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It is no exaggeration to say that the Apostle Paul is one of the most important figures in our Bible. Paul walks onto our stage for the first time in Acts, chapter 7. We see him standing by, holding the coats of those who are holding the stones, while Stephen, the first Christian martyr, is being killed.  He’s a Jew and a Pharisee, and although he never met him, he’s a contemporary of Jesus – the peasant from Galilee, who had stirred up a lot of trouble for the Temple elite. Things should have quieted down by now, but for his followers, Jesus was still present in their midst, a threat to the religious establishment, to religious leaders like Paul. 

And so “Saul,” his Jewish name, is on a righteous warpath, hunting down followers of Jesus – like the Nazis hunted down the Jews.  He is determined to stamp out this new heresy, to punish those who are keeping the memory of Jesus alive, even now, years after he was killed. Read further into Acts, chapter 9. There you find Saul, now on the road to Damascus, holding letters to their synagogues with instructions to let Saul bind any followers of Jesus he might find there and bring them to Jerusalem.  

“Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus,” the text tells us, “suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him,” and he hears what he believes is the voice of Jesus, “Saul, Saul! Why do you persecute me?” Saul falls to the ground, unseeing, blind to what has happened to him. His traveling companions help him up and lead him by the hand into the city where he languishes at a house on Straight Street, praying for three days.

There’s more to the story: Jesus is still speaking, this time to a member of the group that Saul is hunting, the People of the Way. Jesus asks Ananias to go to Saul and lay hands on him so that he can regain his sight. Now, Ananias has heard about this Saul and the evil he has done, and he resists, afraid, and he tries to reason with Jesus, 	who insists, “Go!” because I have work for this man. And so Ananias goes and lays hands on Saul, and the text says, “Something like scales fell from [Paul’s] eyes.” 

It’s a classic story of a spiritual awakening: Saul is transformed from being a persecutor of Jesus to being his best promotor. Significant emotional encounters are what change us; first-hand knowledge. Change is about relationships, not statistics.

Some of you might have read Larry Brown’s opinion piece in last Sunday’s Cape Cod Times. He interviewed students who participated in the Cape Cod Council of Churches’ Youth Streetreach program in July. The students had organized a dinner for the homeless in Hyannis.  When they arrived, many of the new kids were afraid of these people, but after a meal together with time for conversation, they replaced fear with understanding and friendship. And now they’re “hot” to do it again! 

I contacted the Council of Churches: The backstory is that, when Marilyn Lariviere was the Youth Minister at St. John’s in Pocasset in 2007, she took her youth group to Boston to experience a home-less event. When they got home, three girls insisted they do a similar program on the Cape. It’s been happening ever since, Marilyn says, powered by hundreds of students and the Holy Spirit. This work has shown up in their college applications and inspired them to go into social work and medicine. They just celebrated 21 seniors from various schools who have been involved since the 8th grade.

A field trip led to transformation. Kim and I were talking about “transformation,” what it is, over breakfast.  So I googled it.  AI says it’s a “deep inner change in a person’s habits, mindset, or lifestyle.” Is that what Paul had in mind in his letter to the little outpost in Rome?

Personal encounters change us, transform us.  Paul was changed by his spiritual experience on the road and by the way he was cared for by People of the Way.  Saul became a new person, signified by a new name, Paul. It can happen to any of us.  Perhaps it’s happened to some of you?

I’ve been concerned about children in Haiti for more than a decade because of our friends Rose and Herold who were born there. Rose’s father founded Baptist churches in some of the poorest areas in Haiti and set up elementary schools as part of the churches.

Kim and I, and the churches where I served in Rhode Island, sponsored children whose families were so poor that they didn’t have the $175, the cost to enroll them. So we “adopted” many of them. Rose worked with a Haitian pastor, Pastor Paul, who sent pictures of each child we adopted, the boys, so proud, dressed in the school’s blue polo shirts and the girls with pink bows in their hair.

And, their precious faces, the beautiful faces! I put their pictures on the refrigerator. “Who are these children?”  My brother asked when he came to dinner. “They’re our children,” was the only answer.
We watched them grow up and graduate from elementary school, ready for the next step to have a chance at life. And we saw the fear in their eyes grow as Haiti became more dangerous.

Because we not only helped them with school costs, we also filled barrels with rice, beans, and pasta and peanut butter, notebooks, pads, pencils and erasers, what kids in school need, and other supplies the pastors needed. Every tiny space was filled! And then we raised money to ship the barrels – until the Haitian government stopped allowing barrels to come into port – because people working with the gangs were intercepting them and replacing the food and supplies with guns being smuggled in from the U.S. 
	
Rose and Herold can’t go back to see their families because they would be kidnaped and held for ransom.  They grieve the deaths of relatives from afar.  Since our friends have been U.S. citizens for 50 years, they’re safe, but I’m terrified for Haitian immigrants who have lost their Temporary Protected Status, because I know they have no home to go home to. Rose and I suffer over this together.

