
Lesson 19: Paul, Apostle of the Mystical Body of Christ  

Paul’s Conversion and the Church as Christ Himself  

The identity of Jesus with his Church is strikingly expressed in his dialogue with Saul.  Saul had approved 

of the killing of Stephen, and he was going to Damascus to arrest more Christians, who at that point 

were called followers of the Way, Saul’s own way to Damascus was interrupted by Jesus himself.  

Read Acts 9:3-5  

Jesus refers to his followers as “me.” Not “them” but “me.” And if that’s not clear enough, when Saul 

asks who is speaking to him, the answer is, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” By the time Saul 

comes on the scene persecuting Christians, Jesus has already died, risen, and ascended to the Father. It 

would thus seem that Saul had never met Jesus himself. But Jesus claims that this is not so: Saul met 

Jesus in each and every Christian he persecuted.  

Were each of those Christians truly the presence of Jesus in the flesh? As hard has it might be to answer 

yes to that question, it would seem just as hard to answer no, when we consider Jesus’ own words to 

Saul.  

Read Acts 9:4-9 

It was shocking when Jesus explicitly identified himself with the Eucharist, when he said, “I am the bread 

of life” (Jn 6:48), and then repeatedly spoke in such literal terms as, “my flesh is true food, and my blood 

is true drink” (Jn 6:55).  

Is it any less shocking to hear him describe his followers as “me,” and “as Jesus?” And his words of 

identification are repeated three times in the Acts of the Apostles. In the second account, Jesus’ 

response to Saul’s “Who are you?” is even more specific, “I am Jesus the Nazorean whom you are 

persecuting” (Acts 22:8). Christ is really present in the Eucharist and his words reveal that he is truly 

present in the members of his Church.  

To Remain with Jesus Is to Remain with the Church  

Read Acts 9:10-16 

Jesus instructed Paul to go into the city and wait to be told what he must do. Paul went into the city and 

waited, not unlike the Apostles, who waited in the Upper Room. Jesus sent Ananias to baptize Paul.  

Read Acts 9:17-19 

As the Apostles received the Holy Spirit after their period of waiting, Paul received the Holy Spirit 

through the hands of Ananias.  

Read Acts 9: 2--30 

For Paul, to remain in relationship with the Risen Christ was to remain in relationship with the members 

of the Church. After Paul was baptized by Ananias, he stayed with disciples in Damascus. After three 



years, Acts tells us that “when he arrived in Jerusalem he tried to join the disciples” (Acts 9:26). He 

gained an understanding that belonging to Christ meant belonging to the community of the Church. 

Barnabas befriended Paul and took him to the Apostles. Paul wrote to the Galatians that one of the 

reasons he went to Jerusalem was to confer with Peter. Paul was much more educated than Peter and 

probably all of the Apostles, and perhaps a better preacher and writer, but he understood that he must 

be in unity with the leaders who had been chosen by Christ to bear his authoritative presence.  

Paul would not go on missionary journeys alone. Barnabas was his missionary partner at the beginning; 

later it would be Silas, Timothy, Titus, Luke, Priscilla, Aquilla, and other companions as well. When he 

wrote letters he would sometimes list the name of those who were with him and send greetings on their 

behalf, and he would also name specific people that he wanted to greet, or he would ask for people to 

come and help him in his ministry. As Jesus sent his disciples not two by two, Paul perceived that a 

bother or sister in the Faith is a privileged way that Jesus accompanies us.  

Fourteen years after first visiting Peter in Jerusalem, Paul returned because of the controversy in 

another town. He needed the be on the same page as the other Apostles, so he sought them for help. If 

what Paul encountered on the road to Damascus had been just a new religious doctrine, then there 

would have been no reason for him to check with the Apostles. He was perfectly capable of 

understanding and preaching doctrine. However, Paul encountered a Person, the Person of Jesus Christ.  

And if the Risen Jesus whom Paul encountered was present only in heaven and in isolated supernatural 

appearances., then Paul still would not have needed to check with the Apostles. Paul had seen the Risen 

Jesus himself; why did he need Peter?  

It is because the Risen Jesus referred to his disciples as “me” that Paul understands that Christ does not 

remain distant in heaven, but is alive and continually present in the members of his body, the Church.  

Paul makes sure to write to the Galatians the following:  

Read Galatians 2:9  

This approval, this partnership, guarantees that Paul is preaching the living truth. At one point Paul even 

corrects Peter and writes about it to the Church.  

Read Galatians 2:11-14 

He is not scandalized by Peter’s weakness and he is not worried that the Galatians will be scandalized. 

Paul recognizes that Christ’s presence abides and manifests itself even in weakness.  

Treasure in Earthen Vessels  

Because Jesus asked him, “Why are you persecuting me?” Paul realized that Christ is present in the 

members of his Church. He recognized Christ in Peter, even when he corrected him for his weakness. 

Having become a disciple himself, Paul also recognized the mystery of the living Christ manifested in his 

own weak flesh. Jesus even taught Paul the value of his weaknesses: that he not become proud, and 

that it be clear that the good he does comes not from himself but from the power of God. For, like 

Moses, who asked God that his speech impediment be removed, Paul asked Jesus to remove a particular 

weakness, which he experienced as a thorn in his flesh.  



Read 2 Corinthians 12:8-9 

Paul’s “glad boasting” belies the fact that his weakness was not something he only recognized interiorly; 

it was apparent to those who met him. Perhaps his evident fraility made Paul a more powerful witness.  

He wrote to the Corinthians:  

Read 2 Corinthians 10:9-13 

He commended the Galatians for welcoming him:  

Read Galatians 4:12-14  

And it was appropriate that they received this weak man as if they were receiving Christ Jesus; for 

earlier in that same letter Paul proclaims, “I have been crucified with Christ; yet I live, no longer I, but 

Christ lives in me (Galatians 2:19-20).  

Since Christ lives in Paul, it should not surprise us that the scandal of the Incarnation is magnified in him, 

and perhaps most especially in his human frailty. What was it about Jesus himself that so outraged the 

Pharisees and Sadducees? That a carpenter from Nazareth could be, not just a prophet, but the very 

presence of God in our midst. Mark portrays how this scandal arose when Jesus went back to his own 

town of Nazareth:  

Read Mark 6:2-3 

It is easy to think that if I were there, I would have believed in Jesus; but let us not discount the difficulty 

of accepting God with us, really with us, in ordinary human flesh. And let us be aware that we are not 

spared the scandal of the Incarnation; we too can hesitate at the difficulty of believing and welcoming 

Christ among us through ordinary and frail human beings of our present day. I wonder how many times 

my rejection of the vessel has kept me from the treasure? And when I think of witnesses in my life 

whose foibles may annoy me to the point that I congratulate myself on my patience, I tremble to think 

about the flaws that all those whom I encounter must look past in order to recognize a faint image of 

Christ in me! How merciful is God to mix himself up with us!  

God was not afraid of getting his hands muddy when he created Adam, and the Son of God is not afraid 

of the mud when he welcomes our humanity into communion with his divinity.  

  


