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The conversion of Saul to become Paul is pivotalin the Acts of the Apostles. Paul himself
mentions it in passing in his letters, the details of what occurred to provoke the once
persecutor of the church to become its advocate, missionary and tradition holds martyr are
to be found in Acts. The unusual detail being that its details are given three times in the
same book.

The first account we heard this morning is in Acts 9, then again in front of the Jewish
Councilin Jerusalem, Paul speaks of itin Acts 22, then before King Agrippa in Caesarea
(Acts 26) we hear Paul once more describing what occurred as he journeyed to Damascus.
St Luke, the author of the Acts of the Apostles gives each account subtle nuances. This is
not surprising as we all adapt what we are saying to the audience. Thus, the latter two
accounts are for the reader or listener of the book of Acts reminders, dare | say akin to
cinematic flashbacks, placed in context of two trials of Paul, the first in a Jewish context
and the second in a Gentile one. (Paul in front of the council emphasizes how the event fits
into a Jewish understanding of history, rooted in a context of community. When before King
Agrippa itis the personal call on Paul by God which is given prominence, a commissioning
with divine authority.

Itisin Acts 9, our reading this morning that Ananias’ concerns about the person he is told
to welcome are most clearly heard. Just as with Simeon and Anna in the temple with the
infant Christ. (Trailer for next week and Candlemas.) Ananias’ inner conversation enables a
revelation of what God is doing to be given. As for his concerns | will invite us to return in a
short while.

The dazzling light which stopped Paulin his path of persecution has inspired incredible art.
St Cuthbert’s Church here in Carlisle’s East Window being the nearest version. The horse
rearing up, Paul being flung to the ground, confusion being experienced by his companions
as the details of the conversation are not clear to them. The post-renaissance popularity of
it means that we risk being too familiar and fail to notice helpful details. “Road to
Damascus conversions” feature whenever there is a change of heart or disposition by an
individual, whether in personal or public life.

In Acts 9 the divine confrontation of Saul by Jesus both stops his journey and blinds him.
Interestingly it does not immediately convert him! Unlike the shepherds in the fields this is
not an angelic apparition, but a direct divine intervention, as Paul writes an appearance of
“the risen Christ to one untimely born.” Moses had been warned that to see the face of God



would mean he would die. Here the light surrounding Christ is so bright that Paulis unable
to see, but then hears the voice saying, “l am Jesus whom you are persecuting.”

Paulis then charged to get up and go to Damascus. However now he cannot see and is lead
by his companions.

The encounter has rendered the seemingly all-powerful Saul, witness to the stoning of
Stephen and one who is feared by the three- or four-year-old Christian communities, reliant
on others to move from the dust of the Damascene highway to a place of safety. And this
safety is to be sought from the very people he has been seeking to squash.

This brings us to Ananias. One Education Sunday in Lancashire | explored with school
governors how he acts like a good member of a governing body. He welcomes, supports
and enables others to thrive. Giving, to some degree of personal cost and reputational risk
of himself to do so. The results of his service having a positive impact beyond his
reckoning. (But thatis more for another day, unless God and or the Church is speaking to
you today about becoming a governor of a school!)

Today | want to explore how Ananias overcame his concerns to welcome the one he was
most fearful of both into his home and then into the fragile local church. We have heard his
fears caused through his knowledge of the reputation connected to Saul. These are
presented as being perfectly reasonable and yet the Sprit of God gives him the confidence
to tend the injured figure, to heal his vision, to pray for the Holy Spirit to be poured into Paul
and to baptize him. He then went onto teach Saul about the faith and the one who had
caused havoc now is heard invoking the very name he sought to destroy.

Itis Ananias who ensures the completion of Paul’s conversion. It was not simply Saul’s
personal experience and encounter with Jesus. That had simply halted his journey. The
dazed and blinded figure who in prayers sought seeking understanding of what had
happened is then through Ananias immersed into the totality of who Christ is.

Whilst conversion, turning away from that which is destructive and seeking the true life as
found in Christ is central to our call. So, to is the need to be like Ananias and prepared to
respond to those who have come to an understanding of encounters with God and are
often blinded and confused by it all.

Our reflexive response might be of questioning and hesitancy. Ananias knew why Saul was
en route to Damascus. High profile individuals who have embraced Christianity have
provoked similar hesitancy from committed Christians.



The challenge for me, and | think for us, is a little less headline grabbing but of equal
importance. How would you feel if someone you struggle with for whatever reason
suddenly appeared next to you here in the Cathedral?

How would we feel if our closest friend or family member, who was not active in the church,
asked to come with you on a Sunday? Enquired of you, “Who is Christ?” Began to pray and
to hold a different viewpoint.

Is your, is my response to remain at Ananias’ initial questioning about motivation and
possible negative ramifications. If Ananias had failed to respond might Paul have not then
gone on to share the gospel even at the heart of the Roman Empire. The local domestic
disquiet might have prevented gentile and the Jewish diaspora of learning of Jesus. In a
peculiar twist, seeking to protect a few from being bound in Damascus could have
imperiled far more.

The Conversion of St Paul was only completed through the courage of Ananias. The
conversion of anyone requires the church to then respond positively to graft them into the
body of Christ, to integrate them into Jesus. It can happen, even to those who persecute
and seek to destroy the faith. It can happen to those whom we find difficult. It can happen
to those whom we hold most dear. But it can only reach fulfilment if you and | are then
prepared to be like Ananias and to trust God, that Jesus does indeed stop people in their
tracks, blind them from their wickedness and then enlighten and give them vision of that
which is Godly and true. We then have to be the ones who pray for them to receive the Holy
Spirit and to grow in their faith and discipleship. Not an easy or comfortable calling, but one
that could hasten the growth of the Kingdom of God.

No wonder St Luke ensures that we hear of Paul’s conversion three times in the book of
Acts. Whether we identify with Paul, his companions or Ananias, the full encounter shapes
how we are to act now, and who we are to be, in Christ.



