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This is one of the great stories of the Bible, the account of the conversation by which  Saul, the enemy and persecutor of the church, becomes the greatest missionary of the church.  In fact, when you hear this word "conversion" you probably think of Saul on the Damascus road, being struck down by blinding light.   When Paul says later, "if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation, the old has past, the new life has begun," he knew of what he was talking.  It was his own story of what can happen when someone is radically confronted and changed by Christ. 

Now I suppose I ought to say, that it is not my story—and probably not most of yours either.  Luke in giving us these dramatic conversion storied in Acts is not expecting that everyone will conform to this pattern of being able to name the date and hour and place where you were converted to Christ.   I grew up in a conventional home, with sporadic church going parents, who stressed moral decency and following the rules.  Over time, I found myself drawn to the Bible and to Jesus to bring wholeness and purpose to my life.  Gradually I became a regular  churchgoer, and in college sought out a Christian fellowship group.   There have been times when my commitment to Christ took big spurts ahead, but I didn't have the dramatic turnaround I heard about and sometimes envied in others.  I wasn't like those kids from Teen Challenge who came to our church and told stories of how they had been engaged in a life of drug dealing, burglary and mugging, and sporadic violence---until Christ entered their lives.   I  marvel when I hear stories like that of child actor Mickey Rooney, who after living a life of chaos, with alcohol abuse and gambling addition, and  being married 7 times, now finally  has been married to his 8th wife for more than 30 years.  What changed, he was asked by a TV interviewer, "I gave my life to Christ.  That changed everything.  I gave my life to Christ, warts, bruises, all.  That has made all the difference."  

My experience was a far cry from the Damascus road experience—no blinding light but a gradually awareness of God's love and plans for me.   


While Paul's experience may not be the only way to Christ,  and while we may even be cautious about razzle-dazzle experiences of God, still this story is a reminder that conversion is not a peripheral event in Bible times, or now.   Conversion is evidence of God's power to transcend our fears and wounds and create new life, to put behind old patterns and start afresh with new.   


Paul's conversion didn't come at some point when his life was falling apart.  In fact, Paul (Saul) was at the peak of his game as a persecutor of this new offshoot community, now being called "The Way,"  I like that way of describing Christians, which we hear for the 1st time in Acts 9---Following Christ is a "way"…a pathway…a journey to finding rich and full life.  It's not a series of rules or instructions, it's not institution which is trying to nail things down.  It is a way of approaching life, through following Jesus.  Saul has been ravaging these followers of the "Way." He had been present when Stephen had been stoned to death.  He took the initiative to get permission from the high priest to seek out disciples of Jesus in Damascus and bring them back to Jerusalem.   

On the road to Damascus, Paul did a 180 turn.  Writer Flannery O'Connor commented the "only way to make a Christian out of THAT one was to knock him off his horse."  Blind him, beat the arrogance out of him, reduce him to childlike dependence, so he had to be led by the hand into the city.  That's dramatic.  


Can you imagine Ananias' reaction when he was praying got this vision that he was to go to Paul and introduce him to the Christian community, and that Paul would welcome him. Ananias  starts arguing with the Lord—you can't be serious, this man is guilty of such evil and hostility.  You can't trust the likes of him, this must be a trick.   And  the startling message he gets is that Paul is God's chosen instrument , who will bring the gospel to the Gentiles.   Ananias goes to where Paul is, embraces him as a brother in Christ, tells him God's message.  Paul's sights is restored, he gets baptized, and begins meeting with the church in Damascus.   Paul's conversion makes his former colleagues furious; they are out to kill him, and so Paul has the first of his many perilous encounters, when he has to escape by being let down over the city walls in a basket.    Paul's conversion led him from being the prosecuted to being the persecuted.  

Paul made his way to Jerusalem, but when tried to join up with the disciples in the church there, they would have none of it.  They were scared to death of him—and simply did not believe he had changed.    It took Barnabas, whose name means "son of encouragement," to seek Paul out and brought him to the church, and said, in essence, "you have got to hear this story….it's the real thing."    Praise God for the Barnabas' of the world—nothing dramatic in his story, but their word of encouragement is so crucial to the life of the church.   Paul began preaching—and before long things got hot for him again, and he had to take off again, beginning a pattern of itinerating and spreading the gospel as he went.   


It's a great story, perhaps not our story, but this account of a radical turnaround of putting things behind and starting again reminds us that life in Christ demands change—lifetime, sometimes painful, often dramatic change. 


Christian educator John Westeroff argues that though there might have been a time when we could count on the culture to provide a congenial nurturing supportive atmosphere in which the Christian faith might flourish, those days are past.  In these times, when what may be needed is rescuing, detoxifying, saving people from a corrupt, fallen, though alluring world that wants to hold us captive, stories like Paul's conversion may make more sense to people.  People just aren't "acculturating to Christianity," and may get the wrong idea if the church simply seems to be accommodating comfortably to the world in which we live.   

