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“… get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” 

This is the grand moment in the history of the early church. This is 
when Saul, the zealous Jew from Tarsus meets the risen Jesus and things 
change forever. This is the model that is held up to us all about how to 
become truly Christian. Have a Damascus Road experience. It is a 
model which has spilled out of the church into the surrounding society 
signifying that this is the way to talk when you want to speak of a dra-
matic, life-changing experience. Have a Damascus Road experience and 
change the world! Well, at least your small part of it. Or maybe we’ll 
just change ourselves - that should be doable.  

From persecutor to proclaimer, from bitter opponent to greatest fan. 
That seems to be about total transformation doesn’t it? And there is the 
beginning of our problem with Paul. Because we see his great example 
so vividly and then reflect on our own inner selves, we don’t see that the 
possibility exists to utterly change our lives and be comfortable about 
doing so. And if we don’t change then aren’t we somehow being less 
than truly Christian, that we’re half-hearted followers and there lies the 
pathway to being a guilty half-believer, a path peppered with ‘shoulds’ 
and ‘oughts’ and unrealistic expectations of our souls. 

I’d like us to take a step back and we’ll do a bit of background explora-
tion because there are some things that didn’t happen to Paul which our 
modern pop-psychology implies it is able to achieve for us too. For a 
start Paul didn’t change his personality. He was an irascible argumentat-
ive person before his Damascus Road experience and remained so long 
after. He was still zealous in his application of the faith he held. Paul 
was a Jew before, passionately so, and he still thought himself Jewish to 

the end of his life. Jewish scripture and practice shaped his life and 
thought. To use ‘conversion’ talk is misleading. Paul was a Jew one way, 
then became a Jew in another way, in the light of Jesus. To use a banal 
example Marmite is eaten in our house, Vegemite in my in-laws house - 
yet we are both yeast extract eaters. To change from one to another is 
not really a conversion. Conversion with Marmite happened for me 
when I took some to the States with me and found one person who 
after trying it liked it and wanted more. Paul’s transformation came 
within the wider tradition he was part of. 

So, if we are taking Paul as a model we cannot use his experience as a 
justification for becoming someone with a different personality. Become 
a happy person, a person who can, if he or she chooses, transform from 
one level of human understanding and personal insight to a higher plat-
eau. Wait, even a ‘habit’ as complex and pervasive as an entire personal-
ity/lifestyle can, in fact, be transformed by its ‘owner’ on the basis of a 
decision to do so. So immerse yourself in a cocoon of feeling good, 
which turns out to be the happy balance of ability to freely feel the rel-
evant emotion at the proper intensity in the moment of ever changing 
experience. Look forward to the days when you will be able to look 
back and review your ongoing transformation. These are claims that you 
can be someone different from who you are, right now, and they are 
built on this moment of “conversion” to a new path which is not there in 
the story if we read it faithfully. 

So what did happen according to Luke?  On the road to Damascus to 
carry on the persecution of the  Christian community, Saul experiences 
a light and a voice which identifies itself as the voice of Jesus, who he 
was persecuting. Through this mystical vision that he has, Saul has an 
experience of what the New Testament calls metanoia. That is usually 
called repentance, but its core meaning is reorienting oneself usually in 
reference to God. More than that though, it also calls forth a response 
from that reorientation. This metanoia experience is deeply embedded 
within Jewish life, but it is also part of the experience of the wider 
community. Plato, for example, suggested that “conversion is not im-



planting eyes, for they exist already; but giving them a right direction, 
which they have not.” 

Saul loses his sight, the sign of lost direction and then he is instructed 
“to do what he is told.” If we had read on we would have heard how the 
Christian community took him in and through Ananias and the others 
Paul is reoriented. Yes, you can say he converted, but it is a conversion 
within the Jewish tradition from being a violent opponent and perse-
cutor of pagan inclusion to becoming a non-violent proponent and per-
suader of pagan inclusion. However, the purpose of this encounter is the 
mission to the Gentiles, not just Paul's own personal, private conversion 
experience. With God, the picture is always big, very big, and each one 
of us is precious within it.From the very first day, Saul learned that the 
Christian life is not an individualistic or isolated undertaking, but rather 
that he (and anyone else who came to the community) was dependent 
on the wisdom, discernment, and faithfulness of other members of that 
community. 

So when we look at it as a conversion story we miss the essential heart 
of it in that it is a call story. Saul doesn’t change his essential self, in-
stead his life is reoriented around this new understanding of how he 
could be a Jew and follow in the Way. In this way his story parallels that 
of Peter in the resurrection story of Jesus meeting the disciples. Even as 
he is challenged and forgiven, reminded and restored, Peter remains 
Peter. He is still the bluff impulsive leader of the group of fishermen 
from Galilee. He still finds it hard to admit he had it wrong. From what 
we know from further stories both in Acts and other sources that re-
mained Peter’s character to the end. Yet he too was met by the risen Je-
sus, he too was restored and forgiven and he too was called and given a 
task. Feed my sheep! 

Perhaps he may have been a little less hasty, a little more tolerant, but 
his essential “Peterness” remained.  Jesus continues to call men and wo-
men down through the centuries to the path that Paul recognised, the 
Way of radical inclusiveness, the way of being the body of Christ, the 

community of Jews and Gentiles who have committed themselves to 
being followers of the Way. This Way is the path of inclusiveness that he 
was trying to drive out, for it went against the Pharisaic path of holi-
ness, for women, slaves, gentiles, the sick, the outcast are all outside of 
the path that he had chosen. Then Saul was filled with the light of Jesus 
and the Spirit that opened his eyes: ‘In Christ’ was for Paul a new iden-
tity that involved a new community and way of being.  

So for us today, the idea of being converted, of changing our personalit-
ies from being somehow “bad” or “flawed” to becoming “good” or 
“whole” is somewhat of a misunderstanding of what happened to the 
two giants of the early church.Of more importance is the call to follow 
Jesus and to do that with our whole being, the whole being with all its 
warts and flaws, beauty spots and strong quirks of character. These are 
who we are and these are the gifts that we can offer God to live out the 
gospel. 

Yes – there is a call for us. Yes – there is restoration and transformation 
for our lives. God’s mercy and forgiveness is surely a healing presence 
that can penetrate to the depths of our souls. And then, from there we 
too are commissioned, as individuals and as a community, to serve as 
witnesses to the transforming and enduring ways of love. In following 
this Way we also re-encounter God, in whose presence we live and 
serve. That is the change, the conversion that takes place, that re-orient-
ation of our lives. John Bell of the Iona community whose song we are 
about to sing has offered us these words as a way of helping us see  all 
this Jesus calls us here to meet him … sharer of our flesh and frailness, 
saving all who fail or fall… share the love of which we sing. 

The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word


