
 
  
  
 The story is told of a country preacher who was being examined by his presbytery. 
Someone asked him, “Do you believe in infant baptism?” He responded, “Believe in it? 
Heck, I’ve seen it!” 
 
 I can say the same thing about conversions. I don’t just believe in them. Heck, I’ve 
seen them.  
 
 I’ve seen people walking one direction, destroying themselves and those around 
them, and then, in what can only be described as a blinding light experience, turn around 
and go in a completely different direction, and remain on that path the rest of their lives. I 
know a man who is an alcoholic who once came to my door in my little place behind the 
church in Waverly, Tennessee with a gun ready to kill me in a drunken fog. Now, he is 
sober for over thirty years and lives peaceably with the same wife who was ready to leave 
him. If you ask him what happened, why the change, he will respond, “The grace of 
God.” I believe it. I’ve seen it. 
 
 I’ve also seen other kinds of conversion, much more common, and just as 
profound. I’ve witnessed countless people live their lives with an openness to what one 
person calls the “disruptive power of the risen Christ,” a power that can, if we are open to 
it, convert us daily to the work of God in the world, and upend our lives. It is quiet work, 
formed through Sunday school classes and small groups, singing in the choir or being a 
Stephen Minister, worshipping and hearing the words, week after week, “I believe in God 
the Father Almighty, love the Lord your God with all your heart and mind and soul and 
your neighbor as yourself, lead us not into temptation, the Peace of Christ be with you…” 
all of it forming us, opening us, for the work of conversion.  
 
 The Book of Acts is a book filled with conversions, some dramatic, some not so 
dramatic, but all driven by the Holy Spirit. And at the core of Luke’s (the author of Acts) 
understanding of conversion is that conversion is a life-long process of being transformed 
by the Spirit of God into the image of Christ. If we take the Book of Acts seriously, then 
we should see opportunities for conversion every day, as we open ourselves to the Spirit 
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and allow ourselves to be changed. Conversion is much more complex, diverse, and 
communal than what many of us have been led to believe.  
 
 I believe the Spirit is constantly at work, converting us, changing us, opening us, 
and seeking to create a fearless, inclusive, diverse, and faithful church.  
 
 With the connecting word “meanwhile,” Luke takes us from one wilderness road 
where Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch have encountered each other, to another, where 
Saul, “still breathing threats and murder against the fledgling church,” travels toward 
Damascus.  
 
 He has now received special permission from the high priest to root the Christians 
out of the synagogues in Damascus and bring them in chains to Jerusalem. He is an active 
persecutor of the church, the man in whom many of the fears of the church were located.  
 
 The scene is described simply. A violent light from heaven flashes around Saul. It 
knocks Saul to the ground, even as it blinds him. The irony should not be lost on us that 
this one who thought he saw so clearly, who looked on with approval earlier in Acts at 
the stoning of Stephen, whose vision of Judaism caused him to commit acts of violence 
against the church; this one is now unable to see.  
 
 Calling his name out twice, in the same way as Abraham, Jacob, and Moses in the 
Old Testament, Jesus tells Saul that to persecute the followers of Jesus is to persecute 
Jesus himself. The resurrected Christ is still very much a part of his church. Now, in an 
act of grace that is astounding, Christ makes this one who is an enemy of the church into 
a leader.   
 
 We are left with the striking image of this strong Pharisee, a committed persecutor 
of the church, an articulate Jewish leader, being led by the hand, blind, hungry, and 
thirsty; waiting in Damascus for instructions from strangers. He is “reduced to 
nothingness,” says one scholar.1 It is an astounding change; it is a dramatic conversion. 
 
 But it is not the most important conversion. The most important conversion 
belongs to a church that must learn how to open itself to people like Ethiopian eunuchs 
and cold-blooded persecutors alike. A disciple of the Lord named Ananias lives in 
Damascus. Jesus comes to him and tells him to go to the place where Saul is praying, 
even while the Spirit is showing Saul a vision of Ananias coming to him and laying hands 
on him, healing him of his blindness. Ananias does not obey without question. He 
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reminds Jesus of who this Saul really is. How can Ananias possibly be expected to lay 
hands on the man who has violently laid his hands on so many of his sisters and brothers? 
To welcome the enemy seems out of bounds. Jesus reminds Ananias that in the end it is 
not for him to decide where and how and among whom the Lord works, but to follow.  
 
 In the story of Saul’s conversion, boundaries are shattered. But in order for the 
church to participate in this remarkable work, it must be converted as well; from fear to 
boldness, from inward thinking to outward thinking, from just surviving to thriving, from 
walls that divide to bridges that unite. Ananias heard God calling him to conversion and 
he went to this man who made his hands tremble and placed those hands on that man in 
an act of grace, healing, and reconciliation. He dares, having barely known Saul, knowing 
only of his prior violence, call him his sibling – “Brother Saul.” Not only is he welcomed, 
he is named as family, a sibling in Christ with those he formerly persecuted. It represents 
the conversion of the church, which is the greatest conversion of all in this story.  
 
 Confirmation is in many ways another word for conversion, not the blinded by the 
light kind, but the slow opening to the Spirit’s movement through study, spiritual 
friendships with each other and with Covenant Partners, shared worship, and depth of 
thought about what they believe. It is, as they have heard said, not the end, but only the 
beginning of the next phase of their faith, their conversion.  
 
 Richard Rohr, in his book “The Universal Christ” writes that “It is impossible to 
make humans feel sacred inside of a profane, empty, or accidental universe. This way of 
seeing makes us feel separate and competitive, striving to be superior instead of deeply 
connected. But God loves things by becoming them. God loves things by uniting with 
them, not by excluding them.” 
 
 What I would like to invite the Confirmation students, and all of us, to consider, is 
that this work of God, uniting Godself with that which God created, is ongoing. The same 
power that turned an enemy of the church into the church’s greatest leader, a leader who 
would go on to write that “God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which 
God loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together 
with Christ – by grace you have been saved – and raised us up with him.” This same 
power is at work in you, and in the church.  
 
 The Book of Acts is the story of the conversion of the church to a place of deep 
welcome and hospitality that shattered all the ancient walls – a place where women and 
men, young and old, rich and poor, people of all races and classes and nations, Jews and 
Gentiles – siblings all.  
 



 I was told recently of a church in another city that had made the decision to no 
longer host Alcoholics Anonymous in their building. The person telling me about this 
was herself in recovery and was really upset by this decision. I asked if something had 
happened. Nothing had. The church had done a safety survey, and had concluded that 
there was a possibility of a person coming to one of those meetings and hurting someone 
or hurting the facility.  
 
 I’m sure the person was telling me this so I could calmly talk her down from her 
upset and rationally suggest possibilities for talking with the leadership, but I became 
livid. What are they saying about people in recovery, that they are stained beyond repair? 
Do they think they are safer on a Sunday morning, when the doors are open to anyone? 
Do they not understand that if a church cannot house people who have experienced deep 
brokenness and are working toward healing, then what exactly is that church for? I didn’t 
talk her down…I was already brainstorming new churches for her to attend. 
 
 I wish I had that conversation to do over, now that I’ve calmed down. Now, I think 
I would only suggest one thing – pray for conversion. Because the church – all churches 
– are still in need of the Spirit’s power to open us up to what God is doing in the world. 
 
 I believe in that. I’ve seen it. May it be so for us all. Amen. 


