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… Suddenly the scales fell from his eyes and he could see again…

St. Paul is the subject of some of my favorite and most challenging Scripture stories.  He started out persecuting people who followed Jesus, saw the light .. Heard Jesus calling him, and then did a total turn around.  He preached and founded communities and pastored them.. He wrote the  letters in our Scripture to the Corinthians, the Romans, that encouraged them and truly bring out our faith. Yet he was the one who wrote  “women should be silent and cover their heads in church” and it was two thousand years before Christian churches ordained women.  Some still haven’t recovered.   

Part of what attracts me about St. Paul is just this mix of humanity and grace. And what also attracts me is his unwavering faith in God, even as God leads him to a journey he could never have imagined. 

Saul’s story, in today's reading from the book of Acts, is a story of his coming to faith in Jesus Christ.  I have used the title “I was Blind but now I See” for this sermon (though the exact wording does not appear in this story) because it summarizes what happened here.  It is a story of Paul’s being given new sight- a faith-sight- the belief in Jesus –it is a story if his coming to faith in Jesus Christ.  For Paul this was the beginning a a faith journey- not the end.  And it can be a source of strength and guidance for us in our faith journeys too. 

Saul, that was his Jewish name, (Remember we are talking about the Jewish faith and Jewish people here – including Jesus),  Saul knew that he was called to be a zealous faithful person. 

He followed that call to be faithful to God by observing Jewish law very carefully.  Remember there were not only the Ten Commandments which are hard enough -  – there were HUNDREDS OF  laws for daily living -  plus rites of purification and acts of observance for faithful Jews. These included  – eating the right foods cooked separately and prepared specially, taking Sabbath times of rest, studying Scripture, and setting things up to center on that life.  

The other part of Saul’s belief was  that Jewish people who deviated from HIS way of practicing --- Jews who followed Jesus’ message -- were perverting the faith.  Saul made it his mission to seek out all the Jesus-followers – all the people who accepted baptism, all those who listened to Sermons and all those who heard the disciples and believed.. , Saul wanted to bind up all these people and throw them in prison! And he did! In Acts 8:3 it says: “Saul was ravaging the Church by entering house after house, and he committed them to prison.” And in our reading today he was “breathing threats and murder.” Acts 9:1-27. Saul was so successful at it that the Jews who followed Jesus were afraid of Him.  

But God had plans for Saul that Saul had not seen – and did not know about.  And God had an interesting way of getting Saul’s attention. This was the sequence that was read today in the lesson, where Saul ‘saw the light’!!! (Ever wonder where that expression came from?) He saw this light flashing around him.  He fell to the ground --- and heard Jesus ask, “ Saul, Saul why are you persecuting me?”  when Saul asked who was speaking and Jesus answered “I AM JESUS, whom you are persecuting.”  

Here’s a tip when reading Hebrew Scripture--- when a voice says “I AM” - it's GOD.  I AM the God of your ancestors who brought you out of Egypt, God said to Moses up on the mountain.  (Exodus 3:14)   I AM – is the way that GOD speaks of GODS own self – when addressing people.  So Saul, having studied his Hebrew Scripture, knew exactly who was speaking.  And Saul believed.  

Then immediately Saul was struck blind. As our Bishop Ian Douglas might say, “I wonder what God was up to?” Saul has a vision, an insight, decides to change course, is open to following what God tells him,  and then is struck blind? (We might have thought that Saul would be rewarded after having an insight, changing course and becoming open to what God might tell him, right?)

Let’s consider what God might have been up to.   Let’s start by  thinking about how much we rely on sight – and what our lives would be without it.   Adults need sight to drive. If we are blind we don't have that freedom.  We couldn't read text – so using all our fun devices would take special fitting and training.   How would we get information?  How would we communicate – or have access to apps and info that we rely on? How would we read books and long documents? We would have to get books on tape or another medium.  And what to do about makeup, hair, and clothing coordination if we can't see in a mirror? 

I know someone who experienced going blind as an adult.  She is constantly disoriented, and is going through training, accommodating new ways of thinking and coping. “What is hardest”, she writes, “is having people yell instead of speaking in a normal tone,  or speak verrrryyy slowwwwlllyyy.  Llast time I checked,” she writes, “my hearing and comprehension were fine.”

Being blind in Saul’s time was even worse.  There was no public transportation … and no seeing eye dogs to help navigate.  There was no Braille or radio or television or talking books, or readers to put on tape the contents of the Library of Congress.  There were no computers or hand-held devices.  And no Lighthouse for the Blind to provide the expensive devices and training needed to become independent.  And there were fewer ways to make a living.  No computers to communicate.  No desk jobs.  A very few blind people are known in the ancient world, Homer, the Greek poet comes to mind, but basically the blind were considered  useless.  

AND IT WAS SHAMEFUL to be blind.  The thinking was that blindness was an affliction,  and a result of theirs or someone in the family’s sin.  (This thinking still persists to a certain extent.).  SO there was an element of shame associated with it. 

