LEARNING FROM PAUL’S FIRST MISSIONARY EXPERIENCE
I am happy to spend this time of prayer with you
, reflecting on what I have entitled “Learning from Paul’s first Missionary Experience”. This being the Pauline Year, I am sure that you have already had time to study some of the Great Missionary’s letters and you have learnt a lot from him. By our vocation as Missionaries to Africa, our Societies (SMA and MAfr) can learn from how Paul went about announcing the Good News to people of a culture different from his own and how he invited people to grow in God’s Word. As the Lenten season is all the more rich in Scriptural readings, Paul’s invitation to grow in the Word is all the more relevant. 
I will concentrate mainly on Acts 13-14 which form, in itself a narrative block. What I am going to propose for your time of prayer is a lectio divina
 in which I will develop a bit more the first two steps – lectio and meditatio – but will leave it at that so that each person can enter afterwards in personal prayer  in the other 2 steps – oratio and contemplatio.
Luke’s Version of Paul

I have chosen to go by the description of Paul that Luke presents in the Acts of the Apostles, the second volume of his narration. This does not always coincide with the Paul we read about in the Letters. For example, whereas Paul insists on his standing as an Apostle, Luke scrupulously reserves the title only to the 12 who followed Jesus (Ac 1,21-26). It is only twice, in a passage we shall be considering today, that Luke refers to Paul and Barnabas as Apostles. Scholars explain these differences with different theories
. Although we are dealing with the same person, Luke’s presentation allows some elements to stand out more pointedly than we have them in the Pauline or Deutero-Pauline letters. 

Saul was already present at the time of the martyrdom of Stephen, and apparently approving it as a young zealous Pharisee (Ac 7,58), but he enters the story of Acts when he begins to persecute the early Christians (Ac 8,1-3). However, his meeting with the Risen Lord (34/35 AD) changed everything in his life for him. The story is so important for Luke that he presents it three times (Ac 9,1-19; 22,3-21; 26,12-18), each time with a different emphasis. 

After this encounter, Paul becomes so enthusiastic about the experience that he began to preach that Jesus is the Messiah (Ac 9,19b-22). However, the followers of Jesus were not yet sure of his conversion and he himself became the target of persecution in Damascus
 and later on in Jerusalem and had to return to his home town of Tarsus
 (Ac 9,23-30). This will be followed by years of silence, when we will hear nothing of Saul. There is even the comment that:

The church throughout all Judea, Galilee, and Samaria was at peace. It was being built up and walked in the fear of the Lord, and with the consolation of the Holy Spirit it grew in numbers. (Ac 9,31).
These must have been years of personal formation for Paul, during which he thought through the implications of his coming to believe in Jesus as the Messiah. 

After of the foundation of the Church of Antioch as a result of the disciples who had fled the persecution in Jerusalem, Barnabas was sent by the community of Jerusalem to encourage them. He went to Tarsus to “look for Saul, and when he had found him he brought him to Antioch” (Ac 12,25). Both of them worked together in Antioch for a whole year (c. 45/46 AD). 

Antioch of Syria was an important centre for the disciples. According to Ac 11,26, it was here that the disciples of Jesus “were first called Christians”
. It is from the Antioch community that Saul and Barnabas will be set apart by the Spirit for a specific mission (Ac 13,2). Luke is very explicit in the way he presents it:

While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them."  3 Then, completing their fasting and prayer, they laid hands on them and sent them off.  4  So they, sent forth by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and from there sailed to Cyprus … they had John also as their assistant (Ac 13,2-5).
Note the emphasis that it is the Spirit that is the principal agent of Mission. The first of three missionary journeys
 will begin from the community Antioch and it is to them that he will come back to give an account of what happened. Some have doubted the historicity of this first journey, but Luke must have based the narrative on such brief references as Gal 1,21-23 and Phil 4,15
.

