May 5, 2019

Acts 9:1-6, (7-20)

Neuroplasticity on the Damascus Road 
Can we rewire our brains to be better Christians?

AT A GLANCE: 
For a long time, conventional thinking about the brain assumed that as we mature, brain cells start to die and new cells cannot be generated. But science has disproved this claim. We now know that the brain has a certain plasticity to it. We can indeed be lifelong learners. We can indeed change and undergo radical transformation as did the apostle Paul on a dusty road to Damascus.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Flash-Mob Messiah,” April 14, 2013. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to John 21:1-19, see “The Hefted Shepherd.” 

Nine years ago, Sean Maloney was sitting pretty, and things looked like they could only get better. He was the executive vice president of Intel and widely considered the next in line to be CEO. He had a wife and family and maintained an active lifestyle that included running, rowing and skiing. And although he had high blood pressure, he addressed that by eating a healthy diet.
Then, in February 2010, he had a massive stroke. A blocked artery paralyzed the right side of his body and severely impaired his speech. 
He underwent six months of intensive rehabilitation to regain movement and the ability to talk. He had to learn to let speech originate from the other side of his brain, and while not everything returned, he was able to get enough back to function not only without relying on caregivers, but even to return to work, move to Beijing and lead Intel’s business with China, its largest market. He retired from Intel in 2013, but he was able to take up cycling, and in 2015, he founded Heart Across America, a 5,000-mile, cross-country bicycle ride from Palo Alto, California, to New York City to raise money and awareness for heart disease and stroke prevention. 
There are other stories like Maloney’s, and the reason he and others have been able to claw back some of what they lost to strokes and other brain-damaging events is something called neuroplasticity. That refers to the brain’s ability to change at any age. It was once believed that the brain became fixed after childhood, but we now know that such is not the case. The brain remains “plastic,” capable of changing in function and structure as it responds to experience.
These changes can be for better or worse, because a malleable brain is also a vulnerable one, which explains why war vets can come home from the battlefield quite different from who they were when they left. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a neuroplastic disorder caused by the trauma of war which has overwhelmed the brain and rewired it. The hope of neuroplasticity research, however, is that the brain can continue to change. One goal of PTSD therapy is to help good memories layer over and alleviate the bad ones.

A neuroplastic event
It could be argued that what Paul experienced in his blinding-light encounter with the risen Christ on the Damascus road was nothing less than a neuroplastic event that rewired his brain. 
Think about it: Before the encounter, he was a vicious persecutor of those who followed Jesus. He himself explains: In his life B.C. (Before Conversion; Before Christ) he was a zealous and devout Jew — “You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism,” he writes.  “I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors” (Galatians 1:13-14).
 Elsewhere he writes, “Circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Philippians 3:5-6). 
He was a witness to, and apparently condoned, the death of the first martyr of the church, Stephen.
Then he had a brain-, life- and heart-altering event. He met Jesus on the Damascus road. He describes his life A.D. (After Damascus): “Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith” (Philippians 3:7-9).
For Saul, this is a complete reversal in philosophy, career path, purpose of life, values — everything. Total inside-out, upside-down reorientation of perspective. 
A neurologist might be tempted to call it a neuroplastic event, and perhaps it was. But that’s what conversion is about: a rewiring of everything, and now science has demonstrated that it’s possible.
A.D., Paul was not only a follower of Jesus, but also a leading proponent and missionary of the gospel of Christ.
What we can take from this is that if Paul’s brain — and by all accounts it was a highly capable one — was able to be retrained and remapped, radical transformation is possible for us as well. We do not get too old to be taught a new trick. 
Don’t we need to hear that? 
It could be that someone listening to this sermon feels desperately out of touch and in need of a total extreme makeover — a total life change.
God can make that happen.
More likely, our plasticity comes to a different type of rescue. Perhaps, we feel doomed to repeat our ineffective and unproductive ways of dealing with the relationships in our lives; we despair, thinking life will never get better. 
Don’t we want to be more even-tempered and more consistent spiritually?

