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Texts: Isaiah 9:1-4 • Psalm 1, 4-9 • 1 Corinthians 1:10-18 • Matthew 4:12-23

Isaiah 9:1-4
But there will be no gloom for those who were in anguish. In the former 

time he brought into contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but 
in the latter time he will make glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the 
Jordan, Galilee of the nations. The people who walked in darkness have seen a 
great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness— on them light has shined. 
You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; they rejoice before you 
as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder. For the yoke of 
their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you 
have broken as on the day of Midian.

Psalm 27:1, 4-9
The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the 

stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?
One thing I asked of the Lord, that will I seek after: to live in the house of 

the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in 
his temple.

For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble; he will conceal me 
under the cover of his tent; he will set me high on a rock.

Now my head is lifted up above my enemies all around me, and I will offer 
in his tent sacrifices with shouts of joy; I will sing and make melody to the Lord.

Hear, O Lord, when I cry aloud, be gracious to me and answer me!
“Come,” my heart says, “seek his face!” Your face, Lord, do I seek.
Do not hide your face from me. Do not turn your servant away in anger, 

you who have been my help. Do not cast me off, do not forsake me, O God of my 
salvation!
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I Corinthians 1:10-18
Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, 
but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose. For it has been 
reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers 
and sisters. What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to 
Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.” Has Christ been divided? 
Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?

I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, so that no 
one can say that you were baptized in my name. (I did baptize also the household 
of Stephanas; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.)

For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not 
with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its 
power. For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, 
but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.

Matthew 4:12-23
Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Gali-

lee. He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory 
of Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isa-
iah might be fulfilled: “Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, 
across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles — the people who sat in darkness have 
seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light 
has dawned.” 

From that time Jesus began to proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of heav-
en has come near.”

As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is 
called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea—for they were 
fishermen. And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” 
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Immediately they left their nets and followed him. As he went from there, 
he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John, in the 
boat with their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he called them. Immedi-
ately they left the boat and their father, and followed him.

Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaim-
ing the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness 
among the people.

It was a quiet week in Lake Wobegon. If you are a Garrison Keillor listener, 
you’ll recognize the reference to the fictional town he created in his long-running 
radio show; and obviously I’m joking.

As it is we don’t live in Lake Wobegon. We live in these United States, which 
just underwent a transition in presidential leadership on Friday. This day was 
met with “pomp and protest” as the Houston Chronicle described it Friday in its 
headline.

It is also time of tremendous change in other governmental representatives at 
the federal and state level, too. Our state legislature has begun to meet for its every 
other year session.

Many of us are involved in faith-led efforts to advocate on behalf of children 
in our state. We are in need of profound conversion, you might say, in the way we 
invest in this most vulnerable population. 

Our church’s namesake, the apostle Paul, was the recipient of a profound per-
sonal conversion that we remember each year on this day. 

It is important to remember that, although the blinding light is the signature 
moment, his conversion, his transformation from killer to apostle for Christ was 
not just that moment but a process over three days and really a life time. All true 
conversions are a process.

St. Paul can be controversial, but one way to understand his witness is to 
see his writing and his ministry as an evolution much like any true conversion — 
change, transformation, happens over time, a life time in fact.
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It was in a gathering of pastors some years ago I think when the one leading 
it asked these questions that hit me square right in the chest: 

Are you the same person you were five years ago? 
Are you growing or are you stuck? 
Are you essentially the same person with a few tweaks here and there or have 

you developed, deepened, changed in any way? 
Hmmm. I began to ponder who I was at that point and whether the same 

things were still bedeviling me or whether I had grown through them some. 
What about you? How is it with your life and soul? 
Damascus is near the scene of Paul’s conversion. Some say Damascus is the 

oldest continuously inhabited city in the world. There is tons of history there and of 
course a deadly civil war is taking place there as we speak. To hear Damascus in this 
story it is hard not to think about current events.

It was while he was approaching Damascus that Paul had his conversion ex-
perience. The significance of this event was such that Luke includes three separate 
accounts of it in Acts of the Apostles: the narrative account in Acts 9, a speech by 
Paul in Hebrew to the Jews in Acts 22, and then in a speech in Greek to a Gentile 
Governor and a King in Acts 26. This story is for the whole world.  

Saul is told to get up and go into the city. For three days he was sightless and 
fasting.

I want you to know that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not 
of human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I 
taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ — a gospel of 
God’s grace to all people, Jew and Gentile, through faith in Jesus Christ in 
his coming among us, in his death and in his resurrection…

We cannot over emphasize how important Paul’s conversion and his un-
derstanding of the gospel was for the development of the Christian faith. Paul was 
given the vision of a new humanity under the Lordship of Christ embracing both 
Jew and Gentile. 



Embracing Conversion • January 22, 2017 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 5

Of course, there are aspects of Paul’s theology that raise questions. Paul lived 
in the first century, not the 21st; his world was a very different world to ours. And 
yet for all his extraordinary, almost super-human, commitment to the gospel, there 
is a humanity about Paul. 

He struggles with his own sinfulness, he needs the support of his friends and 
companions, and he never forgot that he once had persecuted the Church, making 
him in his own words, “least of all the apostles.” 

