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It looked like a dead end. The disciples had journeyed miles of dusty 

roads following Jesus for months and months, only to have their 

journey come to a screeching halt at the cross. I’m sure they’d 

imagined they were headed for something different. I’m sure they 

believed that Jesus was leading them, and all of Israel, into a new era 

of self rule, and of renewed commitment to the God who had been 

their steadfast protector and provider since the time of their ancestors. 

Instead, the road that they had walked with Jesus eventually led to 

arrest, trial, conviction, and execution. Instead their long road brought 

them to what looked to be a dead end. 

 

They had followed Jesus all those months, excitedly, hopefully, 

faithfully. Even when things appeared to be going horribly wrong they 

struggled to hold on to that hope and that faith so they could stay en 

route. Then, standing at the foot of the cross as Jesus breathed his last, 

even hope and faith seemed lost. Not wanting their journey to end, 

some continued to the gravesite and watched as the lifeless body of 

Jesus was sealed in a tomb. If they had any doubt that their journey 

ended at the cross, the stone rolled over the entrance of the tomb had 

U-turn written all over it. Surely, the journey was over now. What 

were they supposed to do next? Turning around and going back home 

was the only thing that made sense. But how could they even try to go 

back to their former lives, after journeying with Jesus? 

 



 

 

The road trip has been an iconic theme in humanity’s story for 

millennia, with Homer’s “Odyssey” as the classical literary example. 

More recent American road trip stories include “Travels With 

Charley” (by John Steinbeck), “On the Road” (by Jack Kerouac), and 

“Blue Highways” (by William Least-Heat-Moon). More recently, “A 

Walk in the Woods” (by Bill Bryson), chronicled the adventures of 

two friends hiking the Appalachian Trail. 

 

The theme crosses easily into film, with examples such as, “It 

Happened One Night,” “Easy Rider,” “Thelma and Louise,” “Harry 

and Tonto,” and even “The Muppet Movie.” 

 

But let’s not forget the epic road trips from the Bible - the best 

examples of which are probably: the “Book of Exodus,” which 

follows the Israelites exit from Egypt and years of wandering to find 

a homeland; and “The Book of Ruth” which is a tale of loyalty that 

transcends the boundaries of family, nationality and religion. 

  

Just as with Jesus’ followers in the aftermath of his crucifixion, none 

of the characters in those iconic road trip stories knew how or where 

their trip was going to end. That’s because a road trip is about the 

journey not about the destination. On a road trip, we learn to 

appreciate new landscapes, and the different people and cultures we 

encounter. On a road trip we deepen our relationship with our 

intentional travel companions, and unintentional companions we 

encounter along our way. On a road trip we discover new strength 

within ourselves. 

 

The purpose of a road trip is not to reach a predetermined place or 

event. It is to allow the traveler to be transformed. Minds are 

broadened and hearts are opened, which allows the traveler’s eyes to 

look at a Dead End and see only a Speed Bump; to look at a U-turn 

and see a One Way sign pointing forward. 

  

Our scripture lesson from The Book of Acts recounts another well 

known biblical road trip. In it we encounter Saul, who had stood on 

the sidelines while Steven was stoned to death a few chapters earlier, 

and has now upped his commitment to ridding the world of the 

followers of Jesus. 



 

 

Saul was raised in Tarsus, which is located in what is now Turkey. 

As a Jew living in diaspora, he was probably used to defending his 

faith, because it was a minority faith in the Roman Empire. Imagine 

what it must have been like for Saul to discover that his faith tradition 

was also being threatened by a faction within the tradition. Saul’s 

faith was so strong that it compelled him to root out and remove the 

dissenters. He couldn’t see the possibility that a new way of 

experiencing and expressing the God who had been a steadfast 

protector and provider since the time of the ancestors, could have 

value, let alone enrich and renew his beloved established traditions. 

