to us as a community?

ALL
THE MESSIAH!!

Lydia
Exactly.  Well, he HAS come.

ALL
WHAT!!

Euodias
Lydia, you’re crazy!  It's impossible!  We’d hardly be here, sitting under the thumb of the Roman Empire, frightened almost of our lives, if the Messiah had arrived.

Woman 2
The first thing he would do would be to liberate all Jews and take Jerusalem in triumph.

Lydia
Wait.  That’s just the point.  That’s what we had wrong all these years.  Listen.  The prophets make it clear that he had to come first as the Suffering Servant and only those who recognise that will understand.
Woman 4
Are you trying to tell us that you think the Christians are right, and that their leader, Jesus of Nazareth, who the Romans crucified, was the Messiah.

Woman 2
That’s pretty pointless.  He’s dead!

Lydia
NO!  You are wrong.  He is alive!  And Paul who is staying with me has seen Him.

(All start to talk together)

Euodias
That’s completely impossible.

Syntyche
Lydia, you’ve got sunstroke.

Woman 1
What utter rubbish.

Woman 2
I can’t believe it.

Woman 3
Poor woman, she’s lost her mind.

Lydia
Please, please.  Let me speak.  I know it sounds impossible but I promise you it’s true, and when you hear Paul and his friends, you will believe too. Come on, come to my house now and hear for yourselves.

Woman 1
Well, it all sounds totally fantastic but I suppose there’s no harm in listening.

Woman 2
No.  We’ll have to take the children with us, though.

Woman 3
I suppose the washing can wait a bit.  Children, come on.

(Children enter again from stage right.  All gather up washing and walk slowly towards stage left, talking as they go)

Euodias
You know, Syntyche, I’m just remembering several passages.  Maybe there is something in what Lydia says.

Syntyche
You mean, ‘He was led as a sheep to the slaughter and as a lamb before his shearers, so he was dumb'?

Euodias
Exactly.  It will be very interesting to hear what these men have to say.

(Curtains close.  Spotlight back on Narrator Paul)

N Paul
And from those few women grew one of the finest, strongest ecclesias we have.

Epaphroditus
Yes, apart from this stupid quarrel that Euodias and Syntyche seem to be having.  (Waves letter)
N Paul
Ah yes, that’s what I was going to tell them next.  Are you ready to write?  (Pauses)   And now I plead with those two dear women, Euodias and Syntyche.  Please, please, with the Lord’s help, quarrel no more, be friends again.
(Walks to and fro then sits again while Epaphroditus sharpens his quill)   You know, there’s been enough trouble for us Christians from outside without us fighting between ourselves.

Epaphroditus
Oh yes, trouble of every kind.  From this silly argument right up to full scale riot.

Paul
(Looking up)   The opposition to the Truth in some places almost defies belief!

Epaphroditus
I know.  But there is one place that particularly sticks in my mind.  (Turns smiling to Paul)   You remember, Paul.

Paul
How could I not.

Together
EPHESUS!

(Fade lights)
Scene 3:  The Riot in Ephesus
(Demetrius and Alexander at their market stalls, trying to persuade the passers-by to buy, but they are not very interested)
Demetrius
Business is slow today, Alexander.

Alexander
It's been slow ever since those strangers arrived.

Demetrius
Yes, why did they have to come here ruining my trade in statues of Artemis?

Alexander
I think they are trying to persuade people that their God is better than our goddess.
Demetrius
That’s not the point.  Everyone bought my images [or dolls] as good luck charms.  Apparently you don’t need good luck when you follow Jesus 
of Nazareth.
Woman 1
I’ll tell you something else.  This man Paul is preaching in our amphitheatre, and it’s packed every time.  At the rate he’s converting people there will be no more Artemis worshippers left!

Woman 2
I think that’s a scandal!  Ephesus is the home of Artemis.

Woman 1
What’s more, Alexander (picking up a piece of Alexander's jewellery)   the Christian women don’t wear any jewellery.

Alexander
WHAT!

Demetrius
Now do you understand the problem!  We will have to have a meeting of our Trade Union; in fact (looking round)   they are all here this morning.

