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Paul, the great apostle of the gentiles, my dear friends, was one of the fiercest persecutors of the 

first followers of Jesus of Nazareth. He wanted to wipe out this heresy, as he understood the 

teaching of Jesus, and hunted after all its believers. He even went out to Damascus, after news had 

reached the authorities in Jerusalem that even there people were preaching the way of Jesus. I find it 

very difficult to understand. How is it possible that people hate other people so much, that they want 

to see them locked up behind bars, get them out of the way, if needs be get them killed. 

Today, the 25th of January, we commemorate the conversion of Paul. We remember that in a grace 

filled moment Jesus himself opened Paul's eyes to what he was doing. "Saul, Saul, why are you 

persecuting me?" is what Paul heard. Jesus turned this extremely talented and energetic man from a 

destroyer into a builder, from a destroyer of God's future into a builder of God's kingdom. 

The feast of the conversion of Saint Paul brings to an end the 'International week of prayer for the 

unity of all christian churches'. Yes, the followers of Jesus have in their turn managed to loose sight of 

each other, managed to disagree about what was most holy to them. And different views have 

turned into enmity and sometimes into hatred. We can hardly believe, let alone understand, that we, 

Catholics, saw our neighbors, the Baptists and Lutherans, as heretics and enemies of Jesus. We have 

been fighting wars thinking we were right and they were wrong, so wrong that we were able to kill 

them. And they in turn waged war on the Roman Catholic Church. Each of us celebrates and mourns 

our martyrs. Can you imagine? This is our history! 

It was an anglican priest who came up with the idea and started this week of prayer for Christian 

Unity. It took a long time for the Church of Rome to join the initiative. But now we see that our 

prayers are being answered. Not everywhere perhaps, but in our part of the world and certainly in 

our part of Amsterdam the enmity between us and our neighboring churches has turned into 

friendship. 

We experienced that friendship last Sunday, when at the end of our 10.30 Mass the church filled with 

believers from our neighbouring churches. Four ministers, male and female, blessed us all in the 

name of the one God, the one Jesus Christ and the one Spirit, who has brought us all together. What 

a blessing if we can see each other as brothers and sisters, as followers of the same Jesus, walking 

together the way He showed us. A way of love and mutual understanding. 

It was a very good experience and a wonderful turn of events. Not so many years ago an encounter 

of different churches in combined worship would have been unthinkable. Those other christians, in 

the view of our church, had gone astray. During the reformation, we, the Roman Catholics, thought 

that the others had left the sheepfold and the good shepherd, and now, like lost sheep, were 

wandering in the wilderness. We all too often envisaged them as 'the people that lived in darkness', 

whereas we saw ourselves as walking in the splender of God's light. 

The reformers on the other hand held the opposite view. They started the reformation in the first 

place because, in their view, it was the Roman Church that had lost the way and was no longer a true 

witness of the gospel and the teachings of Jesus. It was the Roman Church, the reformers thought, 

that ended up in darkness and needed the light off the reformation badly. Five hundred years later, 

after all the time judging each other, excluding and fighting each other, belittleling and ridiculing 

each other, we at last began to see that God will not let Himself be enclosed in any one church. And 

Jesus is not owned by any denomination. God is where people in good faith seek Him and love each 

other. And Jesus is everywhere where people are in need of salvation. 



That is what today's gospel is about. In Jesus' time Jerusalem was the place to be. That was the city 

built around the temple. There were the priests and the leaders of the people. They interpreted the 

law and told the people what was right and what was wrong. You might have thought that Jesus, 

who wanted to reform the state of affairs in the country, would take up residence there where the 

action is. And indeed, during his active life Jesus went to Jerusalem every year, but he lived in Galilea. 

That was the part of the country that was thought of as backward, uncivelised, wandering in 

darkness. It was there that Jesus chose to live. It was there that He found his first disciples and 

performed nearly all his miracles. It was there that He held meals with taxcollectors and sinners. The 

scribes and Farisees were not amused. But Jesus told them, who held their noses up and thought 

themselves better than others, that the healthy do not need a physician, but the sick do. If you think 

of yourself as 'quite OK' you obviously have no need for Jesus. What use is extra light if you have light 

enough? But people walking in the dark welcome the lightbearer, who is wiling to lead the way to a 

hopeful future . 

We, in our christian churches, are slowly but surely starting to see the light in the others darkness. 

We start to recognise that God, in his love for all his children, is being adored in many ways in many 

different cultures. Let us pray that Jesus, the light of the world, will bring us together. That He may 

strengthen our mutual love and respect. That lightened by Jesus we may all together become 

credible witnessess to a positive, humane and attractive way towards God's kingdom. Amen 