But fundamentally in St. Paul’s teaching is the great conviction that God 
in Christ sets us free; free from our past, free from having to pretend that we are 
somehow righteous by our own efforts, free to follow and serve Christ, whose death 
and resurrection have brought salvation for both Jew and Greek and for the whole 
world. 

And it is that vision of freedom that must still motivate our prayers for the 
human family that somehow all people might find the freedom that Paul’s gospel 
proclaims. And so we pray for the peace of Damascus, of Syria, and all God’s chil-
dren in every part of the world. 

So what might we take away from this story of conversion and call of St. Paul, 
our namesake? 

How might it shape our identity as a church that claims the name of one who 
was “turned around” by God from a life of violence to preach a message of breaking 
down barriers and extending the gospel of Jesus Christ to all people? 

Perhaps we do well to let Paul speak to us himself. To the church at Corinth 
Paul proclaimed the boundary-breaking reach of the Gospel of Christ writing, “…
in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 
against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.” 

Called into community in Christ in this church of St. Paul, our name im-
presses on us the responsibility to do as Paul encouraged his churches to do — bear 
one another’s burdens and engage in worship, service, and care for this world, en-
vision the beloved, reconciled community of God in which all divisions will be 
overcome.  
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In pursuing this vision of God, we find that God expects us to do difficult 
things and encounter people with whom we may not feel comfortable. God tells us 
through the life of Paul that even those whom we might initially think of as enemies 
may also be called into the same community so we shouldn’t consider anyone be-
yond the grace of God. 

There is such thing as communal conversion as well. Transformation in the 
social realm is called for. 

When churches and cities are converted by the love of God, they truly fulfill 
the command to love and serve one another. 

True transformation, conversion, and change isn’t a call toward “greatness.” 
The language of “greatness” is not the language of the Bible. Jesus said the one 

who is greatest among you will be your servant. 
At the outset of a new presidential administration and a new political land-

scape, Christian people must be clear that God is not looking for a “great” country 
but a beloved one, one reconciled to one another, transformed, converted toward 
the just and peaceful reign of God.

The American people and maybe humanity generally looks often toward 
change, some kind of change, as the answer. 

But the kind of change it is matters. It is a particular kind of conversion that 
God is doing. The kind done through Paul.

True conversions and transformations, change, are the ones that endure. We 
can recognize true change because they bring about an evolution toward wisdom 
and the fruits of the spirit — compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience…

It must be said that at the time of our scripture readings, all was not well in 
Jerusalem and in the known world.

Jerusalem was a hotbed of riot and protest. It was a time of dissent and dis-
agreement both within religion and outside of it. Different groups found it hard 
to unify around a particular way to counter the Roman occupiers who oppressed 
them. 
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This Matthew passage is preceded by one where Jesus is sending disciples out 
together to share the good news of God’s love and healing. 

Just as Paul’s conversion was a dramatic change from one kind of life to an-
other, so it was true for those who chose to follow the Jesus way. 

Not everyone understood it and sometimes even families didn’t understand 
each other. People reject other people when they don’t understand them.

To be converted entails a reorientation of one’s life toward God in Christ. 
To embrace this conversion in our lives is to know that hostility and rejection 

can come. 
After all the frightening words from Jesus in Matthew about this life of fol-

lowing Jesus, what is his answer? Endure it and be saved. 
There are several wonderful stories about the great, yet incredibly humble, 

Ignace Jan Paderewski, the Polish composer-pianist who died in 1941. It seems 
one evening he was scheduled to perform at a great concert hall. In the audience of 
black tuxedos and long evening gowns was a mother with her fidgety nine-year- old 
son. His mother had brought him in hopes her boy would be encouraged to prac-
tice the piano if he could just hear Paderewski. So, against his own wishes, he had 
come.

As she turned to talk with her friends, the boy slipped from her side, and 
without much notice from the sophisticated audience, the boy sat down at the stool, 
staring wide-eyed at the black and white keys, he put his small fingers upon the 
keyboard. He began to play “Chopsticks.” The roar of the crowd was hushed by hun-
dreds of frowning faces turned in his direction. An angered audience began jeering 
at the boy, booing and hissing for him to be taken from the stage.

Backstage, the master overheard the sounds out front and quickly put togeth-
er what was happening. Hurriedly, he grabbed his coat and rushed toward the stage.  
Without one word of announcement, he stooped over the boy, reached around both 
sides and began to improvise a counter melody to harmonize and enhance the tune. 
As the two of them played together, Paderewski kept whispering in the boy’s ear: 
“Keep going. Don’t quit son. Keep on playing. Don’t quit. I’m right here...don’t quit!”
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This is the picture of endurance sisters and brothers. 
Even if we bumble our way, we stay on the stage, we keep playing our melo-

dies, we trust that Christ is beside us, and we endure because we know of the One 
who endures with us to the end. 

So maybe one reason St. Paul is our namesake is to remind us that we can 
change; the community and world around us has the capacity to change when we 
encounter the living God. 

I’ll be praying more and more for those encounters these days. Amen. 


