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Prayer for Illumination

Acts 9: 1-22
Meanwhile Saul, 
still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, 
went to the high priest 
and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, 
so that if he found any who belonged to the Way, men or women, 
he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 

Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, 
suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 
He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, 
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 
He asked, “Who are you, Lord?” 
The reply came, 
“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 
But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” 
The men who were traveling with him stood speechless 
because they heard the voice but saw no one. 
Saul got up from the ground, 
and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; 
so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 
For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.

……
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.
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……R
What a story!  Incredible.  Perhaps even… unbelievable.  

And Luke, the author of Acts, knows it… which is why he repeats this same story not just once, but two more times, as Paul recounts his conversion experience again in chapter 22 and then again in chapter 26.

……J
And why wouldn’t Luke repeat it?  It’s one of the most remarkable stories in Scripture, which is saying something.

But that doesn’t mean we all love this story.  Or even like it.  

Like many call stories we uncover in Scripture… Saul’s call is incredible and powerful… but it can also make us uncomfortable.  At the very least, I think we can agree it’s hard to relate to.  

……R
Absolutely.  After all is, many in the church today were born into the Church… never really knowing life without faith.  Which means they haven’t had the opportunity to have any kind of dramatic call or conversion experience in which they suddenly found faith… or suddenly changed and became a follower of Christ, like Saul… 

And let’s be real.  Even for the many who weren’t born into faith, right?... even for those of us who do know a thing or two about life without faith compared to life with faith… I know of exactly no one who has heard the voice of God speaking amid a light so bright it blinded them.  

So when we get to a passage like this… a passage of such radical change and transformation as happened to Saul… I think it’s only natural to wonder…
· Really?
· Did Saul really hear Jesus say all these things?
· Did he really see a light so bright it left him blind for three days?
· And when Saul’s sight was restored… did her really, and just that immediately, transform from one of the early church’s greatest persecutors to, perhaps, its greatest champion?  

……J
Like the call stories of the old prophets and then the disciples in their fishing boats who just upped and left their entire lives behind in order to follow Jesus…  These stories present a challenge… because we don’t get to encounter Jesus walking along the shoreline… just as we don’t hear Jesus speaking amid a beaming bright light.  Our call stories… our conversion experiences have little to do with anything we read in Acts 9.

And yet… and yet… we’re here, aren’t we?  In this sanctuary… or in our livestream…  worshipping.  
· You’re here when you don’t have to be.
· You’re here when there are other things you could be doing. 
You’re here because something has called you… something has beckoned you to more… or different.  And you’re here, at least in part, to explore that something more… to at least taste something different.

……R
And to be perfectly honest, while we’re certainly not like Saul was—breathing threats and murder against our opponents, eager to throw followers of Jesus into jail—we can at least own that not a single one of us has our acts perfectly together.  I know I don’t.  

As we’ve been talking about the past three weeks of Lent… we all know a thing or two about the need for grace—our need to seek it and our need to give it.

And we all know a thing or two about our need to let go of other’s expectations and assumptions for us.  

Which means that, while we may not have been exactly where Saul seemed to be at the beginning of Acts: 
· we all know at least a thing or two about being lost even when we think we’re found.  
· We’ve all experienced what it’s like to have been in desperate need healing and wholeness even though we didn’t realize how broken we were.  
· Just as we’ve all been blinded by our pride… and by our certainty.  

……J
As the scholar Stephen Jones says so well, while none of us know exactly what it was like to walk in Saul’s shoes, “We’ve all been headstrong, stubborn, blinded to our own ambition, selfish to meet our own need, caught in addictive behaviors… oblivious of the true cost to others or to ourselves.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Stephen D. Jones, “Homiletical Perspective on Acts 9: 1-6 (7-20), Feasting on the Word:  Year c Volume 2, edited by David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor (Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2009) 403, 405.] 


……R
While examples overflow, he names a few:
· The hard-driving business woman who is so determined to get a promotion that she loses her fiancé
· The teenager, angry and hurt, who can’t forgive a parent’s error
· The man who is so locked up in his emotions that he can’t express his love for his spouse
……J
· The revengeful lover who would rather harm their partner than seek reconciliation
· The employer whose prejudices prevent him from promoting women equally
· The partisan politician incapable of compromise
……R
· The athlete incapable of sportsmanship
· The elder unwilling to confront their bigotry
· The demanding parent who can’t seem to give a child a break.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 


……J
We’ve all been blind to our need to change… just as we’re all, undoubtedly, still blind to some of the spots within and around us that God is, even now, trying to show us need to change.

It’s part of what makes change so hard.  We have to see our need for it… in order to do it.  And in order to see it, we have to first find the courage to look.

Look not necessarily at what needs to change.  After all… how can we look at what needs to change if we’re blind to it?  

Rather… we must first find the courage to simply be willing to look at things through perspectives other than our own.  We have to find the courage to set our pride and certainty aside long enough to admit we don’t see it all… Admitting that because  we don’t see it all… we can’t possibly understand it all?

……R
Our story today illustrates this beautifully in a remarkably subtle way.

We don’t know much about Ananias—only that he was a disciple to whom God came calling.  “Ananias,” God called, “Get up and go see a man named Saul from Tarsus.”

But Ananias wasn’t having it.  “Are you kidding me?” he asked.  “I know who Saul is.  He’s vicious.  Everywhere he goes, he throws followers of Jesus into jail.  No way I’m going there.”

Of course, Ananias was right.  By any reasonable logic, Ananias would’ve been a fool to seek Saul out. Saul had been a monster to people like him.  

But God explained, “Ananias, there is a kingdom much bigger than you can see.  And plans underway that are much greater than you can understand.  Saul is an instrument I’ve chosen to bring Gentiles into the covenant.  So go, Ananias.”

And Ananias went.  Ananias changed his mind.  All because he was willing to be open and listen.  He was willing to admit that he may not see the situation perfectly… that there may be more to the picture than he previously understood.  

……J
To which there is absolutely NO shame, right?  Regardless of what you may have been told, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with changing your mind.  There’s absolutely nothing to be ashamed of when we realize our current path isn’t the best one for us.  Or that our current approach to something needs correcting… or that our understanding of a person or situation needs expanding.  

There’s nothing wrong with changing your major in college… or even transferring to a different college altogether.

Just as there’s nothing wrong with deciding your current field of work isn’t for you and changing jobs… or going back to school to do learn something new.

……R
There’s nothing wrong with admit admitting your body is not what it once was… That you can do some of the things you once did.  

That it’s time for single-floor living—or assisted living.  

Just as there’s no shame in finally uncovering a prejudice or addiction you didn’t realize was within you… and confronting it.

……J
Far from anything shameful, it takes great courage… and tremendous faith… to look beyond what is in order to see what God says can be.  Just as it takes great courage and tremendous faith to then pursue such a change.  To look at ourselves and those around us not simply from our own perspective… but from the perspective of love and grace God has given us.  A perspective through which God calls us to see the world. 

……R
In many ways, it’s what the season of Lent is all about.  Finding the courage of our faith to see the distance between the lives we are living… and the lives to which God is calling.  And then… doing something about it.  Not simply sitting back and pretending nothing can be done… but understanding that God has given us eyes and hands and hearts of faith so that we can keep pursuing the changes God makes possible—within us and around us.

……J
Amen.