(Waves and beckons to 2 stallholders at rear of stage.  They come forward and the 4 men stand in a semicircle in front of the crowd)

Demetrius
Right, this is an emergency union meeting.  Have you heard how we are all about to be put out of business?

Man 1
I certainly have.

Man 2
The problem is, what can we do?  I can’t think of anything to sue them for.  They haven’t stolen our trade.

Demetrius
They might just as well have.  How dare they infect our city with their religion.  Artemis is our goddess and our living.  I say they should be chucked out.

Man 2
They have done the same all over Asia.  Persuading all the people that gods made with wood and stone and even silver (picking up a doll)  are not gods at all, just rubbish.

Demetrius
That does it!  (Raising fists in the air)   How dare they!  (To the crowd)   Listen you people!  Artemis for Ephesus, do you agree?
ARTEMIS FOR EPHESUS!

ALL
ARTEMIS FOR EPHESUS, ARTEMIS FOR EPHESUS, ARTEMIS FOR EPHESUS.

(Chanting grows louder and Demetrius shouts above the crowd)

Demetrius
Great!  Great!  Great!
Artemis of Ephesus!
Great!  Great!  Great!
Artemis of Ephesus! ….. (etc)

(Crowd takes up the beat, stamping their feet and waving their fists in the air.  The refrain becomes louder and louder until deafening.  Lots of movement around the stage.  Approx. 30 secs then sounds of marching feet and horses' hooves.  Trumpeter enters stage right and blows an alarm.  Crowd slowly falls silent)

Trumpeter
Make way!  Make way for the Town Clerk.

(Blows another alarm.  Crowd now silent.  Enter Town Clerk stage right)

Town Clerk
Who is responsible for this outrage?

(The crowd murmurs, Demetrius is pushed to the front)

Town Clerk
Demetrius,  I might have known!  (Prods him in the chest)   Do I have to remind you what Imperial Rome thinks of civil riot?

(A groan from the crowd, women snatch up their children, men stand in front of the women)

Town Clerk
Yes!  You may well think now.  It’s a pity you didn’t stop to think two hours ago!  For two solid hours this city has been a no-go area, which I am responsible to the Roman authorities for!  What reason am I supposed to give them?  Well, Demetrius?

Demetrius
(Sulking)   It’s not our fault.  It’s that fellow Paul and his Christians, taking away our gods and our trade.  They’re the ones to blame.

Town Clerk
Now look here, I’m a reasonable man and I can understand the problem, but there is absolutely no excuse for starting a riot.  There is a constitution and procedures laid down for grievances.  Trumpeter!

(Trumpeter steps forward, clears his throat and reads from a scroll)

Trumpeter
If Demetrius and his fellow craftsmen have a charge to bring against anyone, the courts are open and there are magistrates.  Let them take legal action.  If you want to go further, it must be dealt with in the regular assembly.  (Steps back)
Town Clerk
Did you hear that, all of you?  (Crowd murmurs agreement)   Right!  No more trouble!  To your homes, all of you.  I’m calling a curfew on the rest of today, give everyone a chance to calm down.  As far as I’m concerned, Ephesus is the centre of Artemis worship, and I can’t see one man changing that.  To your homes and no more riots!
Trumpeter, sound the curfew!

(Trumpeter sounds a retreat, crowd exits left and right, taking everything with them.  Town Clerk stands stage centre, shaking his head.  Then when everyone has gone, he exits stage right followed by Trumpeter.  Curtains close.  Sounds of normal wind and rain.  Spotlight on Narrator Paul, sitting left.  He is now obviously cold, in chains, clutching a threadbare blanket around him.  He is alone, apart from a soldier standing guard behind him.  He is painstakingly writing on his knee, craning his neck to see the words, reading slowly as he writes)

N Paul
My dear son Timothy, 
Come and see me as soon as you can.  Demas, loving this present world has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica.  Crescens has gone to Galatia and Titus is away in Dalmatia.  Only Luke is with me.  When you come, pick up Mark and bring him with you.  I can certainly find a job for him here.  (Looks at his pen) 
I had to send Tychicus off to Ephesus.  (Looks up, shivers at the sound of the wind, pulls his blanket around him and continues)
Please bring with you the cloak I left at Ephesus and do your best to come before winter.  Oh dear.  (Stops writing and rubs his eyes and then sits listening to the wind)
That noise.  (Shaking his head slowly)   How that noise reminds me.  (Turns to the guard)   Do you know what that noise reminds me of, guard?