From this moment, Saul will be more and more prominent in the story of Acts. From “Saul”, his Hebrew name, he will be known more and more by “Paul”, his Greek name (Ac 13,9). His name will even be mentioned first and it becomes clear that he is the one leading (Ac 13,43.46);

· Luke speaks of “Paul and his companions…” (Ac 13,13);

· When they are invited to speak in the synagogue, it is Paul who stands up and speaks (Ac 13,16ff);

· After the preaching in Lystra, there is an initial misunderstanding, but apparently it is only Paul who is stoned and not Barnabas (Ac 14,19).

Paul will be an important protagonist in the rest of the story of Acts. For today, I will limit my reflections to the significance of his first encounter with non-Jews in Lystra.
Sharing the Good News with Jews
The pattern of action apparently had been to preach first to the Jews in the synagogues (Ac 13,5.14) and when asked to address those gathered to worship, they tried to show how the promises of God had been fulfilled in and through Jesus (Ac 13,16-43)
. This appeared like a success story, but then things changed the following Sabbath. According to Luke, the coming of bigger crowds to hear them provoked the jealousy of the Jews, who contradicted Paul violently (Ac 13,45) and thus obliged him to turn towards the ethnê (Goyim) (Nations) declaring:
46 Both Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly and said, "It was necessary that the word of God be spoken to you first, but since you reject it and condemn yourselves as unworthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.  47 For so the Lord has commanded us, 'I have made you a light to the Gentiles, that you may be an instrument of salvation to the ends of the earth.'" (Ac 13,46-47)   

The phrase “light for the Gentiles” recalls Is 49,6, (cf. also 42,6; 60,1-3). Israel, even in the midst of her exile, far from home, felt a call to share God’s light / salvation with the other nations. In Paul’s encounter with the Risen Lord, he is commissioned to partake in this also, but in a way he had not expected (Ac 9; 22; 26; Gal 1,16). While the Gentiles rejoice, the Jews ensure that Paul and Barnabas are expelled from their territory and they have to move on elsewhere (Ac 13,48-52). 

Since the jealousy and opposition from the Jews is a constant theme in Luke-Acts, (cf. Ac 5,17; 17,5), it is questionable if things really happened the way in which Luke narrates them.  There is certainly a theological motif. Paul’s break with Judaism is not as radical as the story suggests. The proof is that although he had made his declaration about going to the pagans, in Iconium, the next town, Paul and Barnabas begin their ministry by preaching in the Jewish synagogue again! They are successful and then there is division again, because of the jealousy of the Jews and they have to leave the region for Lystra and Derbe (Ac 14,1-7). It is not till Lystra that he would have his first experience of preaching to non-Jews. Just as the disciples needed an extra push in order to begin reaching out to others beyond Jerusalem, Paul also needed an extra push before he began bringing the Good News to the Gentiles. In the case of the disciples, the push came through the persecutions; in that of Paul, it is from the opposition he met from fellow Jews. In either case, the narrator underlines that the protagonist of the mission is the Spirit and that he often leads in unexpected ways, times and places.
Sharing the Good News with Non-Jews

The experience in Lystra is the first of a series that Paul will experience throughout his ministry: opposition during his preaching to non-Jews in order for them to achieve a better knowledge of God and how Jesus saved them. Lystra is a turning-point for him, which is important from the three following points of view:

· How does the bearer of the Good News handle syncretism in the response?

· It justifies his new Gentile orientation;

· It proclaims that opposition will be part of the missionary experience.

A pattern emerges in these first scenes that will occur again in other encounters:

· The action or preaching of Paul as God’s mandated agent;

· His listeners’ misunderstanding with potential or real opposition;

· Rectification by Paul: (i) drawing the attention away from self to God as the source of the miracle; he does not take advantage of the ambiguous situation for his own glory! Paul remains a servant and not the master. (ii) God must be worshipped and not his agents. (iii) This is the time to turn away from self-made idols and turn to God. What are my idols today? How can I turn away from them?

