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“Finishing Up and Starting Again”

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray
Acts 9:10-31

Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. 
The Lord said to him in a vision, ‘Ananias.’ 
He answered, ‘Here I am, Lord.’ 
The Lord said to him, ‘Get up and go to the street called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul. At this moment he is praying, and he has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight.’ 
But Ananias answered, ‘Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much evil he has done to your saints in Jerusalem; and here he has authority from the chief priests to bind all who invoke your name.’ 
But the Lord said to him, ‘Go, for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.’ 
So Ananias went and entered the house. He laid his hands on Saul and said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.’ And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was baptized, and after taking some food, he regained his strength.

For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, and immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, ‘He is the Son of God.’ 
All who heard him were amazed and said, ‘Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem among those who invoked this name? And has he not come here for the purpose of bringing them bound before the chief priests?’ 
Saul became increasingly more powerful and confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Messiah.

After some time had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, but their plot became known to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night so that they might kill him; but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a basket.

When he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples; and they were all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple. But Barnabas took him, brought him to the apostles, and described for them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in the name of Jesus. 
So he went in and out among them in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name of the Lord. He spoke and argued with the Hellenists; but they were attempting to kill him. When the believers learned of it, they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus.

Meanwhile the church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and was built up. Living in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.

Sometimes life doesn’t go according to plan.  The degree we just got from an esteemed university opens no doors for us.  Our solid retirement plan dissolves.  Relationships surprisingly begin or surprisingly end.  
We are not where we thought we’d be at this point in our lives.  
One blog I came across on Facebook was written by a pastor in D.C. giving marriage advice – and she writes: “We have no idea what the future holds.  It makes me nervous with an engaged couple tells me their “plan” which sometimes goes like this:  ‘In 2.5 years we will have a daughter.  And then we’ll have a son 3 years later.  We plan to move from our condo into a larger home in the burbs in 4.2 years. And then . . .’  In the first five years of marriage, my parents both died, I gave birth three times and also had two miscarriages, we moved twice, and between the two of us we changed jobs three times.  In five years.  So good luck with The Plan.”

Deep down we know this to be true, and yet we are surprised when it doesn’t turn out the way we wanted.  We wanted control, certainty.  We had a plan.
Religious conversion is perhaps the most shocking disruption for many people, the most dramatic ending and beginning.  For those of us who spent our whole lives ignoring God or being even antagonistic toward God, when God shows up, it changes the entire course of our lives.
Anne Lamott describes her conversion experience in her book “Traveling Mercies.”  

Things were not going well in her life.  She was addicted to cocaine and alcohol, involved in an affair that produced a child whom she aborted, and she was helplessly watching her best friend die of cancer.  During this time, Anne visited a small church periodically.  She would sit in the back and listen to the singing and then leave before the sermon.  During the week of her abortion, she spiraled downward.  Disgusted with herself, she drowned her sorrows in alcohol and drugs.  She had been bleeding for many hours from the abortion and finally fell into bed, shaky and sad, smoked a cigarette, and turned off the light.  

She writes, “After a while, as I lay there, I became aware of someone with me, hunkered down in the corner, and I just assumed it was my father whose presence I had felt over the years when I was frightened and alone.  The feeling was so strong that I actually turned on the light for a moment to make sure no one was there – of course, there wasn’t.  But after a while, in the dark again, I knew beyond any doubt that it was Jesus.  I felt him as surely as I feel my dog lying nearby as I write this.  And I was appalled  . . .I thought about what everyone would think of me if I became a Christian, and it seemed an utterly impossible thing that simply could not be allowed to happen.  I turned to the wall and said out loud, “I would rather die.”  I felt him just sitting there on his haunches in the corner of my sleeping loft, watching me with patience and love, and I squinched my eyes shut, but that didn’t help because that’s not what I was seeing him with.  Finally I fell asleep, and in the morning he was gone.  This experience spooked me badly, but I thought it was just an apparition, born of fear and self-loathing and booze and loss of blood.  But then everywhere I went, I had the feeling that a little cat was following me, wanting me to reach down and pick it up, wanting me to open the door and let it in.  But I knew what would happen: you let a cat in once, give it a little milk, and then it stays forever . . . And one week later, when I went back to church, I was so hung-over that I couldn’t stand for the songs, and this time I stayed for the sermon, which I just thought was so ridiculous, like someone trying to convince me of the existence of extraterrestrials, but the last song was so deep and raw and pure that I could not escape.  It was as if the people were singing in between the notes, weeping and joyful at the same time, and I felt like their voices or something was rocking me in its bosom, holding me like a scared kid, and I opened up to that feeling – and it washed over me.  I began to cry and left before the benediction, and I raced home and felt the little cat running along at my heels, and I walked down the dock past dozens of potted flowers, under a sky as blue as one of God’s own dreams, and I opened the door to my houseboat, and stood there a minute, and then hung my head and said, “I quit.”  I took a long deep breath and said out loud, “All right.  You can come in.”  So this was my beautiful moment of conversion.

