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“The Labyrinth of Our Conversion”

January 23, 2011 – The Conversion of St Paul – Galatians 1:11-24

The Rev. Canon Steven C. Bonsey
We commemorate today the Conversion of St Paul.

Conversion is a turning or a transformation.  When I think of turning in a spiritual context, I think of walking the labyrinth.

In one sense, walking the labyrinth is a very simple think.  One takes a journey by foot from the periphery of a circle to its center, then turns 180 degrees and walks back out.

It’s more complicated than that, of course, because the path of the labyrinth takes so many twists and turns along the way.  They are laid out in a very beautiful and orderly pattern, but my own experience of the practice of walking the path is one of bewilderment.  I never know at any turn whether the path will take me to the right or the left, toward my goal or away from it.

This is part of the point of the spiritual practice, I take it.  The path is meant to defeat the mechanism of our conscious sense of control and reduce us to simply putting one foot in front of another, trusting that the path will lead us where we are intended to go. We are meant to be bewildered, that is, in the wilderness.  It was in the wilderness of Sinai that God led Israel through the trackless waste, and it was into the wilderness that the Spirit drove Jesus after his baptism.

Sometimes I think of walking the labyrinth as like climbing a mountain:  you don’t set off straight to the top but follow a path that twists and turns its way up.  At the summit you pause for a bit; you then turn yourself 180 degrees and set off back down.  We can think of Moses ascending Mount Sinai or of Jesus transfigured on the mountaintop.  In this way the journey of the labyrinth resembles the pattern of contemplative prayer:  we retreat from the world of time and space to a place of encounter with the presence of the divine, but we don’t build a booth and dwell there. Soon we return to the world of action, though we carry with us the mountaintop experience.

Or I can think of the path in a very different, even ironic sense, as resembling the journey of the Prodigal Son.  He set off from home knowing exactly what he wanted and where he wanted to go.  He reached his destination only to find that it was not what he expected; in truth it turned out to be exactly the thing he did not want.  And so he turned himself 180 degrees and returned home.  He came back to the place where he started, but it was different, because he was changed.

I offer these meditations on the labyrinth as a way of understanding what conversion meant for St Paul and what it may mean for us.

Often we speak of conversion in a religious context we speak of someone’s deliberate decision to change their spiritual path, to leave one religion and to take up another.  But I don’t think that Paul would have understood his own conversion in this way.

First, the transformation that came to him was not a result of his deliberate decision.  He did not choose but was chosen, and in most traumatic fashion.  When encountered the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, he was unhorsed and struck blind; he was thoroughly bewildered.

Second, he did not change paths.  From his youth he had walked in the ways of the God of Israel, the God of his forebears, and he continued faithful to this God.  Zeal for righteousness – that is, for right-relation with this God – had brought him to this point.  He rode to Damascus in fulfillment of his deepest desire to be a champion of righteousness, only to find, like the Prodigal Son, that the fulfillment of his desire had left him desolated.

Paul did not change paths, but his path turned 180 degrees as began to champion among the nations a gospel that he had persecuted among his own people.  Paul did not change paths any more than he changed his nationality, but he where once he had defended the covenant boundaries of Israel, he now proclaimed a new covenant community in which the walls that separated nations were thrown down – a community in which there were “neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female” but where all found their unity in a new revelation of God. 

Neither did Paul change religions, but in light of the revelation of Christ he now saw a new way of finding right-relation with God and humanity.  Paul did not exchange one religion for another; he saw that the walls of religion itself had been thrown down.  

Where once Paul had understood religion to be a way of overcoming sin and death and achieving life and right-relation with God, he now saw that the power of sin and death so completely distorted religion that religion itself became an obstacle to right-relation.  The proof was in himself; his zealous adherence to religion had turned him into an agent of death.

We may be accustomed to thinking of Paul turning away from a religion based on law, namely Judaism, in order to embrace a religion based on grace, namely Christianity.  This way of thinking is itself evidence of the way that sin distorts religion.

We might tell the story this way:  In the beginning, God makes us, and makes us good.  By our nature, in the original state of blessing, we love God with all our heart, mind and soul, and love one another as ourselves.  We live at peace, contented and grateful.  Then sin enters our hearts and distorts our desires.  Rather than remain content with who we are, we want to be someone else; rather than remain grateful for what we have, we want what others have.  The world becomes a zero-sum game, where any good that happens to you seems to take away from me.  We are pitted each of us as rivals against one another.

Out of this mortal chaos emerge the benefits of human society:  Human economy gives us a way to enjoy the fruits of our labor and encourage a right relation with the material world.  Human culture gives us a way of being together in loyalty and mutual aid, encouraging right relation with one another.  Human religion preserves the wisdom of ages, encouraging right relation with God.  

Human society erects all of these as bulwarks against the power of sin and death, but the deep infection of sin in our hearts does its work.  Human economy becomes a means of exploiting the earth and dividing rich from poor.  Human culture becomes a means of turning nation against nation in a violent struggle for domination.  Human religion, with its sacred laws and rites and doctrines, becomes a means of dividing the righteous from the unrighteous, the acceptable from the unacceptable, those who deserve blessing and life from those who deserve condemnation and death.

This is Paul’s great insight:  that every means that we human beings have at our disposal to overcome sin in the end becomes nothing more than a further means of entrapment to sin.

“Who is to deliver us from this body of death?”

We know Paul’s answer to that question.  In his encounter with Christ on the road to Damascus, Paul received a revelation of God as the boundless source of unconditional self-giving love.  The gospel that Paul then proclaimed was not a summons to found a new religion as a rival to the old, but a revelation of a new way of right-relation that transcended all human rivalry, whether of class or culture or religion.  

To say that this way of righteousness is the way of Christ is not to advertise one religious brand over against others, but to proclaim that right-relation with God comes not through any human scheme of righteousness but entirely as a gift of God’s own boundless love, a love made real for humanity in the life, death and rising of Jesus.  By walking in the way of this love, allowing this love to live through us, it becomes possible to find unity with one another beyond our divisions of class, culture and religion, and to find harmony with all of creation.  

We do not chart this path ourselves.  We are not capable of seeing even beyond the next turning.  But putting one foot in front of another, we are turned and turned again, and the result of all this conversion is to deliver us again to the place of our beginnings, our origin of blessing, which we will recognize as home, though we ourselves will be changed.  This is our conversion.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