· Further opposition from Jews
 or audience leading to the punishment of Paul;

· Continuing the mission elsewhere. The Word of God, in spite of this, goes on unimpeded. We discover that the Word is the real leader in the Mission and that Paul and his companions are agents. 

The collaboration between Paul and Barnabas would last anything between 6 and 8 hears (44/45-50/51 AD), before they sharply disagreed about the missionary approach and each going his own way (Ac 15,36). In the early years of any collaboration, everything is rosy, like in the first years of a marriage, or in our case, with a commitment, but with time, differences begin to appear and they are not always easy to reconcile. This is normal
. There was the question of John Mark deserting them in Perga in Pamphylia, which Paul did not appreciate. For some unknown reason, he decided to return to Jerusalem (Ac 13,13; 15,37-40). Some also speculate that apparently, Barnabas would have directed his preaching more to the Jewish Diaspora and thus the synagogues were important for him. Paul, on the other hand, would have been keener on reaching out to the Gentiles
. The story of Acts continues with Paul and new companions (Silas and Timothy).

Something must have enabled Paul and his companions to live their mission in spite of the internal and external difficulties they faced. This brings me to consider some of the apostolic attitudes we can learn from Paul and what we can ask him to intercede for us about. 
Some Pauline Apostolic Attitudes in Ac 13-14
The first attitude is the fact that Paul is conscious that he has been sent by God. Some exegetes have difficulty with the use of the term apostoloi in Ac 14,4.14 to refer to Barnabas and Paul
. It would have been enough just to mention their names, as is the case in other instances. We know how much Paul insisted on using this term for himself in all his letters (Ac Gal 1,1; Rom 1,1; 1 Cor 1,1, etc.). However, in Luke-Acts, the term apostolos is used exclusively for the 12 Apostles of Jesus. Acts 14,4.14 are the only instances of the term being used in Luke-Acts for people outside of this category. I see in it the recognition of God as the first source of their mission. Luke, at this crucial moment, when they set out, reminds us that Paul and Barnabas are sent by God.
Today, practically all (professional) Missionary Societies have journeyed from a conception of mission as “their” mission to mission as God’s mission (missio Dei), from building the Church to promoting the values of the Kingdom of God. The narrator of Luke-Acts shows that Paul and Barnabas have been sent by God. It is in this capacity that they acted in Lystra. The misunderstanding arises precisely because of the fact that their audience attributed their action to their god, Zeus, and his interpreter, Hermes. Paul and Barnabas do not take advantage of this situation.
A second attitude is that both Paul and Barnabas were conscious of the fact that God sent them through a community. At the end of the first mission, they go back to the community from which they had been sent and render account of what had happened since they went off in their name (Ac 14,21-28). They had been sent off in a team, much in the same way that Jesus sent his disciples (Lk 9,1-6) and later the 72 (Lk 10,1-12). In keeping with the biblical tradition, a testimony has to be borne by at least two people in order to carry weight. Being two, they were able to support each other and also enable their audience to distinguish the Good News from the person’s way of announcing the Message. The African Bible comments Lk 10,1-2 in the following terms: 

The 72 are sent two by two, to signify that the proclamation of the gospel is not left to private imagination, but is the work of a community. Whoever speaks in the name of Christ must be in communion with others in the faith, and cannot act independently from them
.
How often are we not tempted to say “my parish”, my school, my Christians, my students, etc., thus making ourselves the centre? When it is a community work, at least we begin to say “our parish”, “our school”, etc. Many Missionary Institutes stress teamwork precisely because of this. You know how, in many of our parishes, independently of our choosing, the Mission tends to be associated with one or the other strong personality, because he did not sufficiently reflect the community dimension in his way of being missionary. Paul and Barnabas will not be able to work together all the time, but at least, for the beginning, they bore testimony to the Good News together. 