Paul’s conversion, which we have just missed experiencing in our text, is equally as surprising.  It has taken place not too long after Jesus’ death.   Persecution of the followers of the Way, which is what the early Christians called themselves, was imminent and when it hit full force, the believers fled carrying their faith with them, and it spread like wildfire.  
And Paul was right in the middle of all that persecution.  He stood by as Stephen was stoned for giving a long offensive speech to the religious leaders.  Paul watched over the cloaks of the executioners and nodded in approval.  He made it his mission to destroy the church.  
He went house to house and dragged men and women off to prison.  Paul went to the high priest asking for letters of introduction to the synagogues in Damascus in Syria, so that he could have a free hand to arrest Christians who had fled there and drag them back to Jerusalem.  And on his way to Damascus, it happened.  A blinding light, and a vision, and resulting blindness and Paul’s life was changed forever. 
Paul was a Roman citizen and a Jew.  He would have understood quite clearly why these Christians were so dangerous. The issue of the inviolability of scripture and its law, and therefore the unique status of Israel, was at stake. One scholar says that it is tempting to speculate that Paul had a very good grasp of the core of the Christian message before his conversion – which is perhaps why he was so zealous to stamp it out.  His conversion is a complete about-face, from zealousness against the Way to being its star missionary.  One commentator writes that such a flip is quite credible: “People's intensity in resistance tends to rise when they fear what they are resisting is perhaps valid.” 
Paul’s conversion is really a calling – now that Paul has literally seen the light he cannot help telling the whole world about it, even if that puts him in danger of the same persecution he was doling out.
What do we do with this conversion story?  Compare our own stories to it?  Regret that our lives were not more wayward so that we could have a dramatic conversion like that?  Celebrate that God’s grace can work in someone who seemed so unredeemable?  
One New Testament professor writes, “In much of our thinking about this story, there is a tinge of wistfulness, a yearning. Saul’s encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus was so definite, after all. So sure. Even if we dare to describe our own story as similar in some way, it pales next to the drama of the light from heaven. 
We do not really want something so strange and frightening to happen to us, but we would like the definitive proof that God does exist and that God cares enough about our lives and how we spend them to stop us in our tracks.”
One Presbyterian pastor shares this story: “On a rainy Saturday I stood on the front porch of a Habitat for Humanity house with a man I had never met before. We were volunteers who had come to unroll sod, plant bushes and sweep a driveway to make the front yard of a new house look more like a home than a construction site. As we waited out the weather under the shelter of the porch roof he began talking. He observed that, although its timing was inconvenient for the work we had planned, we sure needed the rain.  Then, not bothering with a segue, he went directly to his main concern and asked me if I was saved. When I told him that I believed I was, he asked for the date, time and description of my conversion. It is for moments like these that I think about making up my own version of the Saul-on-the-Road-to-Damascus story.  But it wouldn’t be true. I was baptized as an infant, raised in a faith tradition I was taught to love and respect, and gradually grew into the theological convictions I strive to live. Every day the conversion continues as I am changed by human encounters, the natural world and countless experiences that provide new insights into the nature of God.  My fellow Habitat volunteer was an outspoken pacifist, a good neighbor and a self-avowed Christian who knew with certainty the moment Jesus called his name and entered his heart. He knew where he was, what he was doing, what he was wearing.  I doubted neither the man’s religious experience nor his claim that since that moment his life had been infused with meaning.  It was his easy dismissal of a conversion of a different sort that bothered me.

The story of Saul’s conversion is not told as the normative faith experience -- it is the extraordinary one. Even within the narrative of Saul’s conversion there is another model of the converted life.”
And perhaps we missed him as we read quickly on in Paul’s story.  
Ananias was a convert to the faith, but he had walked a longer distance with God.  His relationship with God was conversational.  So when God appears and says “Ananias” he simply replies, “Yes Lord.”  No question about who was speaking – the voice was familiar.  But God calls Ananias to do something quite frightening.  God tells him to go Paul and restore his sight.  
And Ananias has heard of Paul.  Everything that has been spoken about Paul is violent.  Paul has come to Damascus to arrest Christians, so going to Paul seems like the worst idea for a disciple.  But God insists and Ananias goes faithfully.  
I relate to Ananias.  I was born into the Presbyterian Church, taught a faith and tradition that I love.  There were no blinding moments of conversion for me.  But I can tell a story of God showing up all along the way in small, less dramatic ways.  
I find hope in Ananias’ story that even for the long-term faithful of us, that profound moments of change still happen for us.  God still shows up and calls us to action.  God still pushes us outside our comfort zones, still calls us to acts of profound forgiveness or profound generosity or profound change.  
In these conversion moments we see something end and something new begin. The conversion moment for Ananias comes when he walks into the room with Paul.  Imagine the scene.  Here is this man Paul, by every account a violent man who has been the means of imprisonment and death for so many Christians, who is now blind and pathetic and hasn’t eaten in days.  And Ananias lays his hands on him and calls him “brother.”  

The Presbyterian pastor, the one who did not have the grand conversion experience, writes, “God’s means are tailor-made. Saul’s traveling companions didn’t see the light because the call was not for them. Some with subtler personalities than Saul’s, and some who are lifelong learners, come to know God by different ways because it is not as difficult for God to get their attention. But the lasting mark of conversion is not one date circled in red on the calendar, but the whole story of one’s life. In the end, Saul’s dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus is worth telling only because of what he did afterwards.”
Conversions, big and small, end something and begin something, and what matters is the result of that new beginning lived out over a lifetime.

And I want to end with Paul’s words as a charge to us:
We constantly pray for you, that our God may count you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your faith (2 Thessalonians 1:11).

You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light (1 Peter 2:9).

Amen.