How can I have a 180-degree turnaround?
The question we might be desperate to ask is: How can I have a neuroplastic event that will effect a dramatic change in me and that, if not guarantee, will at least help me do what is right, not wrong?
Yes, wouldn’t that just be hunky-dory? 
Indeed. We call this approach Zap Therapy.
Wouldn’t you love to have God zap you, knock you flat on your keister, and when you come to, you are a completely different person?
“Hit me, God! Take your best shot. I’m ready.”
Okay, maybe we wouldn’t be totally okay with this. But part of us wishes we could have some lightning bolt therapy that would instantly zap us into a new and altered reality.
It’s not that easy. 
When God calls us to change, there’s often another type of therapy involved.
Obedience Therapy.
So let’s get real. The zap therapy the apostle Paul experienced on the Damascus road is unlikely to be something we’re going to encounter. So there’s another way. 
Writer Ann Spangler comments, “I have to admit that obedience has never been my favorite word. It’s sometimes tedious and often difficult. … [Yet,] the more I obey, the stronger and more spiritually mature I will become because obedience creates pathways in my soul for God to work” (emphasis added). 
And pathways in our brain as well. By deliberately training our thoughts and actions to cooperate with God’s purpose (even though this may not come naturally), we can develop our thoughts and actions into good and positive habits. 
But we need to obey, and perhaps it becomes easier the more we do it.
Even Jesus learned how to obey: “Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:8). His suffering was an instrument to bring him to submission to the will of God.
Visualization Therapy. Unlike Saul of Tarsus, we’re not persecuting anyone. In fact, we’re closer in spiritual desire to the apostle Paul than to the terrorist Saul. We’ve already experienced some sort of neuroplasticity that has led us to adopt values and a lifestyle quite unlike those of the world around us.
What we want is to be faithful to this new reality. 
Paul was blind for three days. Sometimes we, too, cannot see properly.
If this is true, it might help to visualize what a Christian should look like. 
When U.S. Navy divers undergo their training, they learn how to set goals, visualize and give themselves positive self-talk. Commenting on this, author Sudi Kate Gliebe suggests that at least two of those competencies can help with rewiring the brain to grow spiritually. 
And visualization competency is one. Certainly, the apostle Paul eventually gained such a vision, writing to the Corinthians, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17). We can ask God for help to see (visualize, image) the person we should be, and then keep that vision in mind.
Maybe visualization doesn’t work for everyone. But clearly, it’s difficult to be a faithful Christian if we do not know what a faithful Christian looks like. Where do we get our image of a mature, faithful Christian? 
We get it from Scripture and from what we see modeled in others. This creates a sort of platonic image in our brain of the perfect Christian to which we aspire.
	
Positive Self-Talk Therapy. The other competency Gliebe advocates is positive self-talk. We allow our reasoning ability to confront the claims of our emotions. Often, these emotions confuse us and can even defeat us if they lead us to think that what we want to accomplish in our spiritual walk is impossible. The psalmist prayed, “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer” (Psalm 19:14). That’s a prayer for positive self-talk, and we should pray it.
Paul’s letter to the Philippians is full of self-talk. “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you” (4:6-9).
This is not just silliness, or an attempt to make us feel better. If Navy divers are taught to use positive self-talk as one of the strategies to be safe in a hostile environment, maybe we should pay attention to it.
The Bible speaks frequently of the content of our thoughts and speech. It’s better for “good communication” to come out of our mouths than bad. And when our thoughts are positive, our behavior often becomes positive. And when behavior is positive and affirming, friendships and relationships grow and deepen. 

