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In our homiletic romp through the biblical who’s who this year, somehow I have managed to avoid the Apostle Paul. Each Sunday we have explored “faithful living” through a different character from scripture, but until today, we – rather, I – had skipped the Apostle.  

Paul is a tough person to characterize. He is reviled by some, revered by others. Some find him narrow-minded and dogmatic; others see him as liberating and powerful. Like him or not, we cannot deny the profound influence Paul has on the early Christian Church. It is Paul’s hard work, after all, Paul’s itinerant ministry, Paul’s theological imagination, Paul’s preaching and letter-writing and organizational skill that gives the early Christian movement its form and shape. 

One of the most intriguing things about Paul is his background. As a young man, known then as Saul, he develops a reputation as an unrelenting persecutor of Christians. He is a fierce and vicious Pharisee. Maybe he has serious childhood issues and works them out on the Christians. Maybe he was abused as a boy and is now merely repeating the family pattern. Whatever the cause, Saul has a particular passion for preying on the Jesus people. 

But all of that is about to change. 

God has something else in mind for Saul, the zealous Christian-killer. Maybe God sees leadership qualities in him that would be helpful in spreading the gospel. Maybe God relishes the sheer irony of it all – calling into ministry in the name of Jesus the lead persecutor of the young Christian Church. 

God likes a challenge – which is good news for all of us, is it not?

Any story of life-changing conversion – whether it happens quickly or over a life-time, as is true for most of us – is compelling. That is certainly true of Saul’s account. As we read in the Book of Acts, one day Saul tells the Temple leaders in Jerusalem that he is leaving for Damascus, to go look for followers Jesus. Those he finds he will bring back, presumably to be put to death. Saul is on a murderous mission.

But a strange thing happens on the way to Damascus. God is lying in wait for Saul and ambushes him – knocks him off his feet, throws him to the ground, blinds him with a brilliant light, and leaves him and his traveling companions speechless. God does the talking, and God gets right to the point: “Saul,’ God says, “Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

“Who are you?” Saul stammers in response. 

“I am Jesus,” comes the reply, “the one whom you persecute.”

Then, with no further explanation, the voice of Jesus tells Saul to get up and go into Damascus, where he will be told what to do. Saul cannot see, so his friends lead him into the city. Once there, Saul sits and waits, neither eating nor drinking for three days.

Meanwhile, in another house in Damascus a follower of Jesus named Ananias has his own visit from God, but in much gentler fashion. In a dream God tells Ananias to go find Saul and pray for him, that he might regain his sight. Ananias is no fool, however; he knows the reputation of Saul. So he protests and says to God, in effect, “There is no way I am going to see that Saul. You know what he does to people like me. The man is evil and I’ll have nothing to do with him. Find somebody else for your errand.” 

But God insists, and, eventually, off goes a reluctant Ananias to the place where Saul is sitting in the dark. He prays over his arch enemy, not knowing what will happen to Saul or to him. Suddenly the great persecutor’s eyes open, and he sees things in a new way. He asks to be baptized, and from that moment on, Saul – now Paul – becomes a powerful preacher of the gospel.

Paul is converted for a reason – to be given eyes to see what before he had ignored, to open new vistas where old perspectives had hardened, to start something new and good where nothing much that was good had happened for a long time. Paul is converted to advance the cause of the gospel – to bring justice where there is none and peace where violence had formerly held sway.

But Paul is not the only convert here; Ananias – the good one in the story, the hero, the church-going, tithe-paying, law-abiding, rule following, God-fearing one – Ananias himself is converted in this account. God helps him see Saul in a new light, as someone who might, in fact, be redeemable – someone whom God has not given up on, someone whom God might even love. When Jesus says, “Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you,” apparently he expects us actually to do that.

How many of us know someone whom we have written off as a lost cause, someone who intimidates or threatens us, someone we try to avoid at all costs, someone for whom we have no respect? That would be Ananias thinking about Saul. Or tea-partiers thinking about progressives, and the other way around. Or right-to-lifers thinking about pro-choicers, and vice-versa. 

It is so easy for us to fall into the pattern of sorting our world into those who are in and acceptable and right and to whom we will listen, and those who are out and unacceptable and wrong and to whom we will not listen. We all know where it occurs in our own lives, maybe even our own families. It certainly has become the norm for our politics. It should not surprise us that it even happens in the Church. We inhabit a culture of polarization, and nobody is exempt from its patterns. 

