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“Scales Falling”

Apr. 14, based on Acts 9:1-6, 8a, 10-13, 15-20

This passage describes one of the most important events in world history. Saul of Tarsus turned from an enemy of the Way to its chief proclaimer, becoming Paul the Apostle, who would be instrumental in the successes of Christianity in Asia Minor and Europe, and who would be the most important theologian of the early church. It would not have happened without this visionary experience that he had on the Damascus Road. Paul’s turning to Jesus was a major factor in Europe’s eventual turning to Christianity.

Now this event does not fit in the category of the fifty days of Jesus’ resurrection appearances before his ascension. It happened either months or a few years after the period the ascension. I think we have to call this event a vision. How much of this vision was a real appearance by Jesus and how much involved some of Paul’s imagination and ideas? I don’t know. I think it’s likely that some real supernatural event and some real psychological events are taking place. There is a range of views among Christians, and you don’t have to hold to a particular one of these views, in order to be a good Christian. Being a faithful believer is not the same as passing a doctrinal exam or reciting a creed. The details of our beliefs are less important than the honesty of our aspirations and affections. Jesus asked Peter “do you love me?” (John 21:16) not “do you have the right doctrines, or do you understand all the details of my life and resurrection?” How could anybody get all the details right, anyway?

Paul’s experience on the Damascus Road is called a conversion experience, but scholars have recently been emphasizing that that is a misnomer, since it implies his conversion from one religion to another, but really he never ceased being a Jew religiously. In his mind, what happened to him was not a turning away from Judaism, but a fulfilling of it. It was his discovery of the true identity of the Messiah and of the true mission of Israel as a light to the Gentiles. From our point of view, we can speak of people converting from Judaism to Christianity, but he was having his Judaism expanded and transformed by the Messiah, who himself Jewish, and the fulfillment of Jewish Scripture. It would be accurate to say that Paul discovered the Way, the earliest name for this movement of Jews and Gentiles who recognized Jesus as the Messiah who was fulfilling the greatest promises of the Hebrew prophets. 

The event is described two more times in Acts. When Paul is brought before the authorities and made to explain himself, Luke has him retell the story of his Damascus Road experience. These two reports put a strong emphasis on the “great light from heaven” (22:6), “a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, shining around me and my companions” (26:13). So Paul was “blinded by the light.” In all three versions, Jesus says to him “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” In the last version of the story, he adds “it is hard for you to kick against the goads” (26:14), a common Greek expression meaning “your resistance is hurting you, like kicking against an ox-goad.” In that last story, Jesus says that he has appointed Saul to testify to what he is seeing now, and to open people’s eyes so that they may turn from the darkness to the light (26:16-18).

So the image of light seems to be a key one, in Paul’s understanding of how Jesus reveals himself. Turning to Paul’s letters, we actually do not find him ever telling the story of his Damascus Road experience, but we do see passages that speak of the revelation of Jesus in terms of light, as in Second Corinthians, where he says God “has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor 4:6). In Romans he says “put on the armor of light” (Rom 13:12). In First Thessalonians, he speaks of believers as “children of light” (1 Thess 5:5).

Blindness and sight, darkness and light are both literal and metaphorical, in Paul’s story. We read that he was blind for three days, and also dazed, apparently, for he neither ate nor drank. But Ananias, a disciple of Damascus, was given a vision and an assignment, to go administer healing to Paul, who is still called Saul here. He lays hands on Saul; “something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored” (Acts 9:18). He is baptized, he receives the Holy Spirit, and he immediately begins preaching Jesus in the synagogues. This is the beginning of a fairly successful pastoral career. It’s almost a minor point to say that it ended with his being beheaded by the Romans. It certainly was a minor concern for Paul, who wrote, in his last letter, “Christ will be exalted now as always in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain” (Phil 1:20-21).

So, what about for you? Was there a time when you had a blinding revelation, after which “the scales fell from your eyes,” and you saw something clearly that was unclear before? Did the insight move the whole direction of your life in a certain direction? Did it at least change the way you think about something? I think most of us have had such an experience, maybe several times. Sometimes it is so well-integrated into our lives that we temporarily forget the original moment. Or it may stand out as a life-changing experience that we can readily call to mind.

Paul is not the only person to experience God in connection with light, with things suddenly becoming clear, with the living power of truth knocking us off our donkey. Have you sometimes had to wait for the scales to fall from your eyes? Were you able to make an important life decision more easily, after things became clear? Maybe you can have a number of these revelations in your life, which do not change the course of world history, but do change the course of your history. And that’s always the most important history, and the one over which you have some control. 

Isaiah used a different image, not light, but the voice that guides us. He wrote “your Teacher will not hide himself any more . . . . when you turn to the right or when you turn to the left, your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying, ‘This is the way; walk in it’” (Isa 30:20-21). We have these revelations of God showing us the way, either with words, or with a blind light and words, or with “a still, small voice” (1 Kgs 19:12), or with a spirit of God within (Job 32:8). It can be interpreted and experienced differently, but there is a repeated witness to God helping people to find the way. 

We have to take a step of trust, of risk, trusting in God’s help, but not being attached to a specific outcome. Sometimes the outcomes we want have too much of our mind’s desires, and not our spirit’s direction, in them. Our desired outcomes often are a mixture of our selfish interests and our spiritual hopes, but God will probably have to ignore the former, in order to heighten the latter. So again I say it is a step of risky trust, and also of simplified trust, when we ask for God’s help, and trust that it will come, although we cannot know exactly what the outcome will be. We trust, and leave the consequences to God. We may be called to proclaim in the streets, “Jesus is the Son of God” as in Acts 9, or we may be called to “fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers,” as Acts 2 speaks (2:24). We are certainly called to become the children of God, under the leadership of Jesus.
