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“I admit that I didn’t always hold to this position. For a time I thought it was my duty to
oppose this Jesus of Nazareth with all my might. Backed with the full authority of the high
priests, I threw these believers - I had no idea they were God’s people! - into the Jerusalem
jail right and left, and whenever it came to a vote, I voted for their execution. I stormed
through their meeting places, bullying them into cursing Jesus, a one-man terror obsessed
with obliterating these people. And then I started on the towns outside Jerusalem. One day
on my way to Damascus, armed as always with papers from the high priests authorizing my
action, right in the middle of the day a blaze of light, light outshining the sun, poured out of
the sky on me and my companions. Oh, King, it was so bright! We fell flat on our faces.
Then I heard a voice in Hebrew: ‘Saul, Saul, why are you out to get me? Why do you insist
on going against the grain?’ I said, ‘Who are you, Master?’

The voice answered, T am Jesus, the One you’re hunting down like an animal. But now, up
on your feet - I have a job for you. I've handpicked you to be a servant and witness to what’s
happened today, and to what I am going to show you.

T'm sending you off to open the eyes of the outsiders so they can see the difference between
dark and light, and choose light, see the difference between Satan and God, and choose God.
I'm sending you off to present my offer of sins forgiven, and a place in the family, inviting
them into the company of those who begin real living by believing in me.’

What could I do, King Agrippa? I couldn’t just walk away from a vision like that! I became
an obedient believer on the spot. I started preaching this life-change—this radical turn to
God and everything it meant in everyday life—right there in Damascus, went on to
Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside, and from there to the whole world.

It’s because of this ‘whole world’ dimension that the Jews grabbed me in the Temple that
day and tried to kill me. They want to keep God for themselves. But God has stood by me,
just as he promised, and I'm standing here saying what I've been saying to anyone, whether
king or child, who will listen. And everything I'm saying is completely in line with what the
prophets and Moses said would happen: One, the Messiah must die; two, raised from the
dead, he would be the first rays of God’s daylight shining on people far and near, people
both godless and God-fearing.

That was too much for Festus. He interrupted with a shout: “Paul, you’re crazy! You’ve
read too many books, spent too much time staring off into space! Get a grip on yourself, get
back in the real world!”



But Paul stood his ground. “With all respect, Festus, Your Honor, I'm not crazy. I'm both
accurate and sane in what I'm saying. The king knows what I'm talking about. I'm sure
that nothing of what I've said sounds crazy to him. He’s known all about it for a long time.
You must realize that this wasn’t done behind the scenes. You believe the prophets, don’t
you, King Agrippa? Don’t answer that—I know you believe.”

But Agrippa did answer: “Keep this up much longer and you’ll make a Christian out of me!”

Paul, still in chains, said, “That’s what I'm praying for, whether now or later, and not only
you but everyone listening today, to become like me—except, of course, for these chains!”
(The Message)

This is my friend Lowell McNaney, in a picture, taking a picture of a Monet in the Courtauld
Gallery in London. Lowell and I have been colleagues and friends for more than 20 years. Lowell
is the founding pastor of Crossroads UMC in Concord, NC, and is an amazing pastor, a deeply
devoted follower of Christ, and not a little crazy. For the past 4 years we’ve participated in a
leadership development program, traveling to Israel and London and all over the US with about
15 other pastors. I'll be with Lowell and our other colleagues in Chicago later this month. Any
time Lowell disappears from the group we all jokingly say, “Well, he’s probably made 4 or 5 new
Christians by now.” And we’re really only half joking, because Lowell has this uncanny ability to
turn any conversation, any situation into an opportunity to serve God and to bear witness to his
faith. He’s not preachy, or the least bit self-righteous. He’s not overbearing or judgmental. He
just has this way of letting complete strangers know that he genuinely loves and cares for them
because God loves and cares for them and that he hopes they will know the joy he has known in
loving and serving the Lord.

On our last trip to Kansas City, I was standing with Lowell in line waiting to check in at the
airport. There were two older adult women standing behind us and within about 10 minutes he
knew where they were from, where they were going, had learned of a family member with health
concerns for whom he committed to pray, had discovered that they were not active in a church
but were open to questions of faith and he connected them with a congregation he was familiar
with in their hometown. It was remarkable. He hadn’t forced the conversation. He simply
followed Paul’s example and allowed God to open a door and he walked through it sharing with
two complete strangers the hope that is within him.

Now Lowell and I are very different. I can’t do what he does the way he does it. And that’s ok
because God gives each of us the gifts God needs us to have for the building up of the Kingdom
and we’re to use those gifts and not covet the gifts of others, or wish we had different gifts.

But, I stood there in the airport watching and listening and wondering how many times God had
cracked open a door or window of opportunity and I had failed to seize it? Perhaps out of fear,



out of not wanting to appear holier-than-thou, or because I simply missed it for lack of paying
attention. Missed an opportunity simply to bear witness, to share the story of how God has
forgiven me, loved me, and is everyday making me new and whole, and to help a fellow traveler
see the difference between dark and light that they too might begin living the life that really is life.

Paul was a persecutor of the Church, a hater of Christians. “For a time I thought it was my duty,”
Paul said, “to oppose this Jesus of Nazareth with all my might. Backed with the full authority of
the high priests, I threw these believers - I had no idea they were God’s people! - into the
Jerusalem jail right and left, and whenever it came to a vote, I voted for their execution. I
stormed through their meeting places, bullying them into cursing Jesus, a one-man terror
obsessed with obliterating these people. And then I started on the towns outside of Jerusalem.”
(Acts 26:10-11) That’s the back story of the man we know as Saint Paul - a zealous persecutor of
the Church who did everything in his power to bring an end to the people called Christian.

