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You have probably heard the old story of the obedient mule. It’s about a farmer, who bought his neighbour’s mule on the understanding that it was a most obedient and obliging animal, that would do anything, if you treated him well and asked him nicely. But, when the farmer wanted to put the mule to work and tied him up to the plough, it’s just stood there and wouldn’t move. The farmer tried to cajole him, ask him nicely and finally shouting at him angrily, yet nothing’s worked. So eventually the farmer had to ask over his neighbour and complain to him about the stubborn mule. The neighbour smiled, picked up a thick plank of wood and hit the mule on the head. Then whispered gently into his ear and hay presto, the mule started to work and did a beautiful job of ploughing the field without any further nagging or direction. The farmer was put out. “I thought you had to ask him nicely!” he complained. “That’s right” said the neighbour, “but first you have to get his attention.”


Well, something like this seems to have happened to Saul of Tarsus, the dreaded persecutor of the earliest followers of Jesus in our second reading from Acts, except, of course he wasn’t hit on the head. But he was knocked down and temporarily lost his sight. He was not a bad man, in fact, he was deeply religious. He took his faith so seriously, that he would defend it against anybody at any cost. And if that meant doing away with those, who threatened his deeply held convictions about the God of Israel, so be it. As the execution of the leader of the new heretical group had not stopped the movement, this man of learning and passionate beliefs has taken to violence to root out all the enemies of God, as he regarded them. There was no way to deter him, or argue him out of his purpose. He was in no mood to listen to anybody, not even to the God, whom he tried to defend. How sad, but how often it is still the case that religious fervour leads people to violent actions!


But God has not given up on Paul, as he was also known. And perhaps it’s worth mentioning that there wasn’t a deliberate name change here caused by the Damascus Road experience. He was known as Saul as well as Paul both before and after his ‘conversion.’ From his birth he had dual citizenship, so in Jewish circles he was known by his Jewish name Saul and outside those circles he was known as Paul, the Roman citizen. Regardless of his name however, it took a gracious and creative God to see the so-called ‘second founder of Christianity’ and according to some the greatest Christian theologian in this vicious persecutor that Paul was at the time. First God had to get Paul’s attention. Hence the dramatic circumstances, in which Jesus’ voice reaches Paul and changes his life forever. Paul needed to be knocked sideways before he was ready to hear that voice; And before he could start his amazing missionary activities, and laying the theological foundations of the Christian faith well before the Gospels were even written down. 


Isn’t it amazing how the miracle of the Resurrection comes to different people in different ways according to the different needs of those people? Yet, none of them are getting, what they fear or deserve. There is no recrimination to those who left Jesus in his hour of need, or who misunderstood him. Their betrayals are forgiven, their weakened faith is nurtured. Like Peter they are liberated from guilt to love their Master again. Like Mary, they learn that the Lord is not just their Lord. He would now have to be accessible to all through Mary’s own witness. Like Thomas, they are helped to remain within their faith community even when believing seems impossible. And like Paul, they are given a new way to follow. In his case, all it takes is a simple question, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ that makes him aware of his own blindness and his need of a new direction.

 
Of course, Paul knew what was at stake: to fight for the status quo, for the ‘old time religion’, for  a particular  understanding of Scripture and the law, or to recognise the new thing God was doing in this Jesus, this unbelievable ‘forgiving victim’ as Richard Rohr calls him. So what convinces Paul apart from Jesus’ single question and short instruction for the next step? 

You might think, what Paul needed was an equally sharp witted theologian, with all the relevant answers proving the superiority of Christianity over Judaism. Yet, what he got was Ananias, an ordinary Christian, with plenty of spiritual struggles of his own, who initially was no more ready to talk to him, than we would be with an anti-Christian terrorist. So, he needs his own Resurrection from natural prejudices and understandable fear and suspicion before he can be the embodiment of the Risen Christ for Paul. An encouragement for us all, we do not need high learning, or spotless record of unwavering faith in order to bring resurrection to others, just an open mind and a listening heart.

Even though this part of Paul’s story is not usually emphasised, it is probably as important for Paul as the voice from heaven. If he had not received unconditional acceptance, forgiveness and love from Ananias and his community, he may have never grasped the full meaning of the Jesus, who so dramatically accosted him. We should never underestimate the significance of the truly friendly welcome of a community in helping people on their faith journey. For Paul, the unbelievable rumours of the resurrection of this Jesus became a tangible reality in that house in Damascus, where, instead of revenge and reprisals or just a cold reception he now met the hard-won loving actions of Jesus’ followers. 

I like the way Luke, the author of Acts is not glossing over the similarities between Paul and Ananias. He does not portray them in black and white, as goodies and baddies, as we like to categorise people. They are both people of faith, but in order that the Kingdom could be advanced, they both need to undergo radical changes in their understanding. They both need Resurrection so that, whatever is dead in them may be renewed and filled with new life. In practice this means they need to take a chance on each other even though they are supposed to be arch enemies.

Faith is a risky business, you see. It does not come with guarantees, however much we would like it to do. I imagine Paul would have liked some clear-cut plans about his future, if he were to decide to follow Jesus. Ananias would have liked an assurance that no harm would come to him from this Paul of such bad reputation. But there were no such guarantees or proofs. It needed a leap into the unknown by both of them. It needed humility and courage and trust in equal measure. 

The kind of attributes, the famous Alsatian philosopher, theologian, organist, writer and medical doctor Albert Schweitzer needed, when he answered his call to go to Africa as a medical missionary in the early 20th century. I remember visiting his birthplace in Alsace some years ago, just about the time when I was reading his biography and was greatly impressed by it. He could have achieved great things in the field of philosophy. He was a brilliant organist and organ builder, who co-operated extensively with Charles Widor of the ‘Toccata’ fame. He was a theologian, who studied and wrote about the historical Jesus and was an interpreter of the Apostle Paul. Yet, he left all this behind and after all his other studies, he qualified as a medical doctor in order to do pioneering medical work in a part of Africa, which he didn’t know anything about and where medical help was most needed.

The mystery of the Resurrection was that power and energy, which enabled the early disciples to leave their ‘baggage’ behind and moved them forward. It was the same power and energy that propelled Albert Schweitzer to the other end of the world to do Christ’s work and it is the same power and energy that keeps us moving forward too. The Resurrection faith is not simply a set of beliefs to subscribe to, and it is certainly not a place of safety; it is more a direction to travel, to quote John Pritchard, former Bishop of Oxford. It is a life programme, which, in spite of all the difficulties, is filled with hope that, takes us to the God, who gave new life to Jesus and who constantly renews our life and faith as well. 

As we come to the Lord’s Table, let us give thanks for the gifts of Resurrection, foremost amongst them the living Spirit of Christ, through whom we are held, and given the courage to find the next step on our journey. May it be so. 
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