What do you think God might have been up to by making Saul blind?   Here are some ideas: 

Perhaps God was 

· Letting Saul know that he did not have the final vision of God’s plan- Saul is spiritually blind

· Forcing Saul to learn to let go of his plans

· Encouraging Saul  to rely on others

· Making Saul wait—for the next thing –  Saul can't do anything while he's waiting 

· Breaking down Saul’s preconceptions – about what it means to be a faithful follower 

· Encouraging Saul to collaborate and listen 

God’s plan for Saul - as God’s plans so often do -- involves others.  God instructs Ananais to go get Saul and lead him where he needed to go.   Though Ananais is fearful (He’ll kill me!  He hates me and all of us Jesus-followers!  Ananais goes.  (I like to think that Ananais would have gone anyway – but it does help no doubt that Ananais gets to hear God acknowledge that Saul has been really bad in the past –hunting down Jesus followers ---  and that Ananais will suffer.  God says “I myself will show him how much he must suffer for my name sake.”  Right?)

At any rate Ananais goes to Saul – and he says, “The Lord Jesus – who appeared to you has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy spirit. ” 
Let's not skip over this part, Because this is the HEALING.  (I am indebted to another pastor for this point in the days commentary from Feasting on the Word).(See footnote) The returning of Saul’s sight is not the full measure of his healing.  Saul will be fully healed (and will also regain his sight)– after being filled with the Holy Spirit!  Saul is filled by the Holy Spirit after His encounter and acceptance of the risen Lord, and after he is baptized and given something to eat in the community of Jesus-followers.  It is dedicating himself and being fully included into the  community of faith, and being filled with the Holy Spirit that heals Saul.  

 SO listen carefully to what happened here. 

Saul is Baptized  – remember Pentecost has already happened (Acts 2). It is the risen Lord Jesus who is speaking to Saul.  Saul accepts Jesus for himself.  And at that point he agrees to be Baptised .. As an adult.  He makes the decision as an adult to follow Jesus.  (This is what our two most recent confirmands, have done by being confirmed – made the decision as adults (because they were already Baptised) to follow Jesus.)

SAUL is baptized – and as Ananais says – he is filled with the Holy Spirit.  The third person of the Trinity, THE SPIRIT OF LIFE AND LIGHT THAT FILLS EACH ONE OF US AS WE OPEN OUR HEARTS TTO GOD. 

Saul is then given something to eat.. Putting us in mind of the Eucharist – the bread and the wine that Christians shared when they got together.  Christians shared a meal as part of their prayers and worship.  

And they said the words that Jesus said, “Take, eat, drink this, This is my body … this is my blood… Do this in remembrance of me.”

After Saul’s baptism and the Communion, the scales fall from his eyes.  Saul can see. “I was blind but now I see!”

Here's the important thing.  This is not the end of the story.  THIS IS THE BEGINNING OF THE STORY !!! His whole  life is changed. Saul has a new mission – to join the Jesus-followers.  

And to spread the good news of Jesus son of God, beyond the Jews to the Gentiles.  And he takes on a new name – a Roman name, Paul.  Saul was blind but now he sees – a whole new call

A whole new life. A whole new direction. 

Remember what God said to Ananais? “I will personally show  him (Saul) how he will suffer for me.”  Paul knew that it would not be a smooth and easy path.  He knew he would endure suffering and challenges and hardship. And yet he chose to follow Jesus.

What did Paul learn by this experience of blindness? He learned that it's not necessary to know what will happen.  He did not Ned to know the path. Paul’s helped him to rely on others.  He learned to collaborate.  The Lord sent Ananais to lead Paul and take him where he needed to go! Wherever Paul went he found people who helped and supported his mission.  

And so it can be with us.  My friend, the one who is recently blind, flew from another part of the country to New York to give a speech before a professional group.  All along the way helping hands appeared to give her courage and help.  A friendly Redcap porter saw her white cane and rescued her from a full-body search at the airport.  A colleague was seated on the airplane next to her.  Friendly cabbies took her to the hotel. She gave her speech and was well-received by colleagues. And a friendly doorman helped her plan a shopping trip for NYC souvenirs for her family. 

The risen Lord is always calling us to new life!!! John 21- todays gospel God calls us to new things!  God is calling us To destinations that we may not know or even imagine. God called Saul – Paul – to a ministry eventually to Gentiles – the very people that had been reviled and left out in his original Jewish orientation!

So back to our own situations.  Here are questions for us to consider.  

· Where are we blind? 

· How are we being called to see differently?  

· What God is up to? In our personal lives? At St. Mark’s? Around our city and area? In the world? 

We don't need to have the answers as to where this is leading.

Remember that  Seeing(after being blind)  is the first Step 

Then the work begins, The journey by faith.  So to follow St Pauls example – where are we blind – and where are we blessed with new sight?  

Can we,  like St Paul, recognize that we may endure suffering, losses, Anxiety, doubts, distress, and still respond?  Can we, like St. Paul, accept God’s call and go by faith? 

AMEN 