 

“Breathing threats and murder against the disciples of [Jesus],” Saul 

was on his way to Damascus, under the authority of the religious 

leaders in Jerusalem, to do as much damage to the followers of this 

new Way as he could. But his road trip was dramatically interrupted 

by an encounter with the Risen Christ. Yes, he still went to Damascus 

that day, but Saul’s trip didn’t go as he’d planned. His carefully 

planned route suddenly swerved sharply in front of him and took him 

in a whole new direction, not simply for that day, but for the rest of 

his life. 

 

Paul’s dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus is memorable. 

Flashing light, falling to the ground, voices from above, confusion 

among his travel companions. Saul was incapacitated for three whole 

days. This could have been a dead end for Saul’s road trip. His story 

could have simply ended with him unable to continue his persecution 

of the followers of Jesus. But God had a few more twists and turns 

mapped out for Saul’s journey. After three days of fasting and 

reflection, Saul was able to continue his travels, but with a new name, 

a new vision, and a new mission. 

 

This passage from chapter 9 is a fork in the road where the narrative 

in the Book of Acts begins to veer away from the activities of the 

original disciples, and towards Paul’s mission among the gentiles. 

The mission of Jesus’ followers, facing their own apparent dead end 

in the aftermath of the crucifixion is clearly articulated in Acts 

chapter 1 verse 8. Jesus told them that they would receive power 

when the Holy Spirit came upon them; and they would be Christ’s 

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 

the earth. 



 

 

Peter, Philip and John had been hard at work teaching, preaching, 

baptizing and laying on hands in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria. 

But it was Paul who would fulfill the rest of the mission, carrying 

the good news to the rest of the known world. By the thirteenth 

chapter of Acts, the narrative is all about Paul’s mission in the 

wider world. His name change from the Hebrew Saul, to the Latin 

Paul, symbolizes his more inclusive vision, and  claims his new 

wider mission. 

 

I mentioned earlier that the story of Paul’s conversion is a well 

known one, memorable because of its drama. But there is more to 

this story than our Revised Common Lectionary invited us to 

consider this morning. Verses 7-20 of Acts chapter 9 are optional, 

but they describe a parallel conversion experience that was 

happening in Damascus at the same time, over in the slow lane, or 

maybe even off on the shoulder. Alongside Saul’s fast and furious 

transformation story, Ananias’ (AN-ə-NY-əs) subtler 

transformation generally goes unnoticed. 

  

Ananias also has a vision of Jesus. But instead of an accusation, he 

received the gentle nudge of Jesus telling him to go and find Saul. 

No blinding light, no falling to the ground, Jesus appeared to him 

quietly in the darkness and stillness of sleep. Ananias’ response 

reveals that Saul’s reputation had preceded him to Damascus. To 

say that Ananias was reluctant to make this short journey across 

town is probably an understatement. I suspect that Ananias might 

have been praying that he and his loved ones could avoid an 

encounter with Saul. Why in the world would he seek out the 

person who came to town with the specific intention of doing 

people like him harm? Faithfully, Ananias goes across town 

anyway, finds Saul in the breakdown lane, greets this enemy as his 

brother, and lays hands upon him, bestowing the power of the 

Holy Spirit. This risky action completes Saul’s transformation. He 

can once again see what’s directly in front of him. He can also see 

the detour sign on the road ahead. Saul won’t be returning to 

Jerusalem dragging Jesus’ followers in chains. Now as Paul, his 

new road will take him into the world to make new Jesus 

followers. 



 

 

 Paul’s years-long international road trip ministry, is not possible 

without Ananias’ short cross town journey. We don’t know if 

these two ever saw each other again. But they were both blessed, 

and ultimately the world was blessed, because their God directed 

paths intersected. Likewise, the companions we encounter on our 

faith journey will come and go as paths intersect and then diverge. 

Let us treasure the moments we have together, and the gifts our 

collaborations can offer the world, for as long as it lasts. 

