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Sermon at St Mark’s 24/1/21 – Conversion of Paul 

Galatians 1.11-16; Matthew 19.27-end 

The conversion of St Paul.  It’s a feast day we don’t often celebrate at St Mark’s. 

Maybe we feel resistant to the idea of dramatic conversions, of suddenly ‘seeing the 

light’. Maybe we have a history of being made to feel we should have experienced 

something similar in our journey of faith. Well, I did want to tackle the subject, 

because conversions have been on my mind. Over lockdown I got back in touch an 

important friend from the past, and discovered that she had been going through a 

gradual but profound experience of conversion from Roman Catholicism to Reform 

Judaism, and has recently been accepted as a full member of her local synagogue. 

Angela and I have had some fascinating but certainly not always comfortable 

conversations about this. And some of those have been about Paul, without whose 

conversion and mission to the Gentiles, you and I and the rest of the Church 

probably wouldn’t be here.  

There’s a famous picture by Caravaggio which you may well know. It shows an 

enormous horse’s backside, lit up by a strong reflected light from a source we can’t 

see. Collapsed on his back at the horse’s feet is the young man Saul, dressed like a 

Roman officer who has just been humiliated by being comprehensively thrown from 

his horse. His helmet has fallen off, and his scarlet cloak is lying beneath him like a 

pool of blood. His arms are stretched out towards the reflected light – in appeal, or 

acceptance, it’s hard to say. There’s undoubtedly some artistic licence here. It’s 

highly improbable that Saul the tentmaker was rich enough to ride a horse. It’s 

inconceivable that this very devout Pharisee would have been dressed as a Roman 

officer – perhaps Caravaggio wanted to convey the violence of Saul’s intentions 

towards followers of the Way, as the Jesus movement was then called. 

But you’ll notice that we did not hear read an account that tells the familiar story. The 

dramatic details which feature in Luke’s three versions in Acts of the event – the 

terrifying light, the fall, the voice from heaven, the mysterious temporary blindness, 

the dependence on the hospitality of former enemies – all these are absent from 

Galatians, the earliest of Paul’s letters, written decades before the book of Acts. 

Perhaps Paul just wasn’t a storyteller, whereas Luke was a master at it. But the 

actual event of Paul’s conversion must have occurred only a couple of years after 
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the crucifixion, whereas Luke’s account was written 40 or 50 years later. Recruiting 

such a high profile enemy as a convert, who then became a deeply influential 

apostle, must have seemed like a miracle to the early followers of the Way. The 

dramatic details of his story must have been re-told many times – but not by Paul. 

Paul himself clearly sees the event as life changing, but what he focuses on is what 

the event means, especially in terms of his own authority to preach to others. Here in 

Galatians, he’s at pains to stress that he was converted by the direct intervention of 

God, and not by any human interactions or arguments either before or after the 

event. Never one to be falsely modest, he deliberately echoes the call of Jeremiah 

and speaks of being ‘set apart before I was born’ to preach Jesus Christ to the 

Gentiles. In the first letter to the Corinthians, ch 15, Paul tackles the subject again, 

but in a rather different way. After reciting the earliest known creed about Jesus, he 

lists all the resurrection appearances. And then he says – ‘last of all, as to one 

untimely born, he appeared also to me.’ The word means literally ‘a monstrous birth’, 

and there’s lots of shame there, since he had been a persecutor of Jesus’ followers. 

But also a staggering kind of pride, because whatever his unworthiness, this 

appearance of the risen Jesus gives Paul the credentials to be called an apostle. 

But I think we need to ask, what was Paul converted from and converted to? It’s 

easy for us to assume he became a Christian and simply shed his former life in 

Judaism. But I think this is wrong. In his time, they weren’t separate. Judaism wasn’t 

just one thing – there were lots of Jewish movements engaged in hugely fierce 

debates about how the law was to be fulfilled, and the Jesus movement was one 

strand of these. It became influenced by Paul’s theology of the cross, and his 

conviction that keeping kosher and being circumcised could be optional for Gentiles. 

But it wasn’t until decades later, after the fall of Jerusalem and its temple in AD 70, 

that the Christian way and the way which became the rabbinic Judaism we know 

today developed increasingly separate paths. A careful reading of Paul’s letters 

shows that he never ceases to be a Jew, continuing to attend the synagogue and to 

accept its discipline. He argues in a Jewish way, appeals to the Hebrew scriptures as 

a Pharisee would, and to the end of his life explores how God’s continuing covenant 

with the Jewish people fits with his convictions about Christ, and about how the 

Gentiles can be included.   
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Well, what about us? Does Paul’s experience mean that dramatic conversions are a 

Christian norm? I’d say rather that we should pay attention to what Paul does with 

his experience. The direction of his life is profoundly changed, as we know, but it’s 

more than that. He spends the rest of his life reflecting on what it means, 

interrogating his own legitimacy, and seeking to understand how his new way of life 

relates to his old way of life and to those who do not share his new convictions. 

Perhaps not all important conversions are directly about our faith. Maybe we have 

experienced other profound and life altering conversions (whether sudden or 

gradual) over our lifetime, which we should reflect upon. Some have discovered a 

new sexual orientation, or sense of gender identity; some have moved beyond 

certain political or ideological beliefs they were brought up in; some have found 

they’re unable to stay in relationships they expected would be lifelong, or entered 

relationships they never expected to have. Let’s face it, some have felt compelled by 

God to leave behind a fundamentalist Christianity they used to espouse. These too 

can be called conversion experiences, because they disrupt our lives with the 

urgency of a new vocation. There may have been pain or bewilderment as well as 

joy in living them out; there may have been important roots or people from whom we 

are now estranged. Or on the other side of things, we ourselves may have felt 

abandoned by others who seem to have moved away from us to a place where we 

can’t reach them. 

The thing is, not all conversion experiences are necessarily positive – something 

much easier to observe in others than in ourselves. Looking at just the last four or 

five years in Britain and the US, it’s become clear how startlingly quickly swathes of 

the population (including Christians) can be converted to xenophobia, white 

supremacy, or to irrational and anti-scientific beliefs like the anti-vaxx movement, or 

to evidence-free conspiracy theories, or to a cult-style attachment to a mendacious 

strongman politician who shreds democratic norms with impunity. Conversion has to 

be constantly tested against reality, integrity, and our fundamental values. And it has 

to be lived in thoughtful dialogue with those we have left behind, or who oppose our 

newer convictions.  

So today let’s celebrate Paul, that curious and passionate zealot, first against Christ 

and then for him, but let’s also ponder the source, the meaning and the 

consequences of conversions within our own lives and in our wider world. 
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