Therapy is not easy
Let’s not kid ourselves. The path to spiritual maturity is not easy. The path of the creation of strong character is difficult.
Perhaps we think it was easy for the apostle Paul. Who knows?
We do know that he was blind for three days, and then there’s a gap in his story in which not much is heard from him for about 12 years, until just before he begins what would be known as his “first missionary journey.” In other words, about 12 years elapse between Acts 9:19 and Acts 13:3.
Our brains may have a certain neuroplasticity to them, but this does not mean that learning to walk or talk again after a stroke is easy.
And it likewise may be difficult for a person accustomed to a certain way of life or certain way of doing things, to suddenly or even slowly turn onto “the road not taken.” 
It takes hard work to rewire the brain, whether it’s to overcome damage from a stroke as in the case of Sean Maloney, or to deal with our weakness as a disciple of Jesus. 
Paul captures the spirit of this in his letter to the Corinthian church: “I don’t know about you, but I’m running hard for the finish line. I’m giving it everything I’ve got. No sloppy living for me! I’m staying alert and in top condition. I’m not going to get caught napping, telling everyone else all about it and then missing out myself” (1 Corinthians 9:26-27, The Message).
Allison Byerley, Jeff Johnson, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· [bookmark: _Hlk528991781]We can rewire our brains to be better disciples.
· Verse 19 shows that an encounter with Christ should lead us to a faith community.
· The key event in this story is not Paul’s conversion, but his calling.
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Animating Illustrations
And Paul sank into the ground, blinded by light, with the words ringing in his head: “I am Jesus, and you are persecuting me.” Me? Somehow, these men and women Saul was dragging off to prison were Jesus’ people; his family; his own extended self. It was all too much. They led him by the hand and brought him to Damascus. It was three days before he could do anything except, simultaneously, recoil from the horror of what had happened and gasp at its glory. We call this event a “conversion,” but it was more like a volcanic eruption, thunderstorm and tidal wave all coming together. If the death and resurrection of Jesus is the hinge on which the great door of history swung open at last, the conversion of Saul of Tarsus was the moment when all the ancient promises of God gathered themselves, rolled themselves into a ball, and came hurtling though that open door and out into the wide world beyond.
—N.T. Wright, Acts for Everyone, 141. Thanks to Jeff Johnson, First Christian Church, Denison, Texas, for sharing this with Homiletics.

##

If you ever doubt your ability to change, or feel stuck in your old ways, or wonder if it’s too late, what I am about to share with you may surprise or amaze you. … The current science of the brain changed what I learned about the brain in the mid-1990s when I studied linguistics and cognition, and it wasn’t even that long ago.
The truth is that we are continuously changing although we may not always realize it. For example, most of the cells and tissues in the human body keep regenerating and are much younger than the person in which they are found. You may have heard …  that our body changes every seven years. The average age depends on the types of cells and tissues, some take much less time to renew, others take longer. Your habits and your lifestyle all have an impact on how your body turns out.
Neuroscientists tell us now that our brain can also rejuvenate and improve itself.  … The brain’s ability to rewire itself as a result of life experiences is called neuroplasticity. That’s right, our brains are plastic.
As you read the following remarkable examples of neuroplasticity in action, consider how much power you actually have to shape your brain and your life. It’s never too late to change and build new good habits. [The author goes on to list 15 examples and provide annotation. Here are a few examples.]
· The adult human brain has approximately 100 billion neurons. Education increases the number of branches among neurons, increasing the volume and thickness of the brain. Brain is like a muscle that needs mental work-outs. Learning and brain exercises slow age-related mental decline and even improve brain function.
· People can improve performance through visualizations because action and imagination often activate the same parts of the brain. When we need to learn a physical skill, mental practice of this skill can produce the same physical changes in the motor system as the physical practice. This effect has been achieved in experiments that involved people learning to play the piano, as well as athletes in training.
· If you were to wear blindfolds for two days, your visual cortex would reorganize itself to process sound and touch. Once you take the blindfolds off, the visual cortex will stop responding to tactile or auditory signals within 12 or 24 hours.
· The Sea Gypsies, nomadic people who live in a cluster of tropical islands in the Burmese archipelago and spend most of their lives in boats on the open sea, can see clearly under water at great depths because they learn to control the shape of their lenses and the side of their pupils, constricting them 22 percent. Most of us can’t do that, and pupil adjustment has been considered to be a fixed, innate reflex. However, in one study, Swedish children were able to learn the trick, and their brains responded to the training.
· London taxi drivers have a larger hippocampus compared to bus drivers. It’s because this region of the hippocampus is specialized in acquiring and using complex spatial information in order to navigate efficiently. Taxi drivers have to navigate around London whereas bus drivers follow a limited set of routes.
· Plastic changes also occur in musicians’ brains compared to non-musicians. Research shows that gray matter (cortex) volume is highest in professional musicians, intermediate in amateur musicians, and lowest in non-musicians in several brain areas involved in playing music: motor regions, anterior superior parietal areas and inferior temporal areas. There is also a dark side to neuroplasticity in musicians. When a musician frequently uses two fingers together while playing the instrument, the brain maps for the two fingers sometimes fuse in such a way that the musician can’t move one finger without the other. This is a condition called “focal dystonia.” To play again, the musician’s brain maps have to be separated through special training.
—For more, see Anastasia Pryanikova, “15 amazing examples of neuroplasticity in action,” brainalchemist.com, May 4, 2010. Retrieved December 4, 2018.