 

We remember Paul’s faith conversion because of its drama. But 

the everyday faith of ordinary people like us, is more likely to 

unfold like Ananias’ experience. Small conversions are happening 

everyday on the side roads and byways, out of the main flow of 

most traffic. Ananias’ willingness to risk being God’s instrument 

in a small way enabled Saul to become Paul - God’s instrument in 

a big way. There is no Saint Paul without Ananias putting aside his 

enmity and fear in order to lay on hands. 

  

Most of us are not likely to have a huge life-altering faith 

experience. But everyday choices to follow Christ in even small 

ways forward God’s bigger plan. Little by little our vision is 

broadened and we are transformed, not by seeking a specific 

destination but by committing to the ongoing journey. This is how 

meaningful and enduring change is made, and how this whole 

world will reach the destination God has mapped out for all us. 

 

The definition of faith is trusting that with God, there are no dead 

ends and no U-turns. However, there will be plenty of detours 

ahead. With faith we are empowered to move forward into the 

vision that God has for our lives, and for this world, even when 

we’re led along an alternate route from the one we’ve mapped out 

for ourselves.  

 

Again and again, Jesus says to his followers, to us, “follow me!”  

 

Let us remain open to the lifelong conversion experience that is 

our relationship with Christ; calling us away from our own self-

proclaimed destinations, and deeper into the mission of God. 



 

 

Let us dare to risk what we think we know, for the reward of open 

hearts, open minds, and the discovery of surprising new siblings 

in faith. 

 

Let us pay attention to Christ whispering in our dreams, calling us 

each to do our small part to improve the lives of our neighbors. 

 

And let the people of God say, “Amen!” 
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Scriptures 
 

Acts 9:1-20 
 

The Conversion of Saul 

Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples 

of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the 

synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any who belonged to the 

Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. Now as 

he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from 

heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice 

saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” He asked, “Who 

are you, Lord?” The reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are 

persecuting. But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you 

are to do.” The men who were traveling with him stood speechless 

because they heard the voice but saw no one. Saul got up from the 

ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; so they 

led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. For three days he 

was without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 
 

Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said to 

him in a vision, “Ananias.” He answered, “Here I am, Lord.” The Lord 

said to him, “Get up and go to the street called Straight, and at the house 

of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul. At this moment he is 

praying, and he has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and 

lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight.” But Ananias 

answered, “Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much 

evil he has done to your saints in Jerusalem; and here he has authority 

from the chief priests to bind all who invoke your name.” But the Lord 

said to him, “Go, for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring 

my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; I 

myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my 

name.” So Ananias went and entered the house. He laid his hands on 

Saul and said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on 

your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be 

filled with the Holy Spirit.” And immediately something like scales fell 

from his eyes, and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was 

baptized, and after taking some food, he regained his strength.  
 

Saul Preaches in Damascus 

For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, and 

immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He 

is the Son of God.” 



 

 
John 21:1-19 

Jesus Appears to Seven Disciples 

After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of 

Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. Gathered there together were 

Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons 

of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. 3 Simon Peter said to them, “I am 

going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out and 

got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. 
 

Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know 

that it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” 

They answered him, “No.” He said to them, “Cast the net to the right side of 

the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able 

to haul it in because there were so many fish. That disciple whom Jesus loved 

said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, 

he put on some clothes, for he was naked, and jumped into the sea. But the 

other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were 

not far from the land, only about a hundred yards off. 
 

When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and 

bread. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just 

caught.” So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large 

fish, a hundred fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net 

was not torn. Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of 

the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?” because they knew it was the 

Lord. Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same 

with the fish. This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples 

after he was raised from the dead. 
 

Jesus and Peter 

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of 

John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you 

know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he 

said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, 

Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said 

to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt 

because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, 

“Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, 

“Feed my sheep. Very truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to 

fasten your own belt and to go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, 

you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around 

you and take you where you do not wish to go.” (He said this to indicate the 

kind of death by which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, 

“Follow me.” 