Paul is not the only convert here. Even old Ananias, the pious one everyone thinks has it all together with God, even he needs conversion. That is how far-reaching and how radical and how transforming and deep the work of God is in our lives. 

The biblical understanding of conversion, in both the older and newer testaments, is all about direction in life. Conversion stops us and turns us in a new direction. But to do that, we must be given new vision, which is what happens when “the scales” fall from Paul’s eyes – and from the eyes of Ananias, too.

Notice that conversion happens only when the two enemies are face-to-face. Only when they have an encounter – which neither of them sought and which neither of them would have engaged in if not for a little divine prompting – only when they come together is there a chance for conversion to happen. 

Conversion has to do with how we see the world, how we view those around us. It has to do with scales falling from our eyes and seeing people in new ways. Novelist Doris Betts says that faith “is not synonymous with certainly, [but rather] is the decision to keep your eyes open.” (Quoted by Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace [New York: Riverhead Books, 1998], p. 169)

The decision to keep our eyes open. We know we have had a conversion experience when we see things in new ways.

A remarkable thing happened in Major League Baseball last week. Detroit Tigers pitcher Armando Galarraga may not have called it a conversion experience, but many of us felt something like that within ourselves, as we watched the aftermath of the game he pitched against the Cleveland Indians. By the bottom of the ninth in that game, Galarraga had retired 26 batters in a row. One more would mean a perfect game, a rare feat in baseball. The 27th batter he faced hit an infield grounder and when the umpire called him safe at first base the chance for a perfect game was lost. But post-game replays showed that the batter clearly should have been called out, which would have made it, in fact, a perfect game.

What happened next is where the conversion part comes in. The expected reactions – anger, bitterness, defensiveness – never materialized. The umpire owned his mistake and apologized. The pitcher forgave the umpire. The manager said that none of us is perfect. 

Grace was dished up all around as they each treated the other as they would have wanted to be treated themselves. And all of us watching had our eyes opened a little. We caught a glimpse of another way of seeing the world, where not everything revolves around winning and losing and where one does not need to be at the center all the time; where others can make mistakes and be forgiven, and where life can be lived a smidgen more humbly and graciously. It was only a baseball game, but suddenly it helped us see things in a different light, and it left a bit more room for grace in our own lives and in our communities. 

Conversions big and small happen all the time. Something prompts us to stop and turn around and to see the world and those who inhabit it – even those we might consider “the other side” – as worthy of the best we have to give.

After the Palestinian leader Hanan Ashwahri spoke recently at a Westminster Town Hall Forum the chancel was crowded with people wanting to talk to her. I overheard some arguing for armed struggle as a legitimate form of resistance against the Israeli occupation. She countered by saying that to respond to the violence of the occupation with violence of their own would not bring peace. She was trying to convert the angry young men with whom she was speaking, trying to get them to see that even their enemies are human beings worthy of that which we all desire – respect and decency and human dignity.

We all need conversion. We all need a tug on our sleeve or a kick in the pants – a push in a new direction. We all have blind spots where we could see in ways we have not seen before. We all need to be stopped in our tracks and turned around. 

God does not want Paul to persecute the young Church any longer. But neither does God want Ananias – that is, the Church – to live in fear and with hatred toward others. Both Paul and Ananias are converted for a reason. First – to change old habits, to break long patterns. Second – to help them see others in a new light, to open their eyes. And, third – to start to work on building a world that more closely resembles what God intends for the human family. 

And that task – building a world where God’s intentions are realized – is precisely the work of those whose graduations we celebrate on this Baccalaureate Sunday. Your schooling has helped you to see the world more completely, to see it in a new light, or, perhaps, to see it in some ways for the first time. 

All education can be a conversion experience, if we let it go to work in us. It can bring us through a long, slow conversion over time, teaching us to turn around and gain new perspective on the world. 

You graduates have been educated – or, we could say, converted – for a reason, as have all of us.

Conversion happens so the gospel can take root a little more firmly in our hearts, and in our world. The future of the church – indeed, the future of life on this earth – depends on it.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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