Homily for Sunday, October 20 2024     Acts 9, selected verses     “Resistant Yet Compliant” 

[bookmark: _Hlk179295116]THE FIRST READING        Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?  “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked. “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone. Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing. So they led him by the hand into Damascus. 

THE SECOND READING            For three days he was blind, and did not eat or drink anything. In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called to him in a vision, “Ananias!” “Yes, Lord,” he answered. The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight.”  “Lord,” Ananias answered, “I have heard many reports about this man and all the harm he has done to your holy people in Jerusalem. And he has come here with authority from the chief priests to arrest all who call on your name.”  But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here—has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized, and after taking some food, he regained his strength.

THE THIRD READING           Saul spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. All those who heard him were astonished and asked, “Isn’t he the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this name? And hasn’t he come here to take them as prisoners to the chief priests?” Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Messiah. Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace and was strengthened. Living in the fear of the Lord and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.



The battle has been lost, I’m afraid, but it still annoys me. When I was a boy, we made it all the way to Thanksgiving without one shred of tinsel, one gleaming glass ball appearing in the local stores. In high school, the gewgaws of Christmas started showing up right after Halloween. By the time I was in seminary, our commercialized Christmas was in full bloom by the end of September, and now of course the beastly heat of August can be somewhat ameliorated by strolling into Costco and wandering about among the snow-flocked, twinkling trees. Sigh…

I tell you this in defense of a sermon choice that I have made today, because I want to square up the two greatest conversion stories I know and see what we can enjoyably learn from their comparison. Today I want to contrast the conversion of Saul with the conversion of Ebenezer Scrooge, and I don’t want to be accused of rushing the season! I think that these stories of redemption and renewed purpose later in life are always in season, so today we have a double bill: A Damascus Road and A Christmas Carol. And, true to both, we will be focusing primarily on the leading actors, Saul of Tarsus and Ebenezer of London.

Both stories begin with meeting the leads, and both stories use broad strokes to paint unsavory personalities. Saul of Tarsus is a disciplined rabbi, a Pharisee by training, one of the bean-counting, rule-enforcing, letter of the law kinda guys. Ebenezer of London, on the other hand, is not spiritual but quite religious: his religion is money. The making of it, the counting of it, the saving of it, but not the enjoying of it. Both men are devoted to their religions, but neither derive much joy from that side of their lives. As the stories open, Saul of Tarsus is persecuting the Christians, and Scrooge of London is persecuting, well, basically anybody he meets. And both of them are about to get a rollicking they did not see coming!

For Saul of Tarsus, this rollicking would begin on the road to Damascus, traveling north out of Jerusalem with documents in hand that gave him free reign in the detention and imprisonment of the early followers of Jesus. For Ebenezer of London, his rollicking would begin on a dark, cold, lonely Christmas Eve, to be spent alone with the tiniest fire in the grate and the most meager feast ever marginally consumed. And quite suddenly, both of our stars du jour are confronted with a spirit from the past: Ebenezer gets his persecuted business partner Marley, and Saul gets his persecuted rabbinic colleague, Jesus of Nazareth. Both of them are challenged about why they are living as they are, making such damaging and questionable life choices. And both are asked, Saul more directly, but still, why are you defaming me, persecuting me, dishonoring my name and my memory? Both are told to get up and get on with better living. And both are temporarily blinded – Saul actually so, and Ebenezer emotionally so. Thus far in the tale both men are resistant, and not yet compliant, but the night is young…

Blinded Saul is led by the hand into Damascus, one of the most thriving and most continuously inhabited cities on Earth. The mood there is bright and festive, big city stuff, but he cannot see it; remaining in seclusion, neither eating nor drinking, for three days. With clever literary hints that would have impressed even Charles Dickens, St. Luke lets us know that Saul has been led by the hand to the house of a man named Judas, wink wink, which is located on Straight Street, nudge nudge, and he has been blind for three days, say no more! God is going to straighten out this Judas, and a form of resurrection is about to take place, a move from death to life. And it will all be enabled by Ananias, a local believer who is none too keen about interacting with this infamous and bloody-minded rabbi, Saul of Tarsus.

Now, just as Saul has Ananias, so too Ebenezer has the Ghost of Christmas Present, who takes him by the hand and shows him bright and festive things, a party underway at Fezziwig’s, the kind of thing he used to love before he got so crochety and self-absorbed. Both men are ushered into a present reality that they do not welcome, because to welcome it they would have to confess their shortcomings and own their stuff. Two-thirds of the way in, both Saul and Ebenezer remain resistant, but not yet compliant.

We gotta ask, what’s it gonna take, to get these two strong, unyielding, arrogant guys to see the error of their ways and take a better path? Well…it’s gonna take a symbolic death, I’m afraid. Ebenezer of London, of course, is transported to a cemetery where the brushed-away snow reveals his own name on the gravestone. Saul of Tarsus, with a new level of vision, immediately gets baptized, symbolically dying to his former religious choices and arising out of the waters a new man. It seems plain to me in both of our stories today that the inexhaustible, unwavering hand of God has been at work, creating a path to redemption for men whose best work is still ahead of them, but getting on that path will require them to change course! Yet once they do, overcoming their resistance with compliance, their stories burst forth with vigor and joy. 

Saul of Tarsus goes straightaway to the synagogue to begin preaching about Jesus, the Messiah, preaching from the strength of his own conversion. They don’t trust him, though…isn’t this the same guy that just last week was tossing Christians in jail, and worse? Isn’t this the same guy who collected coats while Stephen was being stoned to death? Ebenezer of London begins his preaching, too, about the virtues of Christmas, and family, and merrymaking, and all his humbug is gone! And just like Saul, they don’t trust him; …isn’t this the same guy that just last night was suggesting that the poor should get on with dying and diminish the surplus population? Isn’t this the same guy who said to his overworked, underpaid employee Bob Cratchit, “Christmas? A poor excuse for picking a man’s pocket every twenty-fifth of December! But I suppose you must have the whole day. Be here all the earlier next morning.”

Both of our heroes overcame the initial lack of trust and lived lives of meaning and purpose and impact, too. Of Ebenezer of London this was written: “Scrooge was better than his word. He did it all, and infinitely more; and to Tiny Tim, who did not die, he was a second father. He became as good a friend, as good a master, and as good a man, as the good old city knew, or any other good old city, town, or borough, in the good old world.” And Saul of Tarsus, newly christened the Apostle Paul, spent his converted years founding churches, converting thousands, and writing nearly a quarter of the New Testament. We wouldn’t have the global religion we call Christianity if Saul of Tarsus had not moved from resistance to compliance. We likewise would not have the heart of Christmas had not Ebenezer of London blazed a path into reclaiming the holiness behind the hullabaloo, overcoming his own resistance and becoming compliant to the Divine. His nephew Fred, a strong defender of Christmas, famously said this: “There are many things from which I have derived good, by which I have not profited, I dare say, Christmas among the rest. But I am sure I have always thought of Christmas time, when it has come round, as a good time; a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time; the only time I know of, in the long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, and to think of people below them as if they really were fellow-passengers to the grave, and not another race of creatures bound on other journeys. And therefore, uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or silver in my pocket, I believe that it has done me good, and will do me good; and I say, God bless it!” 

Friends, the Holy Spirit is in these words and sentiments. The presence of Jesus is in these words and sentiments. The grace of God resides in these words and sentiments, and I daresay, if we cannot perceive that, we ourselves are still resistant, and not yet compliant. That being the case, my prayer is the same as Tiny Tim’s: God bless us, every one. Amen. 