##

Back in the early part of the 20th century, thinking ahead of his colleagues, psychologist William James wrote that “the plasticity of the living nervous system is the reason why we do a thing with difficulty the first time, but soon do it more easily.” He added that “a tendency to act only becomes ingrained in us in proportion to the uninterrupted frequency with which the actions actually occur, and the brain grows in their use.”

##

One study on brain rewiring refers to the Mental Toughness Program that candidates to be U.S. Navy divers must pass. The trainees are placed underwater in a deep pool for 20 minutes with a breathing tank while their trainers perform a series of attacks on their air supply. The trainees are expected to stay calm, untangle the obstacles that interfere with their breathing apparatus, and remain underwater for the full time. 
Beforehand, the diver candidates are taught how the brain works, and how the amygdala is the part of the brain where emotions, including fear, are processed. To control that fear, however, the trainees need to allow the supervising part of the brain, the frontal lobes where reasoning takes place, to override the fear response. And they are taught four competencies to do this: goal-setting, visualization, positive self-talk and arousal control.

##

A sermon could compare the Emmaus road and the Damascus road experiences. Some of us come to faith by means of Christian nurture, a conversation with the Lord that unfolds gradually through our growing years. For others of us, the new relationship’s birth is dramatic, intrusive and sudden.
Is one road to faith intrinsically better than the other? Probably not. As long as the Holy Spirit changes our neural pathways, it matters little whether the Spirit does it suddenly or gradually.

##

It is God’s nature to make something out of nothing; hence one who is not yet nothing, out of him God cannot make anything.
—Martin Luther, Commentaries on Psalms (LW 14:163).

##

I was half in love with Jesus; I yearned toward him and wanted to fall on my knees. Like the woman in Graham Greene who fell into belief as one falls in love, I was falling in love, but my mind was suspicious: Something kept saying, “Don’t be overcome! Keep your head! However delicious and comforting it would be, don’t give in!” No longer did the Church appear only a disreputable congeries of quarrelling sects: now I saw the Church splendid and terrible, sweeping down the centuries with anthems and shining crosses and steady-eyed saints. No longer was the Faith something for children; intelligent people held it strongly — and they walked to a secret singing that I could not hear. Or did I hear something, high and clear and unbearably sweet? … Christianity seemed to me probable: it all hinged on Jesus — Was he, in fact, the Lord Christ? Was he “very God of very God”? This was the heart of the matter. The claimed proof was the Resurrection; it was belief in Christ’s rising from the dead, I knew well enough, that had convinced the early Christians. And I saw clearly that there were really only three possibilities: the Apostles had made up the story after the crucifixion; or Jesus himself had invented the claim to divinity and they had dreamt the rest; or — it was precisely and factually true. ...
 In my old, easy-going theism I had regarded Christianity as a sort of fairy tale, and I had neither accepted nor rejected Christ since I had never — really — encountered him. But now I had. It was not, as I had comfortably thought, merely a question of accepting or not. It was now accepting — or rejecting! My God! There was a gap behind me, too! Perhaps the leap to acceptance was horrifying, but what of the leap to rejection? There might be no certainty that Christ was God — but, by heaven, there was no certainty that he was not! If I were to accept, I might and probably would face the thought through the years: “Perhaps, after all, it’s a lie; I’ve been had!” But if I were to reject, there could be no doubt at all that I should be haunted by the terrible thought: “Perhaps it’s true — and I have rejected my God!”
It could not be borne. I could not reject Christ. There was only one thing to do. I turned and flung myself over the gap toward Christ.
—Sheldon Vanauken, “Encounter with light,” pamphlet published by the Marion E. Wade Collection, Wheaton College, Wheaton, Illinois. willvaus.com. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

##

Faith means being grasped by a power that is greater than we are, a power that shakes us and turns us, and transforms and heals us. Surrender to this power is faith.
—Paul Tillich, The New Being (Scribner’s, 1955), Chapter 5.

