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Saul into Paul

I. Introduction – Galatians

Before we dig into our main text in Acts, I want to take a few 
moments to unravel the Galatians passage we just heard. At first, I wasn’t going to put it in our service this morning – because while it talks about Paul’s first-hand account of conversion, my initial reading made me feel like he was coming off a bit anti-Semitic or anti-Christian to the modern ear…but I don’t think that’s what he is trying to get at in this passage.
	We do know that he was initially anti-Christian, or what we now know as Christian, as he was a scholar and far advanced in his studies of Judaism. We do know, that in another segment of his letter to the Galatians, he says that there is neither Jew nor Gentile and that all are one. Outside of this information, though, we know little about Paul before he became a Christian.
From a human and therapeutic point of view, I think Paul is experiencing what many with major conversion experiences do – this very concrete break from what they believe to a belief system that they fully put their heart into. He has an incredible zest, yearning, desire, and the like to be a Christ follower and to show that his ways have changed. He wants everyone to know and so his language is very deliberate. As a modern reader – I will be brutally honest and say – I wish he had written it differently. Yet, rather than the conversation being about Paul as anti-Jewish or anti-Christian, I believe the better interpretation is that he has a strong vigor for his present belief which was crafted by God alone and he wants to share with the Galatians.  

II. Conversion

When you come before a text like Galatians or Acts, or really any 
Scripture lesson, it is helpful to assess how you are bringing yourself into the story. A great question to ask is – What are the experiences I have had in this life that will inform my reading? Also, know that as life goes on, your experiences shift and change, so as you come to any reading, your interpretation may change based upon how life has shaped you since you’ve last read it. This is one of the many blessings of Scripture – it does not speak to us once; it speaks to us again and again. 
As I’ve come to the reading, I know that I am a life-long 
Presbyterian without a conversion experience. In my college years, I volunteered with an organization that sought to help young people without faith convert to Christianity. I liked the underpinned idea – this sense of giving teens a heart for God – but as I invested more time in the organization, I found that, for me, the experience these teens had would not sustain them. It was a change of heart for these teens, it was a conversion experience – but as the teens grew into adulthood, many did not have the foundational groundwork to integrate faith and life circumstances. 
	All of this is to say – radical conversion experiences make me a bit uneasy – but, that’s okay – being uneasy and curious can be a wonderful place to start. I’m also, again, a Presbyterian – and in my life, I cannot recall anyone having such an experience in the PC(USA). We’re more of the – have a cuppa tea, read some Scripture, thoughtfully study, and kindly enter membership people. We are neat and tidy, smart and mindful – but I also have to admit that we do not unravel well. We can be so tied up in our own stuff, or the “way things have always been” that we can have a hard time moving forward to do something radical. This faith of ours is beautiful, but please hear me when I say that while I am uneasy about radical conversion, I’m not sure that we as a national church have it right either. I think we are weaker for not sharing our testimonies, our stories of faith, and how we came to these pews on a Sunday morning. Those stories are foundational to who we are and may serve as encouragement to others as they seek to discover more about their faith.
	To sum up this whole spiel - We are a human institution, as is every institution – every institution has to unravel a bit for the Spirit to do good work. The bad and good news today is – regardless of experience or tradition, we need help -- we all need unraveling, but in that unraveling, things can be beautifully mended as God reforms and recreates our hearts.

III. Unraveling

And if we need an example of human unraveling, we can see it in 
Saul, who becomes Paul. We do know, through Acts, that Saul is not only an academic, but he is violent and an early persecutor of Christians. He is not a minor league figure here – he is vigilant in his pursuit that Judaism is the way that it takes him becoming temporarily blind for him to actually see. It takes an act so profound and life-altering to stop him in his tracks so that God can slow him down in the work of changing his heart.
	Even if he was a zealous Jew, one of the issues that still stands for Saul at this time is that he is violent. While we see violent acts in the Old Testament and it can be easy to claim that as grounds for validation of violence, we also know that Judaism is a religion that is for peace. Judaism, in the modern world, has seen persecution after persecution and has felt the weight of violence against them. So, Saul, even in his Judaism, is not truly following the God of love that he would have learned about in his Torah studies. He is an intelligent Jew, again, advanced in studies beyond his years – but the problem is – he is not following the tradition.
	Why is Saul responding in violence? There are probably a myriad of reasons, but the one that comes to mind for me is a sense of fear. He is fearful that the tradition he has put his very life into is going to be dismantled and destroyed by Jesus. If he persecutes early Christians, maybe he is guarding his faith and perhaps his faith will be sustained. And, we may not be actively violent, but I think we can all resonate in some way with a feeling of fear and scarcity, especially when we hear about church decline. We want to protect our church and our identity. Fear can often mislead us, and it seems, for Saul – that it leads him to a profound place where he will not move from his point of view.
 So, with all that said, you couldn’t just have a cuppa tea with Saul and seek to change his heart. The temporary blindness might seem extreme, but Saul’s entire identity is unraveling before him and for him to be changed, he needs something to slow him down. The unraveling is not a few strips of cloth – it is his entire being, everything is on the ground, and in his conversion, he must begin again, piece by piece, as his heart changes and moves towards Christ. 
	Now, there’s another important piece of unraveling here. Look at Ananias. He is a Christ-follower and Christ comes to him and asks him to go to Saul who is at the house of Judas. First, I’m not sure if this is the Judas that we know – but I’m guessing that the name Judas was not super popular amongst Christ followers, so going to this house is one leap of faith. But the bigger leap of faith is that he knows who Saul is – he knows that this is a guy who has persecuted people like him, so he asks God – why, why would you have me go to this man? And Jesus, by grace, says that Saul will become an instrument in God’s plan, and without further questioning, Ananias goes. 
	Ananias unravels. He has to unravel the fact that the family of God does not look like the one he would have dreamt of when he became a Christ follower. It is that annoying, but real reality, that the people who drive us nuts, get under our skin, or who have hurt us before may change their hearts and regardless, they are children of God. We’re all a part of this big family and that can be hard to hold, especially when you look at someone like Ananias and Saul sharing a conversation. But here it is – before our eyes – God is unraveling who is in and who is out – God is unraveling the fact that despite our differences, we are part of a greater plan beyond our understanding.
	So, I ask you this morning – when you come to this story this morning, both in Paul’s letter to the Galatians and Paul’s conversion story in Acts – what experiences do you bring to the table? When you read it, what makes you uncomfortable, what encourages you, and what makes you pause? What is your story of faith that you may be led to share? Let God’s grace, found in a testimony such as this, unravel in you what needs to be remade, and by faith, may we all go forth to continue to be mended and changed by the ways God speaks to us in Scripture and in our lives today. Amen.