Guard
No sir, I’ve no idea.

Paul
(Slowly)   Shipwreck!  That's what it reminds me of.  Shipwreck.

(Bends his head and carries on writing.  Spotlight fades.  The sound of wind changes to a full storm)
Scene 4:  The Shipwreck

(Curtains closed.  Sounds of storm.  Noises of feet rushing about on stage.  Captain shouting orders)

Captain
Hurry men, try and undergird her before she breaks up.  Get that rope over.

Sailor 1
Aye aye, sir.

Sailor 2
We’ve lost the steering completely sir, the rudder’s broken off.

Captain
She’ll just have to run before the wind.

(Curtains open.  Scenes of frenzied activity.  Two sailors are standing in the centre holding a pole upright, which is swaying precariously)
Sailor 3
Watch out, the mast is going.  SHE’S GOING TO FALL!

(The pole falls to the left.  Captain standing on raised plinth stage right)

Sailor 1
Sir, we’re taking in water!

Captain
Throw the cargo overboard, lighten the load!

Sailors 2 & 3
Aye aye, sir.

(Frantic running, sailors pick up sacks from pile stage left and throw them into the wings stage right.  Navigator enters from left)
Navigator
Sir, I still can’t get a fix on where we are.  There’s not a clue to be seen, not even the pole star.

Captain
It’s not your fault - just keep trying.

(Julius enters and stands beside the Captain)

Sailor 2
We are still taking in water, sir.

Captain
Then there’s nothing for it, we will have to throw the equipment overboard.  (To Julius)   I’m afraid that’s it.  I can’t see any hope for us now.  We’ve done all we can to lighten the load and we’re still taking in  water.  If only I knew where we were.  For all we know we could be off the coast of Africa!  What’s the state of the prisoners?

Julius
Remarkably calm, but then with Paul among them, what do you expect?
Captain
What an amazing pair he and his friend Luke are, and how I’ve used that doctor these last two weeks.  I’ve had so many injuries to my men due to this diabolical storm.  (To Sailors)   Keep going men.

Julius
By the way, Paul would like a word with you.

Captain
What!  In the middle of this gale!  Alright.  But he will have to come to me.  I can’t leave the bridge.  The men are losing heart.

(Julius exits and re-enters with Paul while the Captain shouts encouragement to the men.  As soon as Paul appears, the men gather round)

Paul
Captain, you should have listened to me and not set sail from Crete.  However (turning to the men)  I beg you to keep up your spirits because no-one is going to drown, though we shall lose the ship.
Last night an angel came to me and said that not only would my life be spared so that I could stand before Caesar but also everyone sailing with me would come out of this alive.
Take courage men.  I believe God and that everything will happen just as he said.  (Cheer from men, Paul turns to the Captain)   But the ship will run aground on some island.

Captain
We are in the hands of your God, Paul.  There is no other hope left.  (Turns to the men)   You heard what he said men - carry on.

(The sailors disperse and go about duties.  After a few moments Sailor 1, who has been throwing a plumbline over the stage front, shouts)

Sailor 1
Captain, Captain, sir!  I’ve just taken a sounding - SIR, IT’S ONLY TWENTY FATHOMS!

ALL
LAND!

Captain
Sound again, make sure.

Sailor 1
Aye aye, sir.
(Sounds again several times.  Sailors 2 & 3 working together with rope stage left)

Sailor 2
Did you hear what he said?  We’re in shallow water!  Come on, let’s leave them to it and take our chance in the lifeboat.  There’s no other way anyone is going to get off this old crate alive, she’s breaking up.
(Paul, who has been standing behind them, goes to the Captain)

Paul
Captain.  If everyone is to get off this ship alive, you must do as I say.

Captain
What’s the problem?
Paul
Some of your men have a plan to escape in the lifeboat and leave us to it.
Captain
I’ll soon put a stop to that!  Julius, take a couple of your men and cut off the lifeboat.  There will be no desertion from my ship.
Julius
(Nods and exits right shouting)   Remus, Claudius, I want that lifeboat cut off immediately.