##

Your brain loves efficiency and doesn’t like to work any harder than it has to. When you repeat a behavior, such as complaining, your neurons branch out to each other to ease the flow of information. This makes it much easier to repeat that behavior in the future — so easy, in fact, that you might not even realize you’re doing it.
You can’t blame your brain. Who’d want to build a temporary bridge every time you need to cross a river? It makes a lot more sense to construct a permanent bridge. So, your neurons grow closer together, and the connections between them become more permanent. Scientists like to describe this process as, “Neurons that fire together, wire together.”
Repeated complaining rewires your brain to make future complaining more likely. Over time, you find it’s easier to be negative than to be positive, regardless of what’s happening around you.
— Travis Bradberry, “How complaining rewires your brain for negativity,” Entrepreneur, September 9, 2016.  entrepreneur.com. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

Commentary
Acts 9:1-6 (7-20)
In this passage, the reader is a witness to the conversion of Saul, who would become the great evangelist of the Gentiles. Up until this point, however, Saul’s story gives no hint of his future role and ministry; in fact, quite the opposite. Saul is introduced in chapter 7, at the stoning of Stephen. At being enraged by Stephen’s words, the crowd rushes to stone him but stops briefly to lay their garments at the feet of “a young man named Saul” (v. 58). This act probably had significance, but the precise nature of the significance has been lost. However, the implications of Saul’s witness — and thereby assent to the stoning — are clear and are made explicit in 8:1. Saul is next shown to be “ravaging the church” (the verb here gives the sense of “trying to destroy” or “ruining”). 
Thus in verse 1, the reader picks up where he or she last left Saul: “still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord.” Saul obtains permission from the high priest to hunt down “any who belonged to the Way” (clearly a pseudonym for Christians, though the word used often simply means “road” or “path”). Having found them, men or women, Saul had permission to bring them to Jerusalem, bound. 
But as Saul nears Damascus, suddenly “a light from heaven flashed around him.” A voice speaks, asking why Saul is persecuting him. Saul replies with, “Who are you, Lord?” His use of “Lord” provides an interesting decision: It can be interpreted already as a sign of his full submission to the unknown being speaking to him, but it can equally be interpreted as a term of respect, but little more. Whatever the case, Jesus identifies himself as the speaker and reiterates that he is who Saul is persecuting, firmly identifying himself with the followers of the Way. Jesus further instructs Saul to enter the city, at which point he will be told what he is to do. 
Paul/Saul retells his conversion story twice more in Acts: once in chapter 22 and again in chapter 26. In chapter 22, Saul speaks in Hebrew to a Jewish crowd. In this version of the story, he adds a few details that aren’t communicated in chapter 9. First, he says he was journeying about noon. Second, in this telling Saul further questions Jesus, asking him, “What am I to do, Lord?” Third, when Jesus replies, instead of simply saying, “You will be told what is necessary for you to do,” Jesus adds, “You will be told everything that has been assigned to you to do.” This shift signals a greater understanding of the scope of what Jesus is calling for. Saul is being told more explicitly that he will be told those things he is called to do in his ministry (rather than just in the immediate context, for example about his eyesight). In chapter 26, Saul gives his story to King Agrippa and others, while waiting to be tried before Caesar himself. Saul’s telling this time adds even more details, describing the light from heaven as “brighter than the sun” and adding that his companions, too, fell to the ground at the light. Saul also describes the conversation with Jesus in much greater detail: Jesus, after asking why Saul persecutes him, adds, “It hurts you to kick against the goads.” Furthermore, in even more detail than was seen in chapter 22, Jesus spells out Saul’s future task: “But get up and stand on your feet; for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you to serve and testify to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you. I will rescue you from your people and from the Gentiles — to whom I am sending you to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me’” (vv. 16-18).
These retellings become interesting both in piecing together the fullest account possible and also in highlighting the questions: Why is each story told the way it is told? What message are we to get out of each story specifically? The unique context of each recitation helps to answer these questions.
In the case of chapter 9, the answer seems to be that the emphasis is on Saul’s meeting with Jesus. The other stories highlight Saul’s future ministry, his tasks and purposes in being an apostle of Christ. But this first story is simply about the radical encounter he has on the road. The story is thus stripped of its detail and is told simply and elegantly. Saul, who was seeking people of the Way, finds Jesus himself. Saul, who was to bind followers of the Way and lead them to Jerusalem, instead finds himself led by the hand to Damascus, to be released from his blindness by a person of the Way.
It is in Ananias’ conversation with God that the reader is told about Saul’s future ministry and suffering. And in the Lord’s words to Ananias, the reader is even given a preview of the future retellings of this conversion story, to “kings and … the people of Israel” (v. 15). 
By way of final note, this encounter certainly changes the trajectory of his life, as well as his belief system, but it shouldn’t be characterized as a bad man turning good. Saul’s devotion and zeal to Judaism isn’t what was incorrect. Rather, it was the way he directed his zeal: toward persecuting the people of the Way. Saul’s encounter with Jesus transforms his mission: from searching for Jews whom he considers to be unfaithful, to seeking Gentiles so they might become faithful. Saul will later say in 1 Corinthians, “I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some” (v. 22). Saul’s mission of zeal is radically reoriented and transformed. But Saul’s mission is to both Jew and Gentile, to make the two one in Christ. Saul even demonstrates this in the twofold use of his name: Saul among the Jews, Paul among the Gentiles. Saul’s mission is radically transformed in its orientation toward Christ and its message of inclusion, rather than exclusion.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Acts 9:1-6, (7-20)
Sometimes people say, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” Ask the children if they know what this means.  Some creative answers may emerge here, but of course what you are looking for is the idea that we really cannot change or learn new things when we get older and are “set in our ways.” (What does that mean?) Ask the children if they think this is true. Who do they know who has learned something new? Perhaps they have a parent who is learning a new language, a relative getting an advanced degree or someone on your church staff who has come to their position as a second career. Clearly, we can learn new things no matter how old we are. Share with them that today’s Scripture lesson is about someone who did not want to listen to Jesus and follow God’s will. When he was traveling to a city called Damascus, Jesus called him by name: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Saul met Jesus and Jesus changed his life. Saul became an apostle who spent the rest of his life preaching the good news of the life of Jesus. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, thank you for your Son, Jesus. Help us to grow and change to be more like him. Amen.”
An alternative to this conversation would be to have the youth group reenact Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. In this role playing, include Saul’s visit to Ananias and his conversion with him. Include scenes of Ananias conversing with God, and his doubt about whether to help Saul.
							
