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"Crossing Place: In life’s journey we cross many thresholds. Where will the path lead afterwards? ".
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May | speak in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen

This week a man named Jonathan Tallon, a New Testament Scholar, won a competition. The

‘Spirituality in Photography’ competition had drawn a wide range of entries, but Jonathan’s
came first.

In his black and white photograph of a field, the eye is first drawn to a winding path heading
upwards, but then finds that this is cut off in the middle by a stone wall, against which a small
ladder rests. Over the wall we see that the path continues to wind it’s way onwards and
upwards. The little wooden ladder looks like both an invitation and challenge, warm and
beckoning against the stark grey barrier of the hard stone wall.
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As | tried to interpret the spiritual meaning of the photo this week, | realised that the wall and
the ladder could easily be symbolic of Saint Paul’s famous encounter with Christ on the path
to Damascus.

The moment when the path of his life was transformed is reported in the Book of Acts. It tells
how Paul was on his way to Damascus when around him a light suddenly flashed, and as he fell
to the ground, he heard Jesus speak to him directly and then send him to the city to await
instruction. And just like in the photograph of the path, Paul got up, climbed the ladder of
Christ and walked onwards and upwards on the new path in his life.

This event is the subtitle of this mornings reading and if the Book of Acts account is like the
newspaper report of it, then Chapter 3 of Philippians is the inside scoop of that story. We can
hear from the horse’s mouth what impact the events of that day personally had on Paul.

And he begins his account by first looking back over the wall at who he was.

Upright, successful, high status.

Saul the Pharisee, Saul the blameless, Saul the persecutor.
Right pedigree, right education, right politics.

Righteous.

But because of that lightening flash, because of climbing that ladder on the way to Damascus,
because of that moment with Christ; Paul finds that all the things he highly valued were turned
upside down and inside out. Jesus Christ took him off one path and set him off on another.

Saul the self-righteous became Paul the faithful, and if he hadn’t we might not be stood here
today.

Paul’s legacy however, wasn’t in that conversion experience, but in his continuing fascination
with its theological meaning, and his subsequent commitment to it for the long term. Paul’s
ongoing relationship with the Jesus Christ he encountered that day, led him to keep searching,
to keep thinking, to keep writing, and to keep spreading the Gospel.
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Relationship with Christ is never only about the first ladder climbed (whether in the cradle or
in a conversion) but about the path that continues on and the many ladders to be climbed
along the way. It reveals the world in new ways and offers new realities and new possibilities,
and to help them understand this, Paul offered the Philippians, his profit and loss sheet.

‘Dear Sirs,

since trading began after the transition from old path to new,

| can report that losses have been made in a number of places.

Looking back, the gains | had ... are now lost.

Looking at the present day cashflow everything | have ... is now lost.

To be honest, | have to report that | have now lost ... all things.

But as the losses have happened | have also realised ... that they were all meaningless

anyway’

Papers thrown up in the air and with a shrug of the shoulders to the board members, Paul
describes the idea of Christian detachment from the things of status, social standing, and
success. The things that had mattered so much to him on the other side of the wall.

Loss of status, loss of standing, loss of success. Paul gives it all up, gradually and deliberately
detaching from any thing that doesn’t help him to draw closer to Christ.

Each time a new stone-wall prevented him from walking closer to Christ, he climbed over it.
Leaving the old paths behind as nothing more than meaningless losses.

Paul was not one to look backwards longingly.
But, what of the profits?

‘Dear Sirs,

| am delighted to report the profits:

We have found the value in knowing Christ,
the righteousness of faith in Christ.

We continue to seek to gain Christ,
to know Christ and
to be found in Christ.
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And we conclude that even just the idea and promise of these
are profit-bearing in real terms,
let alone the actual realisation of them’

Paul knew what he was aiming for and had come to see that nothing outside the pursuit of
Christ could even come close.

‘| press on to make it my own,
Because Christ Jesus has made me his own’, Paul writes.

In this letter of friendship, of counsel and wisdom, from Paul to his friends in Philippi - we find
a theology centred on friendship with Christ. The pinnacle of Paul’s Christology is revealed in
the pursuit of intimacy, is rooted in the prize of relationship, and the way in which this reveals
the world as it would better be seen.

Paul knew that Jesus loved him.

And Paul knew that he loved Jesus.

And he was so moved by this fierce and beautiful encounter that he wanted to become more
and more like Jesus, wanted to know Christ more and more.

What a fine ambition to have in life.

In Paul’s ‘last will and testament’ we find something remarkably simple.

At the centre of faith, for all Christians, whether cradle or converted, whether old or young,
is the pursuit of a personal and reciprocal friendship with Christ. A friendship that reveals the
true meaning of our existence, that reveals the truth of the social structures of the world, and
that reveals the depths and mystery of love. It lies at the heart of our Baptism, at the heart of
the Eucharist, at the heart of our invitation to others, and at the heart of all blessing.

Friendship.

Within Paul’s passionate account given to the church in Philippi is the living, guiding, spirit-
breathing friendship of Christ. The one who wandered around in Palestine looking people
straight in their eye, knowing them and befriending them. Revealing the many stone walls in

their way and showing the ladders to climb over them. Willing them onwards and upwards.

And Paul reminds us today that God is not some abstraction or far off figure, but instead,
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among us and with us, and, there in the person of Christ, inviting us to ever draw in more
closely to make true sense of this world and our lives.

‘Beloved’ Paul writes ‘| do not consider that | have made it my own, but this one thing |
do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, | press on

towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.’

Amen