(Shouts from offstage - Right sir.  It’s done, sir.  Etc) 

Sailor 1
I’ve just taken another sounding, sir.  We’re in fifteen fathoms sir.
(Paul exits stage right and re-appears with Julius carrying food)
Captain
We’ll put down the anchor and wait till daybreak.  We can’t do anything in this pitch darkness.
Paul
Captain, you and your men have eaten nothing for days.  You are all totally exhausted.  If you are going to have enough strength to swim ashore you must all eat.  Look, Luke has organised the prisoners to prepare this food.  I beg you all to eat.
Captain
Paul, you are incredible!  (To men)   You heard the man - gather round and eat.
(Men come forward to get food from Paul and settle into groups to eat.  Sailors 2 & 3 mutter as they eat.  After a few moments they approach the Captain whi is standing centre stage eating with Paul and Julius)
Sailor 3
Captain.  Permission to speak, sir.
Captain
Granted.
Sailor 3
Imperial Roman Law says that in the case of shipwreck all prisoners should be executed otherwise they will escape.
Julius
Rubbish!  I am the Centurion in charge of the prisoners and I give you my word, Captain, that none of them will try to escape.  What an evil suggestion.  Where would we be without Paul and the Doctor.
Captain
I entirely agree.  (To Sailors)   Get back to your posts.  You have caused enough trouble already.  There will be no killing of prisoners, is that understood.
ALL
Aye aye, sir.
(Grinding crash.  Everyone jerks and jolts)
Captain
We’ve run aground, we’re breaking up.

Julius
Look, its getting lighter.  I can make out the shoreline.  (Points to the right)
Captain
You’re right.  We’re much nearer to the beach that I dared hope.

Julius
With your permission Captain, I’ll release the prisoners.

Captain
Okay.  Those who can’t swim will have to use bits of wreckage to float on. (Peers at the shore)   I reckon we’re only about 200 yards out.  You know, I can hardly believe it.  Paul was right - we are all going to make it.

Julius
(Walking off stage right)   Did you ever doubt him?  With the power of his God behind him?

Captain
I’ll never forget this night for as long as I live.  (To his men)   Alright men, that’s it ….. you can see the shore, ABANDON SHIP!

(The cry is taken up)

ALL
ABANDON SHIP!

(Curtains close.  Spotlight on Narrator Paul, writing at left.  Sound of footsteps and key in lock.  Enter Guard)

Guard
Paul.  Caesar will hear you today.  You’ve got about ten minutes to get ready.
(Exit Guard)

Paul
So, it’s finally come.  The moment I have waited for so long.  I must just check through this letter.  (Reads)
My dear Timothy, the time of my departure is at hand.  I have fought a good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness which the Lord, the Righteous Judge, will give to me on that day, and not to me only but also to all who have longed for his appearing.  The Lord Jesus be with your Spirit.  Grace be with you.  Timothy, goodbye my son.
(Folds the letter and stands up as Guard re-enters)
I’m ready to go now.

(Both exit.  Curtain opens, all on stage)

**  Song 2:  Help me, Lord

THE END 
Song 1 - You shall go out with joy
Praise the Lord, no. 298 

You shall go out with joy and be led forth with peace
And the mountains and the hills shall break forth before you
There'll be shouts of joy and the trees of the field shall clap, shall clap their hands
And the trees of the field shall clap their hands
And the trees of the field shall clap their hands
And the trees of the field shall clap their hands
And you'll go out with joy

Song 2 - Help me , Lord
To the tune 'Sound of Silence' by Simon and Garfunkel (transposed down a tone)
Let me contemplate the crowd
See the In-scene standing proud
Come away and listen to the voice 
Your everlasting constant still, small voice
And realize the difference in my life 
From the strife
Of empty violence.
Help me Lord to stand alone
Midst the traffic’s fearsome groan
Let me see the guidance of your light 
Grant me the courage and the will to fight
To clear away the rubbish from my mind
And to find 
The peace of your word.
 
Come on then and travel on
The road that leads to Kingdom come
Throw out the troubles and the cares of life
Create our hearts and bodies free from strife
And forward-looking see the journey’s end
When you send 
Messiah to us. 
1