The third apostolic attitude is the result of the first two. It is recognising that one is a disciple and servant of the message and not its Master. The properly trained disciple is like the Master, but does not replace the Master (Lk 6,40). Paul and Barnabas do not intend to usurp the place of God and accept some personal glorification or profit that their mission afforded them. Barnabas was called “Zeus” and Paul “Hermes”, the chief spokesman for Zeus (Ac 14,1-13). Both of them tear their clothes in protest against this blasphemy (cf. Mk 14,63) before trying to make them understand what they were doing
. 
A fourth apostolic attitude is prudence. When Paul and Barnabas met opposition in Iconium and knew that there was a plot to persecute and stone them, they fled to the next town, Lystra (Ac 14,1-6). In Lystra, after recovering from the stoning, Paul enters the city but moves on from there. There are situations where the presence of the missionary is an expression of solidarity with a suffering people (Algeria, Rwanda, Ivory Coast, Zimbabwe, Iraq, the State of Orissa in India, etc.) This is very much appreciated and respected, but unnecessary and reckless exposure to death is not what the Gospel asks of Jesus’ disciples. 
A final apostolic attitude I would like to consider is the imitation of Jesus, the Master. In Luke’s opening story of the ministry of Jesus (Lk 4,16-30), he shows how a disciple (Elisha) acts like his master (Elijah) insinuating that those who hear Jesus and become his disciples are to act like him and thus continue his mission
. As mentioned above, the Gospel shows the disciples are like Jesus in action, when they are sent forth on mission, even during his lifetime. The continue the mission of their Master. After his resurrection, Jesus promises them his Spirit, who will make them his witnesses till the ends of the earth (Ac 1,8). This happens, and when they begin to baptise “in the name of Jesus “(Ac 8,16; 10,48) and to act in his name (Ac 3,6; 16,6), it becomes clear that the one they are imitating is Jesus, the Master
. 
That Paul is imitating Jesus can be perceived in the first miracle in a non-Jewish territory. Scholars have not failed to show the parallelism between Jesus, Peter and Paul in this scene
.
The parallelism between Peter and Paul is visible in the miracles they work
  and the similar threats they face
; they escape in similar miraculous circumstances
. These remind the reader of some situations during the life of Jesus. 
Although not always a perfect parallelism
, this is Luke’s way of showing the continuity between Jesus and his Apostles and present-day disciples like us. It is possible to act like the one who sent us, if we accept our role as people sent together to share Good News in and through a fellowship with each other, in which God is the Master. We are instruments of his Kingdom and can never substitute the One who sent us.
Right from the beginning, the opposition does not put an end to the spread of the Good News of the dawning of the Kingdom of God. After narrating the death of Herod, a major obstacle in the spread of the new faith, Luke notes: “But the word of God continued to spread and grow” (Ac 12,24). This is observable in Ac 13-14. The Word continues to spread, even in adverse circumstances:

· In Antioch of Pisidia, “the word of the Lord continued to spread through the whole region” (Ac 13,49).
· In Iconium3  “... they stayed for a considerable period, speaking out boldly for the Lord, who confirmed the word about his grace by granting signs and wonders to occur through their hands” (Ac 14,3).
· Even after having been stoned in Lystra, Paul and Barnabas continued to Derbe and “after they had proclaimed the good news to that city and made a considerable number of disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch” (Ac 14,21).
This shows that the real Master is God’s Word that is spreading under the guidance of the Spirit. The disciples, like us, are God’s instruments. At the end of the day, the purpose of their mission is to let the Word grow in people’s lives and in their communities. They cannot afford to be obstacles to this.
What About Us? 
This part will be intentionally short, so that each person can allow the Word of God to speak to him and nourish his prayer according to his needs in the here and now. It is the time for the oratio and contemplatio - speaking to God who has spoken to us and dwelling in his presence in order to enter more fully into his vision. 

