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Old Testament Lesson—Isaiah 61:1-3

The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to
bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the
captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor, and the day of
vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn, to provide for those who mourn in Zion— to
give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of
praise instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the
Lord, to display his glory.

New Testament Lesson—Acts 9:1-20

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 [ 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.
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."

Are we defined by the worst thing we’ve ever done? Should we be? What do you think?
I certainly hope not. I think the grace we’re meant to extend to others suggests that
people shouldn’t be defined by their darkest moments or remembered for their worst impulses.



Right? I don’t think any of us in this room would want to be known for our biggest
mistakes—or recognized only for a horrible choice we made.

Because, that can’t be the measure of a person, certainly? It just can’t. Can it?

The court of public opinion seems to suggest that it is—that we are remembered for our
worst moments. Think of any defendant carried to fame by the media after doing something
awful. They’re labeled a perp—a murderer, a terrorist, an extremist—and that’s all they’ll ever
be. As if the totality of who they are was always wrapped up in that label...

The history books do the same thing (more or less). Can you think of anything else
Benedict Arnold was besides a traitor? I mean, that’s what he is and all he ever was—all he ever
will be.

And, I don’t know, maybe that’s just what murderers and terrorists and Benedict Arnold
and their ilk deserve—to be forgotten but for that egregious action or actions. Maybe so.

Yet, I’'m remind of what the late Pope Francis once asked with some humility: Who am I
to judge?

And, maybe the jury’s still out on all this, perhaps...

You could argue that, by today’s standards, Saul the Pharisee was likely all three of
these: a murderer, a terrorist, and a religious extremist—among other things.

Recalling today’s lesson from the book of Acts: Ananias says it best: Lord, I have heard
from many about this man, how much evil he has done...

You see, apparently Saul had earned a reputation—a violent one that preceded him
wherever he went. Saul was not to be trifled with; and he had the authority to put those he
suspected of being sweet on Jesus in chains.

And still: We don’t remember him for those awful things he did. We don’t remember him
for the horrors he inflicted or the families he tore apart. We don’t remember him for the ways he
persecuted the Church.

No, we don’t remember Saul for these things because of an encounter he had with the
risen Christ—one that would change his life—along with both the Church and the world forever.

Today, my friends, we begin a new series of sermons that’s shaped and guided by one of
our newer faith statements of the Presbyterian Church. During this Easter season, we’re going to
be looking closely at 1983°s 4 Brief Statement of Faith—but really focusing on what that
statement says about the Holy Spirit and what the Spirit does.

Over the next several weeks, we’ll be pairing the wisdom from that confession with
stories from the Acts of the Apostles.

According to the “brief statement,” God the Holy Spirit “...sets us free to accept
ourselves and to love God and neighbor, and binds us together with all believers in the one body
of Christ, the Church.” The Spirit sets us free and binds us together. More on this in a bit...

You see: One of the things I love most about being Presbyterian is that we’re invited to
ask questions—hard questions—even unanswerable questions—the kind where there really isn’t
a satisfying response out there. In fact, we’re encouraged to ask these questions.

So, in that spirit, I’ll ask the tough question again: Are we defined by the worst thing
we’ve ever done? Are we?

Maybe it’1l help to rephrase. Another way to ask this is: Do people change? Do people
really change? I mean, really change? Do they deep down, in their heart of hearts?

When I was growing up, many of those around me would’ve argued that, in fact, we do
not change. I distinctly remember the words, “People are who they are.”



Some of us here might recall those incredibly useful and wise words from the great Maya
Angelou: “When someone shows you who they are, believe them the first time.”

And, while I want to be respectfully cautious about disagreeing with the poet’s timeless
advice, I can’t help but think it doesn’t quite capture the breadth of the Biblical message. And
neither does the grossly oversimplified “People are who they are.”

Looking back now, I understand that the people who offered that and similar advice were,
by and large, speaking from a place of defeat. They’d been hurt, and that pain had drained their
reservoir of hope.

