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Acts 9:1-19, Psalm 33, John 21:1-14

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen


The next time I am feeling sorry for myself because I got stuck with my car out in a thunderstorm, or my kids haven’t called,  or I believe that I have way too much to do in way too little time, I am going to try to remember the story of Saul on the road to Damascus.  Did you catch what a rotten day he has?   Here  is Saul, who will later be renamed as Paul and write most of the New Testament letters, a world renowned Christian persecutor. Here is Saul on the road to Damascus “breathing threats and murder” against  Christians  and planning to capture as many of these Christian heretics as possible and return them to Jerusalem so that they can be tried and stoned.   And what happens?  Saul has an up close and personal encounter with Jesus Christ, the risen Lord, and his life is never the same. 


Saul has to be led by his traveling partners by the hand to Damascus because  he is struck blind.  Can you imagine what that must have been like?  I am sure that Saul or Paul, whichever name you want to use, thought or rather knew that he was having in the words of a famous children’s book by Judith Viorst “a terrible, horrible, no good very bad day.”  But was he, I wonder....


In Alexander and the Terrible Horrible, No Good Very Bad Day.  Alexander’s day, like Saul’s goes from bad to worse.  It starts when Alexander gets out of bed having gone to sleep with gum in his mouth to discover that he now has gum in his hair.  And as he gets out of bed, Alexander trips over his skateboard and vows to “move to Australia” If Saul had known about Australia, I imagine that he would have wished to go there also. In Alexander’s day there are a series of mishaps  including a the dentist finding a  cavity in his mouth,  lima beans for dinner,  and  “kissing on TV” and Alexander, who is probably about eight years old, hates kissing.  It  definitely seems to be for Alexander and for Saul a terrible, horrible no good very bad day.   But I wonder....


Why is this story about Saul read on the third Sunday of Easter? For Easter is the season of good news, of resurrection, of new life in Christ, of rejoicing or as the Psalm we read today phrases it, “Rejoice in the Lord you righteous, it is good for the just to sing praises.”  And Saul’s story is a resurrection story, even though it might at first just seem to be a terrible, horrible, no good very bad day.  Saul’s story is a resurrection story, not because it has a happy ending and Saul receives his sight in the sense that he can see again.  But it is a resurrection story in that Saul suddenly can see who Jesus really is in a spiritual sense and Saul goes from persecuting Christians to being baptized and on in the intervening years to become a major evangelist for the new Christian church.   If that is a terrible, horrible, no good very bad day, I’d like to have one.  


But the story of Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus which is retold several times by Paul as an illustration throughout the New Testament has several layers to it.   First, of course, it is a recounting of part of the church’s birth after Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.  But this story of Saul on the way to Damascus also contains numerous nuggets of wisdom to enlighten our own spiritual journeys.


The first clue for me is in the words perspective and promise.    From Saul’s perspective on the road when he is struck blind, I am sure that he felt that his life was over.  If one was blind in biblical times, they were considered to have sinned, and the blindness was a punishment for that sin.  Blind people had no option except to beg by the road side for alms.   Jesus, for example, during his years of ministry before his death and resurrection healed several blind beggars.     So from the perspective of Saul, what a blow to be blinded, to believe that  your  life as a respected Pharisee and holy man was over.   Yet perspective and promise are a key here because we are Christians. We have a God who knows what it is to suffer and a God who is in the process of redeeming all of creation.   So when it seems from our perspective that circumstances  have given us a “terrible, horrible, no good very bad life,” we can hang on to the promise that we have a God who is with us in the suffering as the words of the famous “Footprints” poem indicates.   


We have a God who knows what it is to suffer and who will never leave us even when we feel we have been abandoned like Saul for three days, or three years, or three decades, or what seems like three lifetimes.   We have a God who has promised to never leave us, and God does not break promises.   So the next time we find ourselves in terrible, horrible, no good very bad circumstances, whether they are temporary or have the potential to be longer than that, we can remind ourselves of perspective and promise and be assured that what is awful will be redeemed because God has promised never to abandon us, even if it takes longer than we’d like.  


Secondly, I can glean from the story of Saul on the road to Damascus the idea of our God being one who does the unexpected, the surprising, and even some times the whimsical.  The God who has produced in me, I know, the response of “Oh my gosh, I would never have thought of that.”   I am sure that Saul was totally surprised on the road to Damascus and could never have predicted that he would become a major figure of the emerging Christian church.   Or who would have thought that Peter, an ignorant, impetuous fisherman from Galilee, would found the church in Rome and become the first Pope?  The Bible is full of examples from a 90 year old woman named Sarah having a baby, to a stutterer named Moses leading the Israelites through the Red Sea.   Our God is not just one of perspective and promise but also the God of the unexpected, the surprising, the “Oh my gosh” who takes terrible, horrible no good very bad days and redeems them in unbelievable ways.


Our lives here at Trinity are full  of examples of the God of the “oh my gosh” from money coming in at exactly the right time to stock our parish food pantry, to people volunteering during Lent  for the Daughters of the King service projects, to the smaller yet not insignificant answers to prayer that are amazing.


