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Pentecost 3 
June 5, 2016  
Shepherd by the Sea – Gualala, CA 
 
The apostle Paul had at least one thing in common with the 
current candidates for President of the United States: he had to 
establish that he was trustworthy enough to be a leader with 
authority.  Not as a President, mind you, but a missionary of the 
Faith to the Gentile people. Paul was writing to a church divided 
and to accomplish his task on behalf of the Gospel of Christ, Paul 
needed the Galatian people to regard him as an authentic and 
trustworthy spiritual leader. The people who knew his history had 
good reason not to trust him. When he was Saul – before he 
became Paul after his encounter with Christ and his conversion to 
the Jesus way – Saul was a fanatic for the Jewish faith and 
sought to obliterate the infidels who have abandoned the Jewish 
tradition by following Jesus.  In modern language, we might say 
Saul was a religious terrorist. Tradition has it that he was present 
for the stoning of Stephen. He was, by his own admission, more 
zealous than others in supporting the traditions of his Jewish 
ancestors against the Jesus movement.   
 
It is a stretch, I will admit, to connect the apostle Paul and the 
current presidential campaign but bear with me for a moment.  
Both situations are about trusting leaders and trust is a critical 
issue in our nation at this time as it was in the church in Galatia.  
On what basis do we decide which political candidate to entrust 
with the office of president?  When there is so much suspicion 
and cynicism in the air, what are we listening for to determine 
trustworthiness? By what criteria do we determine whom to trust?  
And can we learn anything from Paul’s letter to a troubled church 
that might inform decisions we must make about leadership in this 
country?  I will admit that these are questions that weigh heavy on 
me at the moment. Maybe you too.  



	 2	

Apostle Paul does not tell us why he begins his letter to the 
Church in Galatia with a forthright confession about his previous 
life. It is unlikely there were polls to identify that his ratings as a 
person to trust had plummeted.  There no television debates in 
which to make his case and no primaries to track his appeal. But 
there were plenty reasons for people to question Paul’s 
trustworthiness or to wonder if he represented the right 
interpretation of the Jesus way. We know now, with the benefit of 
history, that the conflict in Galatia was a critical issue for the early 
Church. It was sort of a religious red state-blue state dilemma. 
Would the Jesus movement be inclusive? Paul himself was 
dismayed at what had happened in Galatia.   
 
One group of Jesus followers – Jewish Christians – were telling 
another group of Jesus followers – Gentile Christians – that they 
were not fully members of God’s family unless they adhered to 
Jewish requirements – namely circumcision for men.  The 
question was whether Gentile Christians had to become Jewish to 
be part of the Family of God? What is at stake is the freedom from 
strict obedience to the law that comes with faith in Christ. Later in 
the letter, the Apostle Paul gives a very clear answer that set the 
direction for Christianity until now.  “For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only 
thing that counts is faith working through love.” (5:6) Being in 
Christ is from faith, not from following the law of Moses.  It is 
difficult for us – a couple centuries later – to fully comprehend the 
significance of this early church struggle.  However, if the Jewish 
Christians had prevailed, followers of Jesus would have remained 
a sect of Judaism and may not have survived and certainly not 
become a worldwide movement. 
 
So it matters even to us – in the Christian story – that the apostle 
Paul was able to establish himself as a trustworthy authority and a 
missionary to be entrusted with the Gospel.  So I wonder in our 
time of political decision-making whether perhaps – just perhaps – 
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there might be something to learn from how the Apostle Paul 
dealt with his past as Persecutor Saul and established himself as 
a trustworthy leader for the Jesus Movement he once sought to 
destroy.   
 
Candidates for political office in the United States seek to 
establish themselves as an authority that should be entrusted with 
power in a variety of ways – some good, some not so good. They 
promise the moon or at least more than they could ever deliver in 
the first 100 days in office; they seek to promote themselves by 
diminishing others or questioning the trustworthiness of their 
opponent; they declare their competence; they rehearse their 
experience or catalog their accomplishments; they minimize their 
failures or mistakes and amplify the failings of their opponents. 
You can add to the list.   
 
The Apostle Paul did none of those things.  He began by honestly 
acknowledging his past.  “You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier 
life in Judaism.  I was violently persecuting the church of God and 
was trying to destroy it.”  Paul acknowledges that he was very 
good at being a religious terriorist.  As a matter of fact, he says, “I 
advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the 
same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my 
ancestors.” (v.14)  Saul, as he was called then, believed strongly 
that followers of Jesus were the enemy of the true faith of Israel.   
 
What is ironic is that Paul the apostle of Christ did not apologize 
for his violent life as Saul the persecutor of Christians.  He was 
loyal to the faith he had been taught. Then suddenly, dramatically, 
Paul’s life was changed by his encounter with Christ.  Because of 
that personal experience of the Risen Christ on a road, Paul 
believed he was entitled to be called an apostle – just like Peter 
and James and John, other leaders of the church who had walked 
with Jesus as disciples.  Paul’s authority is from Christ.  Not from 
the Establishment.  Not the product of a divided platform 
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committee.  “The Gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of 
human origin” (v.11) he said. 
 
