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The Apostle Paul was the champion of the early church. Many 

churches in Canada and around the world are called “St. Paul’s”. He was 
always a religious guy, but in his early years he was far from being a saint. 
And his name at first was not Paul, but Saul. 

While he was still fairly young, Saul was sent to Jerusalem to receive 
his education at the school of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3)—Gamaliel being one of 
the most noted rabbis in history. Saul knew his religion well and he knew 
his Bible: the Law and the Prophets. He was a Pharisee ... and not just a 
Pharisee but also the son of a Pharisee – a PK – a Pharisee’s Kid, and 
PK’s are just the worst!  (I know ‘cause I’m one too — a preacher’s kid!) 

He was convinced that his world view was the only right one and he 
was determined to eradicate any who disagreed – especially those Jews 
who believed that Jesus was the Messiah and that he had risen from the 
dead. Saul was present for the stoning of Stephen, the first martyr of the 
church. He was zealous in his persecution of the early church. But when 
Saul was traveling on the road from Jerusalem to Damascus on a mission 
to "arrest them and bring them back to Jerusalem" he encountered the 
Risen Jesus—and everything changed. 

As a result of that encounter—after hearing the Lord speak to him 
and say “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”— he was struck with 
blindness for three days. A devout follower of Jesus, Ananias, was told to 
go to a particular house and to pray for Saul, whom Jesus had re-named 
Paul, to receive his sight again and to be filled with the Holy Spirit. As soon 
as Ananias prays, Acts 9 tells us that: “immediately something like scales 
fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was 
baptized.” (Acts 9:18) 

In a dramatic way, Paul was set free. He was set free from practicing 
religion through a narrow focus that could only see his own way, and born 
into a real life-giving and transforming relationship with Jesus. Paul did a 
total 180. Most of us take a life-time to get what Paul got in one dazzling 
encounter and three days of dark reflection.  

Eugene Peterson who wrote the Message translation of the Bible 
writes this: “Through Jesus, Paul learned that God was not an impersonal 
force to be used to make people behave in certain prescribed ways, but a 
personal Saviour who set us free to live a free life. God did not coerce us 
from without, but set us free from within.” (The Invitation p.177) I love that 
line: I think that’s the difference between judgement and grace. 



As zealous as he had been in persecuting “those people”, Paul now 
began to preach far and wide to everyone and anyone. In fact, Paul 
became the Apostle who specialized in preaching to those who were not 
Jews — the Gentiles. In his early travels Paul founded a series of churches 
including in the Roman province of Galatia. Some years later, the Apostle 
Paul wrote a letter to the church of Galatia because certain members of 
their congregation were stirring up trouble.  

Here was the issue: many of the early Christians who had originally 
been Jews believed that all believers ought to follow the rules they did, and 
undergo the Jewish rite of circumcision as well as the rite of baptism. Since 
circumcision is not a particularly appealing ritual, this caused a giant 
division in the church. 

This reminds me of the story of a priest, a protestant pastor and a 
rabbi who got together each week for coffee and shop talk. One day they 
were talking about conversions to their faith and they agreed that 
conversions were easy if you had the right approach. The rabbi joked that 
he could even convert a bear! That did it — the competition was on! They 
decided to go out into the woods, find a bear, preach to it, and attempt to 
convert it. 

A week later, they met at the hospital to discuss the experience. The 
priest, with his arm in a sling and on crutches, goes first. “Well,” he said, “I 
went into the woods to find a bear. When I found him, I read to him from the 
Baltimore Catechism. Well, that bear wanted nothing to do with me and 
began to slap me around. So I quickly grabbed my holy water, sprinkled 
him, and lo and behold, he became gentle as a lamb. The bishop is 
bringing him into confirmation next week!” 

It was the pastor’s turn next. He was in a wheelchair, with an arm and 
both legs in casts. He said “Well, brothers, I went out and found a bear. I 
read to him from the Holy Bible. But that bear wanted nothing to do with me 
either. So I wrestled him down to the river, dunked him and baptized his 
hairy soul. And just like you said, he became as gentle as a lamb. We 
spent the rest of the day praising and glorifying God!” 

They both looked down at the rabbi, who was lying in a hospital bed 
in a body cast with wires and monitors everywhere. The rabbi slowly and 
painfully shook his head and said, “Looking back on it, maybe I shouldn’t 
have started with circumcision!”  

The Galatian church was divided over the topic of circumcision! 
Paul was furious that some were dragging them back to a way of thinking 
that was more slavery than freedom. It broke Paul’s heart to see the 
Galatians so divided. He knew how dangerous “us vs. them” thinking is to 
the church. 

How often have we seen divisions in the church?  