What does it mean to be transformed in the world in which we live? A world of cruelty and violence and suffering? A world in which evil raises its ugly head and slithers across our media feeds! Why aren’t we in tears on Sunday mornings in our churches? I am reminded of the verse in Lamentations in the OT after Babylon’s destruction of the temple: “Is it nothing to you, all ye that pass by?”
I have been transformed by my friendship with Rose, but apparently not enough: I’m not outraged enough: too busy checking off items on my to-do lists, going down the rabbit hole of my projects. These are difficult times for us, just as it was for the early followers of Jesus. We live in our own little worlds and ignore the pain of neighbors, barely a world away.

Getting to know the homeless was a transformation for me, too, 25 years ago when I worked at Beneficent Church in Providence. 	When the scales first fell from my eyes. The fall had been mild, but in January, the temperature dropped below zero, and authorities urged people living on the street to take shelter at Crossroads. And when Crossroads ran out of room for people, even to sleep sitting up in chairs, they reached out to the churches.  

The first night we had twelve, the next night, twenty, and by the weekend, we were up to fifty – single women, families, men – forced out of their homes by rising rents or domestic violence, by lost income because of illness or downsizing, by mental illness and PTSD from serving on war’s front lines.  

I don’t have time to tell you all those stories – about the man who was discharged from RI Hospital to our shelter pushing an IV pole; about the older woman who sat with me in the kitchen, terrified of what would become of her; about the man with feet cracked from cold who cried when I brought him heavy socks I picked up at Job Lot on my way home.

We are all transformed by the experiences we have and by the relationships we cherish. Perhaps you, too, have been transformed in such a way.

This is what happened to the Apostle Paul on the Damascus road, the voice of Jesus calling him and then – perhaps even more telling – the People of the Way reaching out and caring for him just as they did for everyone they encountered, especially the ones on the margins that Jesus cared about. 
After he recovers, Saul changes his name to the Greek “Paul” and begins the formidable task of broadening the mission field – first to Jews living abroad and by the second century to the Gentiles. 

He takes to the road – and the high seas – and makes four trips around the Mediterranean world, often cooling his heals in dank prisons, but gradually setting up little outposts in Greek cities, beginning first in the Synagogues, and when the people there reject him, settling in people’s homes.

We catch up with Paul in today’s letter that he wrote to the fledging church in Rome. This is the longest of his letters, and he takes the first 11 of its 16 chapters to build his case for the Gentiles. The word “therefore,” in his opening sentence, sets the stage for what comes after: his argument for transformation.  “I appeal to you, therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable….”  Therefore, “we are not to be conformed to the world around us but to be transformed by the renewing of our minds so that we may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

Paul urges his community to sacrifice their lives for good in response to God’s grace. The days of burnt offerings are past.  No longer are we to sacrifice our first born son as a tribute to God.  No longer is our relationship with God based on the purity of the lamb or the dove to be sacrificed on the altar.  

Instead, now, we are meant to be the sacrifice – not literally, of course, but to orient our lives to loving acts of kindness and goodness and compassion and to grieve when people are hurt, no matter who they are and where they are on life’s journey. People are precious!

We Americans are such an individualistic society, we think Paul is writing just to separate members of the church, individually, but he’s urging them, collectively, to build up the community by using the gifts that God has given to each for the benefit of the whole so the entire body can be a force for good, a local church changing the world around them like a stone thrown into a pond. 

Across the centuries, “Be transformed,” Paul cries out. And then he tells us how as he ends this portion of his letter: 	“Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. … Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer,” if we read on beyond the lectionary text in that chapter. “Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them, rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.”  And more, the marks of the Christian community….

West Parish is an amazing church with a remarkable history, and we have accomplished much over the years. Our generous outreach programs that have transformed so many lives. The Family School that has transformed the lives of children for five decades and still going strong. Let’s all get behind their 50th Anniversary Celebration, coming up in October. The beautiful Art Show last Sunday which showcased not only the exquisite work of our hands but also what we can accomplish when we work together in love and harmony. Art and beauty is one of the ways that the love of God flows through us into the world. And there’s so much here! Our magnificent meetinghouse, which Steve reminded us at the concert on Friday evening, was built 60 years before the American Revolution as a place for the community to come together.
 
We are where we are, and we are who we are, by those who came before us, transformed in their time for their place in history. Yet, transformation is only a process to lead us to something else. An open awareness of the Spirit in our midst, a reminder to keep our hearts and minds open, as we allow time for prayer and discernment. We can’t control the Spirit – “the wind blows where it chooses” – (John 3:8) but we can listen for her voice as we are transformed for this, our church’s fourth century.  

Recall, with me, the words of John Robinson’s farewell to the Pilgrims:  “The Lord hath more truth and light yet to break forth from God’s holy Word.”

May it be so! 
Amen.
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