In order to emphasize that his call is directly from God, and in 
order to be sure he would not be limited by any human authority 
in his call to proclaim Christ among the Gentiles, Paul did not 
seek the approval of the influential leaders in Jerusalem.  He did 
not, as we might say it today, seek the endorsement of the 
Establishment for his mission to the Gentiles. He had nothing 
against the Establishment – at least not that we are told – but 
Paul simply wanted to be able to say that his authority was from 
God and not any human source.  Only after he had been in Arabia 
(now the region east and south of Syria) for three years did he 
meet with Peter (called Cephas) and others in Jerusalem.  And 
eventually Paul took on the establishment of the Jesus movement 
on behalf of Gentile people with one clear message – said in 
many ways throughout his correspondence with the people of 
Galatia: Followers of the Jesus way are not constrained by old 
Jewish laws BECAUSE ‘for Freedom Christ has set us free’.  
 
So – can we learn anything from Paul’s way of establishing his 
trustworthiness that will translate to the current political 
campaign?  Probably not.  We would be very nervous – and 
rightly so – if political candidates declared that they had been 
chosen by God for the position they seek – from before they were 
born.  Moreover, we would be hardpressed to support a candidate 
who keeps to him or herself as the apostle Paul did, campaigns 
under the radar screen, does not consult with others, ignores 
established leaders and continues to buck the establishment with 
a single vision.  So the apostle Paul does not give us a clear 
blueprint for modern political campaigning.  Except for one thing.   
 
Paul’s trust in the grace of God that made his transparency 
possible. Because Paul trusted God’s graciousness, he did not 
hide who he was or who he had been. The past is the present.  
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We can only do something new now by acknowledging what has 
gone before – however problematic. It is a complex moral and 
political truth that transparency builds trust. 
 
The other two lessons assigned to the 3rd Sunday in Pentecost 
demonstrate how working miracles – bringing people back to life 
who had been dead – creates trust in a leader quickly. The 
prophet Elijah is distraught that the son of the widow of Zarephath 
with whom he was staying has died.  The widow blames the 
prophet for her son’s death. The prophet implores God to restore 
the child, the child lives and the widow is won over.  “Now I know 
that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in your 
mouth is truth.” (v. 24)  
 
The Gospel from Luke tells a similar story about bringing a 
widow’s son back to life.  On his way to the town of Nain, Jesus 
and his disciples encounter a funeral procession carrying the 
body of a widow’s son for burial.  When Jesus saw the widow, he 
had compassion on her, touched the burial stand carrying the 
coffin – and told the dead young man to get up.  And he did.  The 
crowd was afraid but they were certain that a great prophet had 
come among them.  He is to be trusted a prophet from God.  The 
word spread and crowd increased.  More people came to the 
rallies.  Again – as with Elijah – miracles build trust.   
 
We respect and trust transformative leaders – men or women who 
bring life out of death – whether in people, or neighborhoods, or 
cities, or economies.  The underside of this gift of restoring life is 
that we then expect political leaders to work miracles all the time 
and turn on them when we discover that they have limited magical 
powers or when miracles don’t keep happening. The seeds of 
disappointment and cynicism are in trusting leaders only because 
they to have magical influence or promise miracles.  
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It is just as well that I did not find a blueprint for building trust in a 
political campaign from the texts for today. The Bible is not a 
political handbook even though it is deeply committed to the body 
politic.  However, in addition to the seeing more clearly from the 
Apostle Paul’s story the centrality transparency for 
trustworthiness, I identified three questions from these reflections 
that shape how my understanding of the Christian Gospel informs 
my political choices.  If widely practiced, I believe those questions 
could also transform our current political circus into a sustained 
quest for trustworthy leaders for our time. 
 
First. WHAT IS THE DRIVING VISION?  Authenticity is deepened 
by coherence when our person and our passion is matched by a 
transforming vision.  For those who follow the Jesus way, that 
transformative vision is inclusive about belonging to the human 
family and compassion for the most vulnerable among us. At the 
time of Jesus, widows who then lose a son who provide for them 
were among the most vulnerable.    
 
Secondly, IS MY PARTICULAR VISION OR THE CANDIDATE’S 
VISION PART OF A LARGER TRANSCENDING WHOLE? That 
is to say, it’s not all about me. Especially an office as powerful as 
the President of the United States is not about me.  Paul wanted 
above all else for people to understand that the message he 
preached was not from him – not of human origin – because it 
was from God. He preached Christ crucified.  While Paul was 
capable of calling attention to himself – and did from time – in the 
end the message he preached was not his own.   
 
Thirdly, CAN WE BE SURPRISED BY GOD’S ACTING IN THE 
ORDINARY CIRCUMSTANCES OF LIFE? Transformative 
change occurs – movement from death to life happens – in 
ordinary time and ordinary circumstances and often when we 
least expect it.  Saul was on his way to Damascus to terrorize 
more infidels when he encountered Christ and became Paul the 
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missionary to the Gentiles.  The widow of Nain was on the way to 
bury her son and instead of death and grief, there was new life.  
What you and I need to know – perhaps it is all we need to know 
– is that new life is possible on the way.  We are surprised by God 
with new life when we least expect it.  These words of WH Auden 
at the end of his Christmas verse drama called For The Time 
Being capture for me this expectation of surprise.   
 
He is the Way. 
Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness; 
You will see rare beasts, and have unique adventures. 
 
He is the Truth. 
Seek Him in the Kingdom of Anxiety; 
You will come to a great city that has expected your return for 
years. 
 
He is the Life. 
Love Him in the world of the Flesh;  
And at your marriage all its occasions shall dance for joy.   
 
 
 
 
 