What I would propose is that although our recalling of our first time out in the mission is probably a distant memory, we can again call to mind some of the attitudes which have accompanied our practice of mission then and today. Then we ask ourselves: in how far do they resemble those of Paul and Barnabas on their first mission?  
During prayer time, let me speak to God about them and ask him to help me purify my way of being missionary in order to reflect more and more how Jesus, the first Missionary of the Father, was among us. Let me allow him to look at me and to speak to me. It supposes that I really take the time to listen. Imagine how disappointed you are when you are trying to say something to somebody and the person is distracted by something else. Let me offer God as much attention as I can in the time of prolonged personal prayer.
For the prayer time I have two proposals (for today or later on during this Lenten period):

A. You can take one of the stories of the healing of the paralytic either by Jesus, Peter or Paul. Identifying myself with the paralysed, I ask for the grace to identify what cripples me personally; where do I stand in need of healing; let me ask for the Lord’s help. Maybe it is a brother who will heal me, “in his name”.
B. If you prefer to you can also, during the prayer, re-member your experiences of mission, yesterday and now. You embrace how you live your vocation today as one sent by God. What have been some of the joys and where do you see that you obscured the message you bore to others. You offer it to God for the advancing of HIS Kingdom, asking for his help.

Remember, it is not the quantity that makes you enjoy a meal, but how you dispose yourself and how you savour it. Take the time you need, maybe to read some of the passages mentioned, or to make a personal review. Choose where you think the Lord wants to speak to you and dwell on it. Savour it as much as you can. 
Conclude the time of meditation with a well-known prayer like the Our Father that links us to our sisters and brothers who, like us, have been called and are also trying to respond as witnesses of the Kingdom.

Richard K. Baawobr, m.afr.
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� Lenten Recollection with the Society of African Missions (Rome 1st March 2009).


� Cf. Richard Baawobr « Lectio divina. Prayerful readings of the Scriptures » , in � HYPERLINK "http://www.mafrome.org/lectio_divina_gb.doc" ��http://www.mafrome.org/lectio_divina_gb.doc�.


� Odile Flichy (La figure de Paul dans les Actes des Apôtres. Un phénomène de réception de la tradition paulinienne à la fin du Ier siècle [Lectio Divina 214] Paris, Cerf, 2007) offers an in-depth  study of the Paul of Acts, after showing the different interpretations of the gap between the Paul of the Letters and the Paul of Acts (pp. 15-34).


� This escape, which recalls others in the First Testament (the Spies of Jericho [Jos 2,15]; David escaping the threats of Saul [1 Sam 19,20]), together with the story of his conversion, are the only biographical factors documented by both Acts and the Pauline letters!


� In the region of Cilicia in Asia Minor, present-day Turkey (Ac 9,11; 21,39). Some speculate that Paul’s family had been sent to Tarsus from Galilee as slaves and freed later on. I do not subscribe to this notion.


� Cf. D. Marguerat (Les Actes des Apôtres [Commentaire du Nouveau Testament Va. Deuxième Série], Genève, Labor et Fides, 2007, pp. 415-416) offers three meanings are possible to this term (i) self-designation: it would have been the way the disciples of Jesus referred to themselves with regard to the outside world. The two other occurrences of “Christian” in the NT (Ac 26,28; 1 Pt 4,16) seem to be in this sense. Why would it have been abandoned till the 2nd Century? Among themselves the term “brothers”, “saints” or “disciples” seems to have been the preferred designation. (ii) An official designation: given to them by the Roman authorities of the Syrian province, considering them as a political group of Christ-Messiah and distinguishing them from the Herodians. Why would Luke have introduced the term without commenting it? Was the group really so dangerous? (iii) A popular designation (nickname) by the people, as is often the case with a group that fanatically follows a master (Herodians, etc.). This would explain why the early Christians did not use it for themselves! However, this supposition is heavily based on one reference (in Tactitus), which attributes the burning of Rome in 64 to Christians!  According to Marguerat, (i) and (ii) are is improbable; (iii) is the most probable one and (ii) would have come as a result of it.  


