St. Paul’s Year in the Melkite Church of USA

(44th Melkite Convention, San Diego, CA, 2008)

The participation of our community in the Convention was great. 20 families have been present, plus our beloved 9’ NAMY and 2’ MAYA members.
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ.
It was a blessing to start with the whole Catholic Church during our Melkite Convention in San Diego, CA (July 2, 2008) the celebration of the Year of St Paul decided by His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI (from June 28, 2008 through June 29, 2009). This year commemorates the two thousandth anniversary of the birth of St Paul.

Born in Tarsus (in Turkey today) in a Jewish family of the Diaspora, Saul (later St Paul) went to Jerusalem to study the roots of the Mosaic Law in the footsteps of the great rabbi Gamaliel where he learned to lie “zealous for God” (Acts 2: 3).

This zeal for God and for God’s Law made him “try to destroy the Church in Jerusalem; entering house after house and dropping out men and women, he handed them over for imprisonment” (Acts 8: 3).

Then “he went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus so that, if he should find any men and women who belonged to the way (i.e. Christians) he might lining them back to Jerusalem in chains” (Acts 9: 1-2).

On his journey, as he was nearing Damascus, Jesus appeared to him saying: “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Paul said: “who are you, sir?” the reply came, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9: 4-5).

This was Paul’s conversion to Christ and to the Church. He went to Damascus, was baptized by Ananias, one of Jesus’ disciples and “he began at once to proclaim Jesus in the Synagogues, that He is the Son of God” (Acts 9: 20). He eventually joined the Christian Community in Antioch which subsequently committed him to undertake the spread of the Gospel in Asia Minor. St Luke tells in the Acts of the Apostles the story of his three missionary journeys, with all the persecutions he suffered in his mission.

He wrote 14 letters to the churches (9 named for the communities in which the recipient churches were located: Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philipians, Colossians and 1&2 Thessalonians. 4 letters named for the individuals to whom they were sent: 1&2 Timothy, Titus and Philemon. And the Letter to the Hebrews, the Christian Jews for whom it was intended).

In these letters St Paul proclaims his faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of God who was crucified and rose from the dead, and develops the plan of Salvation that God has decided for all the peoples and fulfilled in Jesus Christ and in the Church.

This plan consists in gathering all peoples, Jews and non Jews, in one family, the family of God’s children, and in one body, the Church which is the body of Christ. By this salvation, all peoples are reconciled with God: Their sins are forgiven through Christ’s redemption, and they are reconciled with each other.

The Redemption was fulfilled by the death on the Cross and the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. That’s why Paul writes to the Corinthians: “I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Cor. 2: 2).

This is the basic point of Paul’s Theology: to place Jesus Christ at the Center of our lives, so that our Christian identity is marked essentially by our communion with Him. A Christian is someone whose identity is Jesus Christ and whose aim is to become more and more united to Christ, so that he could say: “it is not I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.”

From this basic point, the union of all Christians with Christ originates the relationship between them: “all of you, who have been baptized into Christ, have put on Christ” (Gal. 3: 27). And consequently in the Church “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3: 28).

According to St Paul, Jesus Christ is the center of God’s revelation. He wrote to the Corinthians: “God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, has shone in our hearts to give light to the knowledge of the Glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4: 6).

In Christ we know who God is; for Jesus Christ “is the image of the invisible God.” (Col. 1: 15) “For in Him dwells the whole fullness of the deity bodily. And you share in this fullness in Him who is the head of every principality and power (Col. 2: 9-10). Amen.