Today we find that man once again in chains and on trial, defending himself against his former
colleagues, his former friends, who are now out for blood, literally Paul’s blood. And Paul, being
a Roman citizen, has appealed to Caesar and so the wheels of justice are turning beginning in
Jerusalem with his appearance before the Roman Procurator Festus, and King Agrippa, and
others. So, the passage we read this morning is an account of Paul’s defense. And Paul’s basic
defense is that he is caught up in an internal, factional debate between quarreling members of the
Jewish community, that the debate centers on Jesus and the resurrection, that he has in fact
proclaimed only the faith as it was delivered by the prophets and Moses and so he stands firmly
within the tradition of Israel, and further this internal religious debate in no way undermines the
authority or position of Rome. That’s the story as we have it today. That’s the word of God for
the people of God. So, what if anything does this have to do with us trying to be faithful to Christ
here and now today almost 2,000 years removed from these events?

The journey from persecutor of the followers of Jesus to saint of the Church happens because
something remarkable happened to Paul. It’s the thing that makes Lowell Lowell, and which has
given life to and has sustained the Church’s witness from the very first Easter morning when the
women made their way to the tomb. Paul actually meets the One he is persecuting. Paul meets
the risen Christ and his life is turned upside down.

In his role as persecutor of the Church and defender of the Jewish faith Paul likely knew a fair
amount about Jesus. He had heard the stories, was likely familiar with Jesus’ teaching, he was
aware of his crucifixion and his followers’ claims that he was alive. Presumably Paul knew all of
that and that knowledge seems to have made very little difference in Paul’s life. And that’s
because God is not an idea for us to contemplate. God is not a philosophical problem for us to
solve.



God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit, a communion or fellowship of the Three in One, and in part
what it means to be saved is that we are invited and drawn into that relationship. We are invited
not merely to think about God or ponder the mystery of God, but to know God and to love God
with all that we have and all that we are, knowing that God has first loved us. We are invited into
relationship, and not just any relationship, but the most important relationship we will ever have
because falling in love with Father, Son and Holy Spirit defines everything else about us.

What changes Paul’s heart and mind is when he begins to know Jesus and then to make him
known. That’s what makes Paul’s witness effective, that’s what gives Paul’s testimony it’s power.
Not some new ideas about God but a relationship that forever changes his life. If as Augustine
suggests, that our hearts are restless until they rest in God; in Jesus, Paul meets the One in whom
his heart will finally rest.

First Peter reminds us, “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you
an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence....”(1 Peter
3:15b-16a) So what makes for an effective witness for the hope that we have, both to our fellow
believers and those who yet remain on the margins of faith? Well, according to Acts, “certain
facts should be known because the Christian faith is not about feelings, even very deep feelings,
but about something which has happened, something which has happened to us: the fact of the
risen Christ.” This most basic truth is the foundation of our faith. And yet, knowledge alone of
this fact is not enough. “This truth must be validated through our personal experience of the
risen Christ. Paul did not simply know about Christ, he knew Christ™ and so was eager to make
him known to others. It’s like newlyweds who can’t stop talking about the other. “Until the fact
of the risen Christ becomes part of our lives, something motivating and empowering us, we have
very little to say, even if we know the facts.” It’s when we come to know Jesus and love him with
our heart, mind, body and soul, being in relationship, journeying with him as a friend, it’s then
that we have something powerful to share.

Now I know, some days this is hard. Some days this relationship seems easy and natural. And
there are other days when we wonder if God is even there. Paul certainly knew the highs and the
lows of life with Christ. He saw the Church grow and people experience the joy of newfound
faith. And he was beaten, and thrown out of towns and synagogues, and locked in prison. And
I'm sure there were nights in chains when he must have prayed Jesus’ prayer, “Why, O Lord, have
you forsaken me?” And yet he trusts, and he prays, and he listens, and pays attention to God’s
word, and does all within his power to continue abiding in Christ the life-giving vine.
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And the good news is that it is not all up to us. We don’t have to find Jesus. All of our, ‘T took
Jesus into my life’ really has it wrong. Jesus finds us. Whether it happens in an instant with a
flash of light (as with Paul) or gradually over the course of a lifetime, salvation, seeing the
difference between dark and light, and choosing light, seeing the difference between Satan and
God, and choosing God, living the life that really is living by believing in and placing our trust in
Christ, is as Wesley says, “the entire work of God.” This is God’s gift, this relationship is all
grace. “Paul was not on his way to Damascus searching for anyone other than Christian heretics.
Paul wasn’t looking for Jesus. The initiative for relationship is God’s....And most of the traffic
on the bridge between us and God is moving toward us.” Of course, we have to be open and
respond, but the gift is always being offered. Grace abounds.

And it abounds again today, here at this table as God once again extends the offer of God’s-self to
us in this holy meal. In the bread and the cup, through the power of the Holy Spirit, the risen
Christ is with us, God is always reaching out, always eager for relationship. And all are welcome
here, there’s a seat for everyone because God longs to know you, and to embrace you, and to
welcome you back home, so that we then might be like my good friend Lowell and like Paul and
have a story to tell about the hope that is within us. Thanks be to God. Amen.

* Willimon, p. 180.



