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Conversion of St Paul – Unity Week

Pieces of scripture become linked in one’s mind to events.  Hearing the story of the Conversion of Paul, I go back to an Orange Service in my former parish in Portadown.  My old friend Tom Keightley, Church of Ireland Rector of Belvoir, was preaching.  It was either in the heat of Drumcree or in the midst of the Ulster says No campaign.  Tom stood in the pulpit, apparently rifling through the Bible at random.  ‘Remember Paul’ said Tom.  ‘Remember Paul.  He said the big NO.  And look at what God did with him!’

This story is mystery as Bro Mark said yesterday.  That God should be able to take passionate opposition and convert it into the passionate missionary energy is mystery.  But in other ways it is no mystery.  Strident intellectual opposition – position defended to the last – so easily becomes blindness which does not want to see and cannot afford to see.  Belonging .. one of us .. a Pharisee of the Pharisees .. so easily becomes the sectarianism which blinds us so that we cannot risk seeing other ways, other values lest we might lose ourselves.  No wonder the story is dramatic.  Other disciples simply set down the nets and followed.  Paul had to be taken prisoner by the Lord.  Ananias had to trust in God’s leading – to go to the great enemy of the disciples - to offer the healing action of Laying on of Hands.

I find this story very real in my pastoral experience and in my leadership as a bishop.  Often I have knocked on the door of people whom others said I should fear – said would give me a hostile welcome.  And found that God had been there before me.  Many times I have been led to recruit the passionate, able but slightly difficult person for the task.  And often I have found that I have recuited their passion and not their difficulty.  And isn’t passion better than the shrug of indifference which one gets so often in a secular society?  This story of the Conversion of Paul teaches us to pray mightily for those who seem farthest off.  It teaches us to be as Ananias – to go to others in God’s name and be prepared to be surprised at the result.

Having heard about Paul, we go to the end of Mark’s gospel and are offered the ecumenical vision in all its catholic fullness.  The gospel for the whole world.  The oneness of all the universe.  The Lord goes with those who strive to make disciples.

We have reached the end of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.  Mark reminds us that this is about far more than some kind of institutional engagement of churches – however welcome that might be.  We’re talking about an embrace of the whole world such that differences are hardly noticeable.  We’re talking about a stretch of vision such that our blindnesses are taken away.  We see not difference but Christ in each other.

Barack Obama has been teaching us again about false choices – such as the false choice between safety and values.  I have lived most of my ministry among people who would claim that to pursue unity is to sacrifice truth.  And I have watched others act as though one could choose unity but not expect to change or be changed. 

I am delighted to be here on retreat for these few days.  I value so much the welcome and hospitality which the community offers.  And what I want is to receive my sight again – take away the blindness – the vision impaired - which is part of the cost of life in the institution of the church; take away the frustration with slow progress which makes me blind to what God is doing in others and I haven’t noticed; take away the sense of pressure and self-justifying busyness which makes me blind to the heart of my own vocation and the way I once trusted in God. 

May God answer my prayer and yours – may our eyes be opened to one another - as together we fulfil the great command to proclaim the gospel to all creation.

Thus may we abide in union with each other and the Lord

And possess in sweet communion joys which earth can not afford.