Hugh Kerr and my graduate school dissertation adviser John Mulder edited a book you might find fascinating as I did—simply called Conversions.   The begin with Paul but then give first person accounts of nearly 50 people who had their lives turned topsy turvey by their commitment to Christ.  What strike you is just how varied these accounts are.  

One contemporary Damascus road experience comes from Anne Lamott, whose book Traveling Mercies we read as part of Faith Stretchers. She talks of her checkered religious exposure as a child, Roman Catholic, Jewish, Unitarian, but mostly she lived a life of competitive tennis  and serious play.   Then in a class, she was exposed to Kierkgaard's book Fear and Trembling, which is an account of that troubling biblical episode of Abraham being asked to sacrifice  his son Isaac on Mt. Moriah.  Anne Lamott tries to explain what happened next:

In the interior silence that followed my understanding of this scene, I held


my breath for as long as I could under the fluorescent lights—and then I 


crossed over.  I don't know how else to put it or how and why I actively


made, if not a leap of faith, a lurch of faith….I left class believing, accepting


that there was a God. I did not understand how this could have happened. It


made no sense that what brought me to this conviction was the story of a 


God who would ask his beloved Abraham to sacrifice the child he loved more


than life itself.  It made no sense that Abraham could head for the mountain


in Moriah still believing in God's goodness.  It made no sense that even as he


walked his son to the sacrificial altar, he still believed God's promise that 


Isaac would give him many descendents.  It made no sense that he was willing


to do the one thing in the world he could not do, just because God told him to…


(It made no sense) but I felt changed, and a little crazy. (p 28-29)


The great English apologist C.S. Lewis' experience was different but no less decisive.  For twenty years or more he labored with his skepticism about the divinity of Christ or even the existence of God, but he resisted labeling his conversion as the end result of an intellectual search.   Riding in a motorcycle sidecar on the way to the London zoo in 1931, stodgy, professorial Lewis was converted to Christianity.  "When we set out I did not believe Jesus was the son of God.  When we arrive at the zoo, I did."  Admitting he was among the most reluctant converts, he recognized this made no sense.  It was a sheer act of God's surprising grace.  In his autobiography Surprised by Joy, Lewis said it was as if God closed in on him, and all he could say to God afterward was "so it was you after all."   He didn't find new life. God found him. 

Sometimes we try to psychologize such experiences, talking about the deep inner needs, the confusion, the searching and seeking, which precedes such a conversion.  And surely in some cases, that is true.   But Paul's story is not that of a man who was miserable and tormented until he found a gracious God,  but rather the story of someone who quite unexpectly was encountered by the living God, and change was initiated which took a lifetime to play out.   Conversion, the book of Acts makes clear is God's work, not our own.   

Whatever our experience, what matters is not how dramatic the encounter, but how decisive our response.  Scripture rarely elevates the experience; it focuses on the quality of the service, the discipleship which develops.  Conversion is the beginning of the Christian journey, not its destination. 


An experienced counselor was asked "what have you learned in your over thirty years of counseling, of listening to people and their problems."  The answer was initially disheartening, "I've learned that people almost never, hardly ever change." Oooh.  But then he added,  "but sometimes they do.  And that's enough to really shake you up." 


Paul's conversation is not so much a "call" story  and a "vocation" story.  The drama of his turnaround is so dramatic that it gives him the strength to be fearless in his proclamation of the gospel, to be confident in his mission to the Gentiles.   But that is what matters.  Paul is under no illusion of how tough the journey is that conversion begins.  Change is tough. Time and time again he has to confess that despite his conviction that "if anyone is in Christ, he or she is a new creation,"  he falls far short of being fully "in Christ."  Again and again he has to admit that "the good he wants to do he doesn’t, and what he doesn't want to do, that he does. Wretched man that I am.  But thanks be to God who gives his inexpressible gift."   But he's on the Way, as a follower of the Way—and somehow it all looks different.   


A Methodist colleague was telling me about a guy in his church who had been an irregular churchgoer, but who was now there every Sunday.   After a few weeks, the man came up and said, "I just want to tell you how much your preaching has improved."  My friend wasn't sure whether to take that as a compliment or an indication of just how bad he had been before, so he just mumbled, "Well, thanks, I guess, but what do you mean."  The parishioner broke into a smile and said, "my wife and I have been to a Marriage Encounter…and its given us a new spark, a new excitement about our faith.  God really touched me on that retreat. Things I heard all my life like being born again, and forgiving my enemies, and taking up your cross,  and losing your life for Christ's sake now seem to make so much sense.   So I'm teasing about the sermons.  It's not them that are different.  It's me."  


Could it be conversion was beginning to do its work?   
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST  
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