But hear this siblings in Christ: In this brand-new season of Resurrection, I think we’ve
got to be defiant about the persistence of hope. Our reservoirs of hope can never be emptied; not
completely. Why? Because Christ is risen! (He is risen indeed)

Make no mistake about it. Christ’s resurrection has changed everything. And particularly
relevant to us this morning: Christ’s resurrection makes change possible for everyone.

The miracle of Easter not only graces us with new life, it also affords us new mercies,
new reasons to hope...and it gives us new opportunities to make things right—to repent and
atone for the things we don’t want to be remembered for.

And let’s not forget: it’s only through the gift of a resurrected Christ that we meet the
Holy Spirit. After all, Pentecost doesn’t happen without Easter. The Holy Spirit, in all her glory,
is with us—empowering the Church to grow, to forgive, to mend, and to repent.

Again, Ananias makes the connection for us. He says, "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."”

With the Spirit on our side—moving us, advocating for us, encouraging us—we can be
sure that we’re more than our greatest mistakes. With Her on our side—guiding us, preparing the
way, igniting our hearts—we can be confident that repentance is never out of reach.

The Spirit sets us free from those self-defeating lies trying to convince us we aren’t worth
God’s grace. The Spirit sets us free from our sinfulness by showing us the way to repentance—
by illuminating the way to change (even if that change is incremental and gradual).

Turning back to God isn’t something available only to a privileged few, my friends. The
Holy Spirit shows us, this I know—for the Bible tells me so.

When I look to Scripture, I’'m convinced that everyone, no matter how grievous the
transgression, is not only eternally beloved by God (that should be obvious enough)...but that
God (out of that love) is always holding the door open to repentance and redemption.

I think about those Biblical figures that are remembered only for their sins. How terribly
tragic that is...

I think first about Cain—brother to Abel—forever a murderer. And that’s all he is, was,
and ever will be, right?

If that’s true, then why did God place a mark upon his head to protect him from danger
for the rest of his life? In my view, God was holding the door open for change.

And what about the worst of the worst? What about Judas Iscariot—disciple of Jesus—
forever a thief and the betrayer? That’s all he is, was, and every will be, right?

If that’s true, then why was he so heartbroken—so overcome with guilt that he’d rather
no longer live and breathe? In my view, that has to mean Judas was more than what he’s
remembered for—that he wasn’t always a thief capable of betraying his friend. And yes, |
believe God would’ve held the door to repentance open for him too.



Siblings in Christ: If repentance can save a wretch like Saul, it can certainly save one like
me—and you—and Cain, and even Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot.

Friends, we’ve got to believe change is possible—and that repentance is the way to get
there. It’s crucial we understand this because I don’t think our callings today are really that
different from Saul’s in the first century.

I hear the risen Christ’s words directed at us with as much urgency as they were when
Saul first heard them on the way to Damascus: You, like Saul, are an instrument whom I have
chosen to bring my name...before the people.

And let’s be real, y’all. In encountering the risen Christ (as we all have in some way)—in
meeting the Holy Spirit by the waters of baptism, we can’t help but be changed.

We are transformed in those moments. Through the baptismal waters, by accepting
Christ’s invitation to the table, we are new creations—fundamentally different—so different, in
fact, that some have been given new names.

Once we realize God is holding the door open to everyone, even the so-called worst of
the worst, we are then bound together as members of Christ’s Body.

Look, I know change is hard—even the good kind. Repentance doesn’t happen overnight.
So, if you’re struggling on that road, know this:

You are eternally beloved by God. The risen Christ will always hold the door open for
you. And the Holy Spirit, in all her glory, is preparing the way. She does so by setting us free and
binding us together.

Finally: If your mistakes seem like they’re too numerous or too shameful, I want you to
hear these words I came across this week. They come from Saint John Paul II. The former pope
encourages the Church today saying this: “Do not abandon yourselves to despair. We are the
Easter people and hallelujah is our song.”

Hallelujah, indeed. Christ is risen, indeed.

Amen.



