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ST MICHAEL’S and ALL ANGELS, Weltevreden Park


Sermon and Discussion Questions : Revd Dr Tim Long
Second Sunday after Easter : 25 April 2004

ACTS 9.1-22

Introduction
This story is about two men, Saul and Ananias. Even though it is usually only Saul’s experience that is talked about, Ananias’s encounter with the Lord is equally interesting and significant. I want to approach this text by asking, What is it that distinguishes us Christians from non-believers? It isn’t that we’re handsomer, live longer, have better health, are able to deflect bullets like Superman, or are immune to the problems and sorrows of life. What does distinguish us is that God speaks to us. That’s what we believe; that God is alive and is involved in our lives and speaks to us.

Saul (1-9)
On his way to persecute Christians, Saul is struck by the blinding presence of Christ and realizes that in persecuting Christians he is persecuting Christ, which means that he is persecuting God. Now this is shattering, for Paul is acting as he does out of the conviction that he is protecting God from the heresy of Christ and his followers. The force of this revelation is so extreme and so shocking that Saul is incapacitated. In this way, he is taken, as it were, out of active life and rendered helpless. In this way the story presents and underlines the significance of this moment.

Ananias (10-16)

Ananias is arrested by the voice of God, which tells him something that petrifies him: that he should go to this terrifying man, Saul, bearing a message from Jesus. In fear and trembling, but obediently, he goes. As with Saul. Christ addresses Ananias directly, in a way that arrests his life and transforms it.

Saul and Ananias (17-22)
Their two stories merge as Ananias becomes the person Christ uses to complete his transformation of Saul. Saul resumes normal life, except that he now becomes as passionate a witness to Christ as he had been against Christ. The story ends by underlining the confusion among Saul’s community who don’t understand what has happened to him.

Reflection

The stories of these two encounters tells us something important about God’s speech; namely, that it is always disturbing. Here both men’s lives are changed by God’s speech. Now this is why we shy away from God’s speech, preferring safe, routine religion to the vagaries and uncertainties of hearing God. When you come to church, do you expect God to speak to you? If you’ve lost this expectation then you’ve lost the heart of your faith, the very reason for coming. All of us have to struggle to keep this expectation fresh and alert; and we have to struggle against our human tendency to prefer safety to the adventure of God’s speech. Remember, that while God’s speech is disturbing, to hear it is also always profoundly comforting. 

Now that God speaks to us implies that we listen, which means that we have to develop our listening ‘muscles’. Often we don’t hear God because we haven’t practised listening to God. There is work involved in this and there’s no way around that. Moreover, God’s speech implies our obedience, for without obedience there is no point in listening. Both the men in today’s NT reading obey God, but Ananias’ obedience is perhaps the greater because what he is asked to do is so frightening. Note, though, that it is in obeying that Ananias discovers peace, the peace of knowing that God is with him. So listening must lead to obedience, remembering what I said on Easter Sunday about the meaning of that much-misunderstood concept. I said that in demanding obedience, God never demands our assent to something imposed upon us from the outside. Obedience, rather, comes from deep within you, when you know that what God asks of you is what you want, indeed must, do.

Furthermore, God speaks to all of us, not to a select few. Sometimes I hear Christians talking about other Christians as if they are some special elite, who are closer to God than they themselves are. Well, such sentiments, whether they come out of a sense of personal inadequacy or are an excuse for a passive type of Christianity, are absolutely wrong. Let me elaborate, using the experience of Ananias. This is the only appearance Ananias makes in the Bible, from which we can conclude that he was a pretty ordinary person with no outstanding gifts – he played, it seems, no memorable or extensive role in the very early church. Here, though, his openness to the Lord’s voice, and his readiness to obey it, even though what God wanted him to do terrified him, had dramatic consequences. My point is that Christ uses all of us. There are no ‘special’ people to God. Because each of us is God’s creation, what God wanted of Ananias, and the way it happened, could happen to any of you here today. The question is not: would God speak to you? The question is: would you obey? 

Finally,  remember that encounter with God is really awakening  to the God who is in you, which is a process, happening in different keys, mostly minor with the occasional major (God’s speech is not always earth-shattering, even though it is always compelling). It is not you who find God but God who finds you. This we see in today’s passage. Your part is to listen and to respond. A great spiritual writer, Thomas Merton, once said that “God discovers himself in us”.

Let’s practise this now, taking the Lord’s address to each man as our starting-point.  The Lord addresses each man by name. Saul….Ananias….. sit yourself comfortably, close your eyes and focus. Hear the Lord call you by name. Spend some time in silence listening for the Holy Spirit to carry on, to say something to you specifically. Is you hear no message, know that simply in being called by your name you are hearing the most profound of all messages.
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