In recent years the division on the full inclusion of the LGBTQ 
community has been a major dividing issue. The United Church went 
through that disagreement 30 years ago. It was a very painful and difficult 
time. (I am so grateful that we are not in the middle of that divisive issue 
now when the church is facing the challenge of being Church in the middle 
of a society that is increasingly secular.) It breaks my heart to see how 
divided the United Methodist Church in the U.S. on the LGBTQ is — they 
were split almost down the middle on a significant vote a few months ago. 
And, closer to home, the Anglican Church and the Presbyterian Church and 
others are still divided.  

But in the history of the church, that’s just one division. The formation 
of the United Church in 1925 was very divisive – especially for the 
Presbyterian church, where 2/3 of the church in Canada voted to join the 
United Church and 1/3 voted to remain. Here in Brockville 93 years ago this 
month, after the vote at the Presbyterian church, the group who voted to 
join the union crossed the Court House Green to join this church. You can 
imagine how those who remained at First Presbyterian felt about this 
church across the green. No doubt we were THAT church! 

Church divisions are often the worst because people feel that so 
much is at stake. But because the church is made of human beings and we 
are each one of us broken people and also people who are wonderfully 
diverse, there will always be divisions. 
Today it seems the most difficult divisions come in the form of politics. We 
now seem to be in a cycle of perpetual political campaigns between the 
municipal, provincial and federal and we get swept up in US politics too—
but it means our differences are continually heightened.  

So how do we live?  
If you find yourself really wrapped up in a debate or division, try to 

take a deep breath and step back. While there are things worth standing up 
for, nevertheless it’s not good for you to get so caught up in the argument 
that you begin to lose it. When we totally lose it, no one wins.  

That’s what can happen in a fight. My husband sees this sometimes 
in his law practice where two people are angry over some property dispute 
and the fight gets so heated that neither side wants to sit down and work it 
out. Sometimes they don’t care how much money they spend — they just 
want to see the other side lose, suffer and pay. They lose all perspective 
about what they are fighting about in the first place.  

There is an old limerick that goes like this: 
There once were 2 cats from Kilkenny, 

Each thought there was one cat too many, 
They fought and they spit, and they clawed and they bit, 

Till instead of two cats . . . there weren’t any. 
 



Paul wanted the church in Galatia to remember who they were and, 
even more important, who they followed. They were the body of Jesus 
Christ whose love brings people together; not tears them apart. In other 
words, he believed there should never be ‘us’ and ‘them’. In the church we 
are united by Christ. As Paul says: “As many of you were baptized into 
Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or 
Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; 
for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28). We who are 
Christians need to do our part to bring healing and unity in an increasingly 
polarized ‘us’ and ‘them’ world. 

Throughout history there have been divisions in the church, but there 
have been also been moments of grace where we remember what is at the 
heart of our faith: the transforming and uniting love of Jesus. 

3 years ago, on the 90th anniversary of the United Church of Canada, 
churches were asked by the denomination to ring our church bells 90 times 
to celebrate. Wall Street doesn’t have a bell, but the Presbyterian church 
does. I asked if they might be willing to ring their bells for us to help us 
celebrate. Though 90 years had separated the great division, these things 
can run deep. So it felt wonderful and meaningful when the Presbyterian 
Church rang their bells 90 times to celebrate our Union – a union they did 
not want! This is a picture taken on that day of celebration. 

Another story of 
unity that I will never 
forget was at the 1990 
General Council meeting 
in London, Ontario– 
that’s the big meeting of 
the denomination that 
happens every few 
years with 100’s of 
United Church 
representatives from 
across the country 
meeting over the course 
of about a week to make 
decisions about the 

church. This General Council was the meeting immediately following the 
UCC’s 1988 decision to allow into full membership practicing homosexuals 
and therefore open the door to ordination to the LGBTQ community. Many 
from inside and outside the church came to protest the decision. I was a 
youth delegate from this church, and I remember one day when I, along 
with all the other delegates started filing out of the arena for lunch and we 
were met by a wall of pretty angry protestors. All of a sudden there were 



two groups facing each other. Each group started shouting opposing 
viewpoints at the other. It wasn’t at all dangerous, but it was really 
uncomfortable. And then something happened. One lone voice started 
singing ...  

 
“We are One in the Spirit, We are One in the Lord, 

We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord 
and we pray that all dignity may one day be restored, 

And they’ll know we are Christians by our love, by our love 
yes they’ll know we are Christians by our love.” 

 
This was not the end of the division, but for a moment tensions 

cooled and we remembered the bigger picture. 
This is not easy work. But as we follow Jesus we begin to change 

from the inside out and to see the world and those people through the eyes 
of Jesus. This is the path to freedom and the path to peace in our world.  

Let’s close by saying together the wonderful prayer of St. Francis: 
   

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace: 
where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; 
where there is doubt, faith; 

where there is despair, hope; 
where there is darkness, light; 
where there is sadness, joy.  

 
O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 

to be consoled as to console, 
to be understood as to understand, 

to be loved as to love. 
For it is in giving that we receive,  

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,  
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

Amen. 
 