Consider this  example that is still unfolding.  Most of you know that officiating at weddings and baptisms are two of my favorite liturgical things to do.   I knew that I had calendered two weddings for this summer.  But several days after I returned from my bereavement leave, Shari Steiner came to see me.  It seems that her daughter, Emilee, had arranged last summer to be married at the church in Pilger where she was baptized.  After agreeing to do the wedding, the pastor called them up the week before Easter and said something had come up and he couldn’t do the ceremony.  So there the family is with everything for a June 5th wedding and no pastor or church.  Originally I would have had to decline officiating because earlier we had planned to do Tom’s Calif. Remembrance party  in California on June 5th.  But the date didn’t work for my friends who are hosting the party, so we changed Tom’s party to June 12th.   Which, of course, left me two months later as an answer to prayer for Shari and Emilee.   And now I am doing three weddings this summer. The God of the “Oh my gosh” is alive and well.


So the next time I am tempted to wallow in a terrible, horrible, no good very bad day, I am going to try to remember Saul of Damascus and my God, our God who is one of promise, of perspective of the unexpected. Yet for me sometimes stories are easier for me to remember in times of need.   So here is a modern day version, sent to me by a former parishioner from Calif., that says in different words what Saul’s encounter on the road to Damascus has led me to explore. You’ve heard it before, but perhaps not in this context.  It’s called, “Has God Danced on your Potato Chips?”


Not too long ago I had “one of those days.”  I was feeling pressure from a deadline.  I had company arriving in a couple days, and the toilet was clogged.  I went to the bank, and the trainee teller had to start over three times.   I went to the supermarket to pick up a few things and the lines were almost outside the building.


By the time I got home, I was frazzled and sweaty and in a hurry to get something on the table for dinner.   Deciding on Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom soup, I grabbed a can opener, cranked open the can, then remembered I had forgotten to buy milk at the store.  Nix the soup idea.  Setting the can aside, I went to plan B, which was leftover baked beans.  I grabbed the Tupperware container from the fridge, popped the seal, took a look and groaned.  My husband isn’t a picky eater, but even he won’t eat baked beans that look like caterpillars.


Really frustrated now, I decided on a menus that promised to be as foolproof as it is nutrition free: hotdogs and potato chips.  Retrieving a bag of chips from the cupboard, I grabbed the cellophane and gave a hearty pull.  The bag didn’t open. I tried again.  Nothing happened.  I took a breath, doubled my muscle, and gave the bag a huge wrestle.   With a loud pop, the cellophane suddenly gave way, ripping wide from top to bottom.  Chips flew sky high.  I was left holding the bag, and it was empty.


It was the final straw.  I let out a blood curdling scream.  “I CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE!"  My husband heard my cry for help and within minutes was standing at the doorway to the kitchen.  He surveyed the damage, an opened can of soup, melting groceries, moldy baked beans, and one quivering wife standing ankle deep in potato chips.   My husband did the most helpful thing he could think of at the moment.  He took a flying leap, landing flat-footed in the pile of chips.  And then he began to stomp and dance and twirl, grinding those chips into the floor.


I stared. I fumed.  Pretty soon I was working to stifle a smile.  Eventually I had to laugh.  And finally I decided to join him. I, too, took a leap onto the chips.   And then I danced.  Now I’ll be the first to admit that my husband’s response wasn’t the one I was looking for.   But the truth is, it was exactly what I needed.  I didn’t need a cleanup crew as much as I needed an attitude adjustment, and the laughter from that rather funky moment provided just that.


So now I have a question for you, and it’s simply this: Has God ever stomped on your chips?   I know that, in my life, there have been plenty of times when I’ve gotten myself into frustrating situations and I’ve cried out for help, all the while hoping God would show up with a celestial broom and clean up the mess.


What often happens instead is that God dances on my chips, answering my prayer in a completely different manner than I had expected, but in the manner that is best for me after all.  Sometimes I have to wait weeks or months before I begin to understand how and why God answered a particular prayer the way God did.   There are even some situations that, years later, I’m still trying to understand.  I figure God will fill me in sooner or later, either this side of Heaven or beyond.  


Do I trust God?   Even when the Holy One is answering my prayers in a way that is completely different from my expectations?   Even when God’s dancing and stomping instead of sweeping and mopping? Can I embrace what He’s offering?   Can I let God’s joy adjust my attitude, provide perspective and promise?   Am I going to stand on the sidelines and sulk, or am I willing to learn the steps of the dance that God’s dancing with my needs in mind?   I’ll be honest with you.   Sometimes I sulk.   Sometimes I dance.  I’m working on doing more dancing than sulking.   I guess the older I get the more I realize that God really does know what He is doing.   God loves me and I can trust Him.  Even when the chips are down.


May Saul’s story on the road to Damascus give us the gifts of perspective, of promise and of surprise.   When we are having a “terrible, horrible no good really bad day because we woke up with gum in our hair, because we had to eat lima beans for dinner, or because life as we knew it seems to be falling apart, I wonder if we can  remember that God loves us and that we can trust Him, even when the chips are down.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen

