
New Testament Lesson 

Acts 9:1-9 

1 Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the 

disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest   

2 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.   

3 Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a 

light from heaven flashed around him.   

4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why 

do you persecute me?"   

5 He asked, "Who are you, Lord?" The reply came, "I am Jesus, whom 

you are persecuting.  6 But get up and enter the city, and you will be told 

what you are to do."   

7 The men who were traveling with him stood speechless because they 

heard the voice but saw no one.   

8 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.   

9 For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.   

THIS IS THE WORD OF THE LORD. 



  



Sermon:  “Zealot to Saint – Paul’s Long Walk” 

   The title of my sermon reflects both my interest in today’s reading 

from Acts about “that incident on the road to Damascus,” and a very real 

and pressing question about how faith develops for you and me in the 

contemporary church. 
 

   A widely held impression of Paul’s conversion is that it was 

instantaneous – one moment we had the iron-fisted enforcer of Jewish 

law and tradition known as Saul of Tarsus.  Then, after a flash of light 

and a heavenly voice, we have the undisputed champion of Christ 

crucified, Paul the apostle. 
 

   That is a popular notion, and it’s wrong.  Paul’s movement to Christian 

faith – his conversion if you will -- may have begun in that dramatic 

instant on the road, but it took a lot of time, effort and pain for it to bear 

fruit.  Even allowing for the somewhat contradictory accounts in Acts 

and in Paul’s own letters, the description we have in today’s lesson 

clearly shows a person who is anything but fully formed in some new 

faith.  Instead, what emerges from these verses is a rather pathetic figure 

– blinded, traumatized, and helpless.  Since Saul was about 30 when 

today’s scriptural drama unfolded, his situation on the road to Damascus 

reminds me of the opening lines of Dante’s Divine Comedy: 
 

In the middle of the road of my life, 

I awoke in a dark wood, 



where the True Way was wholly lost. 
 

   If Acts 9 is to be believed, Saul was utterly blind, living in darkness 

for 3 days, so “wholly lost” wouldn’t be a bad way of describing his 

circumstances as he stumbled into the care of those he had been hellbent 

to persecute.  The true way wouldn’t be lost to Saul forever, but it’s 

important for the sake of reflecting on our journeys of faith that Saul’s 

path stretched out over a long period of time, through landscapes full of 

detours, obstacles, and doubts. 

    

   Exact chronologies are difficult with the New Testament, but about a 

dozen years passed between Saul’s blinding on the road to Damascus, 

and the renamed Paul’s first missionary journey in the Mediterranean.  

In between, I think it’s fair to say, Saul/Paul was busily forming his 

faith, and having it formed for him.  He had embarked not on a fast track 

to sainthood, but on a lifelong apprenticeship, which would only end 

with his martyrdom in Rome, some 30 years later.  Paul was not an 

overnight sensation. 
 

   And thank God for that.  Because the problem with “heroes of the 

faith,” like the Paul of myth, is just that -- they are heroes of the faith.  

Not schlumps like the rest of us.  Biblical heroes and heroines seem to 

soar above what mere mortals achieve, or even attempt.  They appear 

endowed with special reservoirs of energy, imagination, 

singlemindedness, and resilience.  They’re not worn down by daily 



routines, they respond to complex problems with bursts of creativity, 

they don’t let challenges and setbacks divert them from their course, 

they bounce back with twice as much vigor when the ground gives way 

beneath them.  That’s what heroes of the faith do.  Schlumps…well, not 

so much. 

   

   As Paul discovered, painfully and often, the way faith forms is seldom 

a straight line.  I probably should say what I mean by faith.  My working 

definition of faith – which is not theologically complete but more a rule 

of thumb – is that it is a learned instinct.  The instinct we learn is trust 

and confidence that God is good.  Nothing more, nothing less. It’s not a 

shield against misfortune, but come what may, somehow we know that 

God is good.  And everything else follows from that. 
 

   It’s an easy instinct to experience and savor during those nice stretches 

of life when our relationships, goals, and hopes are clicking on all 

cylinders.  The instinct is harder to conjure up, and to trust in, when 

circumstances leave scars and shape us at the same time – like when an 

ugly dispute flares up in the family or with a friend, or the doctor 

presents us with a dark spot on the x-ray, or we’re just worn out by the 

demands of our weekly routines.  One of the marks of maturing faith is 

that however faint it may be, it still operates – the confidence that God is 

still present to us, in some way – it persists, even in a dark wood where 

the “true way” seems wholly lost. 



   Paul himself said as much in his first letter to the church at Corinth.  

By the time of that letter’s writing, Paul had established himself as a 

leading evangelist of the Gospel, but he still opened with a surprising 

admission:  “I came to you in weakness and in fear and in much 

trembling.  My speech and my proclamation were not with plausible 

words of wisdom…in order that your faith might rest not on human 

wisdom, but on the power of God.” 
 

   Paul, who in so many ways had a robust ego, was still pretty candid 

about his shortcomings.  He could even be self-deprecating, and he 

refers in his letters to his mangled way of speaking, his slight physical 

frame, his homely looks.  All of which may uncover an intriguing 

feature of how faith is formed – in a lessening of our own sense of 

control, command and stature, and in a growing awareness that God 

compensates for our weaknesses, and our trials, if we allow God to do 

so. 
 

   There’s plenty of evidence of this all around us.  I know of a Lutheran 

church in Seattle, Washington that intentionally begins spiritual journeys 

with people in the most precarious situations, often men and women 

with little grounding in a faith tradition.   
 

   This church – Phinney Lutheran -- tells the story of a man named 

Harrison, who hadn’t been to church in years but whose family attended 

often.  Why did he finally decide to cross the threshold of the church?  



Because his oncologist suggested that the time had come, quote, “to get 

his affairs in order.” 

   

   So Harrison entered a year-long program of preparing to be baptized, 

which involved study, spiritual disciplines, and involvement in the life 

of the church beyond worship.  The effect on Harrison was profound, 

and opened him to a lifestyle of serenity and happiness that, he freely 

admitted, he never thought possible. 

   

   When Harrison died soon after his baptism, as predicted by his 

doctors, his family obviously grieved, but they did so with a sense that 

they had witnessed a transformation, and a promise fulfilled, that was 

not of human hands.  And the impact on others in the congregation who 

walked with Harrison through this year was transformational as well; it 

was, as the pastor of Phinney Lutheran says, a model of faith forming 

faith, in all directions.  It was a road to Damascus moment. 
 

    This example perhaps sounds too dramatic to be of much relevance to 

those of us gathered here.  But is it?  Are not all of us seeking 

groundedness in our lives, and real happiness, driven by a sense that 

there is something greater than ourselves that guides, fulfills, and 

completes us?   
 

   Some of the best news I can offer today is that the ways of satisfying 

that hunger are broad and plentiful.  Kathleen Norris is a well known 



writer, often on Christian topics, and she conveyed her own hunger in 

this way:  “When I was in my thirties,” she wrote, “just beginning to 

rediscover my faith, a well-meaning Benedictine monk mailed me a 

copy of Hans Kung’s Does God Exist?  But that was not the question for 

me…and I sent the book back.  Fortunately, the monk had also scribbled 

a note:  ‘If this doesn’t work, try Flannery O’Connor’s The Habit of 

Being.’  And that was exactly what I needed:  the letters of a passionate 

Christian who admits that ‘most of us come to the church by a means the 

church does not allow.’” 
 

   I draw two lessons from Norris’ testimony:  first, and happily, that if 

faith doesn’t come by one means for those who are seeking it, it 

probably will come by another.  But there’s also a warning in her story, 

especially in an era when – as the pollsters tell us – the number of 

“nones” -- those professing no religious faith whatsoever -- is becoming 

a demographic all its own in the U.S.  If that is the case, any way the 

church inhibits those seeking faith needs to be corrected…and quickly.  

Nimbleness and flexibility may not have been hallmarks of the 20th 

century church, but they better be in the 21st. 
 

   Again, I return to Paul for confirmation.  He famously said of his own 

ministry:  To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews.  To those 

outside the law I became as one outside the law so that I might win those 

outside the law.  To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the 



weak. I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means 

save some.  I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its 

blessings. 
 

   Our modern-day version of that might be, “to the Christians we 

become as Christians in order to win Christians.  To the “nones” we 

become like those with no grounding in faith so that we might win the 

“nones.”  To all people seeking the face of God, we become seekers, too, 

that we might by all means save some.” 
 

   It’s interesting to reflect how Paul’s pilgrimage in faith intersects and 

meshes with similar paths that you and I travel, 2,000 years later.  True, 

we may not have had the Damascus experience in our background, and 

we almost certainly cannot match Paul zeal for zeal.  But in the couple 

of examples I’ve given this morning, and in dozens more I could cite 

from Paul’s letters, his journey of faith was a long apprenticeship, one 

that at the end qualified him to say:  “I have fought the good fight, I have 

finished the race, I have kept the faith.”  The only change I would offer 

to Paul’s self-benediction is that as much as he kept the faith, the truth is 

the faith kept him.  May that reality become more and more evident, in 

the name of Christ, for all of us who travel the road Paul once walked.  

Amen. 


