
A bishop was once visiting a parish in his diocese. During a conversation with

one of the churchwardens, he said, ‘They tell me that you’ve been the warden

here for 40 years. You must have seen a lot of changes in that time.’ The

warden replied, ‘Yes, bishop, and I’ve resisted every one of them!’

Saul of Tarsus must have been rather like that before his dramatic conversion.

He believed passionately that God had made a covenant, a binding contract,

with the Jewish people, which would protect and guide them provided that

they obeyed the Law, the Commandments, and their associated rules for

everyday living without exception. So when these Christ-Jews, these people of

the Jesus Way, started preaching that love was at the heart of the law, and that

Jesus had reportedly said that if you have love in your heart, it doesn’t really

matter if you break the rules or the strict letter of the law. But if you obey and

carefully observe all the laws and have no love, you are as bad as the worse

sinners. To Saul this represented an end of the divine covenant. It was an

abomination. So, as he himself later said in his letter to the Galatians: ‘I

violently persecuted the Church and tried to destroy it…..for I was so zealous

for the traditions of my ancestors.’ Saul just couldn’t cope with any changes in

the beliefs and practices on which he had built his entire life.

And then suddenly, he became a changed man. He met Jesus, the risen Lord.

Anyone who truly encounters Jesus becomes a changed person. And for Saul

who now adopted the Roman name Paul, all the prejudices, the exclusiveness,

the certainties on which he had built his faith and career, collapsed into a pile

of dust, and he had to start all over again. God now used his passion and

education for the service of Christ, which enabled him to take the gospel

beyond the confines of the Jewish homeland, to translate the teaching of Jesus

into an entirely different language and culture that would draw in the pagans,

the Gentiles, the non-Jews throughout the Roman Empire. It was a teaching

that although God had called a people, the Jews, it was with for the purpose of

revealing the light of God to the world, not to preserve it for themselves.

So Paul began to preach in favour of the ideas that up until then he had

condemned. And he was very successful. Through the power of Jesus, the

most stubborn conservative can change and embrace a new vision and values.
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The Christian mystics are consistent in telling us that most of us for most of the

time are living on the edge or the circumference of our lives rather than in the

centre. The circumference of life is where all our attachments are to be found

– our possessions, our familiar ways of doing things, our culture, our

conventions, which have a huge pull on us.

Religion, if we can understand the root meaning of the word, is about

reconnection. When we truly follow Jesus, we find ourselves starting to see

life as he sees it and so strive to live and relate to others and the world as he

did. ‘Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,’ as Paul writes to the

Philippians. We are then beginning to move towards that important centre of

our being, which connects us or reconnects us to the divine, to our Creator.

We gradually discover our true self, our true humanity. And life, the world, our

attitudes start to look and feel different. God becomes an experience not just

an article of faith and creed to be believed in or otherwise. And the things we

once thought so important soon become transitory, secondary, of limited

value. It is not that we necessarily give all these things up, but we can now

analyse them critically and put them into perspective. Something more,

something more wholesome, is at work in us and we begin to see the bigger

picture of life.

This is called conversion, and because it may take place over a long period of

time, it is better to call it transformation. Paul talks about this rather a lot in

his writings. His transformation may have been quite rapid though he does

write of a three-year period after his encounter with Christ before he began his

new mission. Admittedly Paul’s was an inter-religious conversion. He never

gave up his Judaism. But his new or rather reconstructed faith was now no

longer based on laws, customs, outward observances. It now came from the

heart.  It was centred in love.

When we come to realise and experience just how much God loves us, we

come to love God with all our heart, and consequently to love what God loves.

And God particularly loves the world, the creation, its people even with all their

faults. God calls men and women, you and me, to share that love and make it

visible. That is the gospel vision and it comes with the grace of God to enable

us to live it. It may well involve giving up attachments and attitudes that were

once so normal to us. As Paul discovered, the coming and the call of Jesus is a
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message from God rather like the one railway conductors announce to those

who may now be on the wrong train: ‘All change, please.’ If becoming Christian

does not lead us to change and growth, it is not Christianity that we have

chosen but something else and something much less.
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