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“Transformation”
Acts 9:1-20
Over 3,200 American soldiers have died in the war in Iraq - each with a name and stories of family, of work, of school, of church, of hopes and dreams.  We often obscure the human face of war by insisting that our ideological beliefs about freedom and democracy are well worth the cost.
But as we begin to hear the stories of those who have died we become profoundly aware of the ways in which each death has had an exponential effect on families and communities throughout the country.  And if that is true for us we are mindful that “for each U.S. service member killed in Iraq, at least 20 Iraqis die violently”  (“A Day of Death,” Rod Nordland & Babak Dehghanpisheh, Newsweek, April 2, 2007, page 52).   Each Iraqi man, woman, and child has a name and stories of their own lives and we should find little comfort in each death lest we begin to convince ourselves that for our sense of security, the life of any Iraqi man, woman, or child is expendable.

In other words, “Who cares if they die?”  “That is the price of making our nation, our world secure!”  “Better to meet and kill the terrorists on their streets than on our own.”
The senseless killing of 32 teachers and students at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, Virginia last Monday reminded us of the reality that each person has a name and each many stories.  The gunman also had a name – Seung-Hui Cho – and stories of his family and his troubled life are slowly coming to light.

Each has a name and each many stories and while we may be tempted to reduce the deaths in Iraq or the killings in Blacksburg to who is for or against the war or who is for or against gun control, what we know is that with each death there is an immeasurable grief and a sense of great loss.  What is required of us that God’s Spirit may transform weeping into joy?   

Our reading from The Acts of the Apostles provides us with a story of God’s amazing grace.  It is a story about a man named Saul.  We know him as Paul today but in the first century he was known as Saul.  He was born in the city of Tarsus and grew up under the influence of Greek culture, Roman citizenship, and Hebrew religion.
Paul’s earliest education would have been in the home, with his father as instructor.  The loyalty of his parents to their Hebrew faith remained a mark of pride for Paul.  At about age six he would have attended the synagogue school for instruction in the Scriptures and Hebrew.  

Paul himself indicates he was educated in Jerusalem “at the feet of Gamaliel” (Acts 5:34-39, 22:3, 26:4-5).  Like his father, he was a Pharisee (Acts 23:6; Philippians 3:5).

Because of his devotion to Judaism, Paul became convinced that those who were followers of Jesus were heretics.  His active opposition to those who identified Jesus as the crucified Messiah marked him as a leader of the persecution that followed.

Our reading this morning is about the transformation that occurs in his life one day.  Some scholars point to the Bible to say that Paul’s conversion did not involve a serious moral trauma (Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Paul J. Achtemeier, General Editor, Harper & Row, Publishers, San Francisco, 1971, page 759).  After all, Paul claimed that, before he accepted Jesus as Christ, “as to righteousness under the law” he had been “blameless” (Philippians 3:6).  
But I would venture to say that if Paul justified the killing of others as “righteousness under the law” he had a very, very serious moral problem.  Paul admits he “laid waste the church” and “dragged off men and women and committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3).  He “persecuted them even to foreign cities” (Acts 26:11).
“I persecuted the church of God violently and tried to destroy it” he writes in his letter to the church in Galatia (Galatians 1:13, 23).  He assisted in the execution of Stephen when he guarded the clothes of those who stoned him (Acts 7:58) and admitted that “I not only locked up many of the saints in prison, but I also cast my vote against them when they were being condemned to death” (Acts 26:10).

To say that Paul’s conversion did not come out of a serious moral trauma is to dimiss the deaths of so many men and women in the first century church – each with a name and each with their stories.  It was on his mission to Damascus to arrest some Christians and bring them to Jerusalem for trial that the story of his conversion occurred.

Our reading this morning is the first of three narratives of Paul’s encounter with Christ on the Damascus road (Acts 22:3-16, 26:4-23).  The encounter begins with a flash of light that puts Paul on the ground.  A voice calls out to him by name and directs him to the city. When he gets up he realizes that he lost his eyesight.  For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.

That dramatic encounter transformed Paul’s life forever.  Much is made of Paul’s dramatic conversion – a flash of light, falling to the ground, hearing a voice, becoming blind.  I imagine we would hope that our encounters with God would be full of such drama.  But given his zeal to condemn others to death, nothing short of a dramatic encounter would have caught his attention.  
The person who is overlooked in our reading is the story of the call of Ananias.  His story, like Paul’s story, is also a story of transformation.  Ananias was a disciple living in Damascus.  He receives a vision and is instructed to go to Paul, lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight.  Ananias is reluctant to go and he makes clear he is aware of how much “evil” Paul has done.  But God reassures Ananias that Paul has been chosen.  
So Ananias goes to Paul and does as he has been instructed.  Paul regains his sight and is baptized (Acts 9:18-19).

Paul’s conversion, Paul’s transformation is nothing short of dramatic.  Though we know nothing of Ananias’ conversion, we know that both he and Paul had encounters with Christ that transformed them and eventually their communities.

Ananias knew when he received his vision to go to Paul that Paul had the authority from the chief priests to extradite Christians from the city of Damascus to Jerusalem for trial (Acts 9:1-2, 22:5).  He knew he faced the possibility of being killed.  Still he went putting his trust in God.

Paul’s story comes with a dramatic turning, while Ananias’ story is in quiet persuasion.  In what ways and through what persons have we encountered the Risen Christ?  What is required for us to risk changing, especially in the broken places of our lives, so that God’s Spirit may work to restore and renew us?
Perhaps like Paul and Ananias it is to simply trust that God’s amazing grace, God’s favor is what will turn our mourning into dancing that we may be clothed with joy and that our souls may praise God and not be silent even in the midst of death.
On July 29, 2006 Lance Corporal Anthony Edward Butterfield of Clovis, California was one of four Marines killed when a suicide bomber set off a propane truck in Rawah, Iraq.  He left a letter behind that was to be read only if he didn’t make it home alive.  Butterfield was 19 years old when he died.
“Hi mom, dad, Britney, Jeremy, and Bailey. If your (sic) getting this letter then I’m sure you’ve already heard.  I’m so sorry.  But know that I’m safe now.  I’m with God watching over you.  I’ll always be with you all.

You’ll know I’m around because you’ll feel me.  I wanna tell you all some special memories I’ll always hold on too (sic).  Staying up late with you mom watching the food channel while you rub my back, or when I was little and you’d always get me a glass of chocolate milk with a lid and a straw.  With you, Dad, going out on the sidecar and driving to volleyball tournaments, just you and me.

Britney when you used to drop me off at school and I thought I was so cool cause all my friends got rides from there (sic) parents.  You were always like a second mom to me Brit trying to hold my hand crossing the street.

Jeremy you and me always building cool ass stuff.  A wagon with an engine, a bicycle with an engine, and a bicycle sidecar.  Or just chillin in the back yard riding motorcycles for hours.

Bailey remember all those late nights when you’d come into my room and we’d just talk.  And just hanging out with my little sister.  I always loved going to the beach house as a family and spending time with each other constantly smiling, playing in the sand.

I thank God every day for blessing me with such an amazing family.  You all mean the world to me.  I hope I’ve made you all proud.  I love you all with all of my heart and please don’t be sad.  Just know that I made it to heaven before you and will see you all again.

Your loving son/brother, Anthony Edward Butterfield.”

Each human life is sacred – sacred in its being born, sacred in its living, sacred in its dying.  
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