Worship Resources

Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me?”
People: We must ask ourselves, “Do we love God?”
Leader: Jesus told Peter, “Feed my sheep.”
People: We must answer Christ’s call to care for others.
Leader: Jesus calls to the disciples, “Follow me.”
People: May we listen, answer and follow the call of Christ in this time of worship.
—Rev. Mindi (Melinda Mitchell), Rev-o-lution, April 1, 2016. rev-o-lution.org.

Prayers — General
You Break In

You break in, O God,
on the road
you break in, O God,
exactly the way we don’t believe
you break in, O God,
and change everything

You break in, O God,
with a call
you break in, O God,
with an invitation
you break in, O God,
with the truth

You break in, O God,
with a new realm
you break in, O God,
with a new world
you break in, O God,
with your intent for the future

God, break in again
and call us to be your workers
God, break in again
and use the gifts we are to build your realm
God, break in again
and change our world once more.
—Roddy Hamilton, posted on the New Kilpatrick Parish Church website. nkchurch.org.uk.
  
Benedictions — General
May God,
who comes to us
in the things of this world,
bless your eyes
and be in your seeing.

May Christ,
who looks upon you
with deepest love,
bless your eyes
and widen your gaze.

May the Spirit,
who perceives what is
and what may yet be,
bless your eyes
and sharpen your vision.

May the Sacred Three
bless your eyes
and cause you to see.
—Jan L. Richardson, In the Sanctuary of Women, copyright © Jan L. Richardson. Posted on “The Painted Prayerbook.” paintedprayerbook.com.

Hymns
Softly and Tenderly Jesus Is Calling
The Voice of God Is Calling
Your Love, O God, Has Called Us Here

Praise 
Carry the Call (Chambers, et al.)
I Give You My Heart (Morgan)
Draw Me Close (Carpenter)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Third Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 9:1-6, (7-20)*
Psalm 30*
Revelation 5:11-14*
[bookmark: _GoBack]John 21:1-19*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