� Different dates are proposed for the Missionary journeys. The approximate dates will be the following: 1st 46-48/49 AD [Acts 13,1-14,28]; 2nd 50-52 AD [Acts 15,36-18,22]; 3rd 53-58 AD [Acts 18,23-21,14]. Their designation as first, second and third journeys is from modern exegesis and not from Paul!


� J. Fitzmyer (The Acts of the Apostles. A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary [Anchor Bible 31] (New York, Doubleday, 1998), p. 495.


� Because the speeches in Acts follow a similar pattern, scholars also doubt if they were spoken in the manner in which they appear in the narrative. Having said this, they carry a message in the context of the narrative as a whole.


� The opposition from the Jews has possible theological overtones, as it serves the parallelism between Jesus and his disciples. Just as he had been opposed, his disciples are also opposed. However, the end result is the vindication of the one who is opposed.


� How do we handle apparently opposing views in a team? Uniformity is not necessarily the solution for everything.


� See the imaginative presentation of François Vouga (Moi, Paul! Paris [Bayard, 2005] pp. 134-136) which is quite probable!


� For J. Fitzmyer (Acts, p. 526), it is a failure to harmonise the sources. For C.K. Barrett (Acts, 1994, pp. 666.671) it is a trace of the “Antiochian Source” since it shows that Paul and Barnabas have been sent by their community. Recognising the difficulty, O. Flichy (Figure de Paul, p. 232) notes that in both cases where the term apostoloi is used for them, we have a group opposing Paul and Barnabas, who are apostoloi, speaking from their religious conviction. In Iconium, they are rejected, but in Lystra, they are recognised and even celebrated as apostoloi from heaven in name of the gods. Luke is thus using the word in its etymological sense. The question remains, why does he not continue using it afterwards?


� Nairobi, Paulines Africa, 1999, p. 1749.


� From Paul’s letters, we learn that when his opponents wanted to use the fact that refusing to be dependent on the communities he is serving is a sign that he is not a real apostle, Paul did not retreat from it. He continued on and explained why he has made that option (2 Cor 11,9-11). It allows him to experience what many go through when they have to work to earn their living, to valorise work (often seen as pertaining to slaves) and to maintain a free prophetic voice in the community in which he is living.


� Cf. R.K. Baawobr, Quand Jésus prend la Parole. Identité du Maître et naissance du disciple en Luc 4,16-30 (Thèse de Doctorat – Toulouse 2004), pp. 369-371.


� In the Pauline letters, he invited his readers to imitate him because he is imitating Jesus, even in the midst of difficulties (1 Th 1,6; 2 Th 2,14. There is reason to believe that what Paul asked his Christians in different places to do, he lived it himself (1 Cor 4,16; Gal 4,12; Phil 3,17). He had his eyes fixed on Jesus and always preached Jesus as the saviour and he himself as his Apostle.


� Compare the accounts of the following healings of paralysed persons: by Jesus (Lk 5,17-26); by Peter (Ac 3-4); by Paul (Ac 14). What are the common features in these accounts? What conclusions can we draw from this phenomenon?


� Cf. Peter heals Dorca at Joppa Ac 9,36-40 // 20,7-12: Paul restores a young man to life at Troas // Jesus cures a sick woman and restores a dead girl to life: Luke 8,40-56.


� Ac 8,9-13: Simon the magician tries to buy the Spirit, Ac 19,13-19: some Jewish exorcists try to exorcise like Paul.


� Ac 12,6-17: Peter’s escape from Herod’s prison Ac 16,25-34: Paul and Silas escape from a prison in Philippi.


� There is no parallel to the passion Death and Resurrection between Jesus and Paul (Cf. R.K. Baawobr, Jésus prend la parole, pp. 375-376). This obliges the reader to complete the “narrative gaps” and to accept that the disciple prolongs the master, but always remains a disciple.
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