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Three Unhelpful Practices       by Blair Odney 

Here is the story of the conversion experience that completely changed how followers 

of Jesus experienced the world.  This was a personal transformation so powerful, that it 

fundamentally changed the Mediterranean world.  The story of Saul’s conversation on 

the way to Damascus set off a chain of events in synagogues and Christian gatherings 

so dramatic, that it determined how all human civilization came to be organized.   

 

Attributed with writing half of the material in the New Testament, the Christian 

Scriptures, we cannot read one word of Paul without understanding how completely 

changed he was by this experience.  Remember, the author of the Book of Acts is the 

same one who gathered the Gospel of Luke.  And this writer believed Paul’s 

conversion, his ‚metanoia,‛ to be so monumental in his story of Christ, recorded in the 

Luke/Acts volume, that he refers to it three times.  This morning’s reading is the first 

reference. 

 

By birth Saul of Tarsus, was a privileged citizen of Rome, having been raised Jewish in 

one of the largest trade centres on the Mediterranean coast. Nurtured in a deeply 

religious family, Saul may well have been named for the famous first king of Israel, 

Saul, nemesis of King David.  Saul had a privileged education in classic Greek, although 

he would have spoken the everyday Greek dialect that became known as ‚biblical 

Greek.‛   

 

He became a disciple of the Pharisees having been trained by one of the famous 

Pharisaic moderates of his time.  He would have been steeped in the law, the prophets 

and the right practices of temple worship.  He would have been devoted to the perfect 

reading of scripture, the perfect rituals of systematic sacrifice, and the perfect 

understanding of God’s will recorded in the Septuagint, the formal, approved version 

of the Hebrew scriptures adopted in the 3rd century BCE.  This guy followed verbatim 

the letter of the law and the prophets and the religious rituals.  He became the perfect, 

most well practiced Pharisee.  He would have been the first to say, the scriptures say 

what they mean and mean what they say. 

 

We could say that Saul of Tarsus was responsible for the increasing tensions between 

the Jewish followers of the way – those who worshipped in synagogue on Friday 

nights, and in house churches on Sunday mornings - and their fully Jewish brothers and 

sisters.  That’s what first century Christians were called then ‚followers of the way.‛  

Saul was not happy with Christians in synagogues and for some reason (the scriptures 



aren’t clear why) became hell bent in their persecution. He oversaw and seemed to 

approve the stoning of the first Christian martyr, Stephen. 

And then on ‚the way‛ to Damascus; notice the irony of this ‚on the way to Damascus‛  – Luke 

is a masterful story teller. On the way to Damascus Saul has what can only be described as a 

mind bending conversion experience.  And the world has been forever changed by it. 

Saul did not change his name because of his conversion.  Paul is simply the Latin 

version, the Roman version of the name Saul.  As he ventured further and further into 

Roman territory, with Latin as the primary language, Saul simply would have been 

known as Paul.  And I still say, we cannot read one shred of Paul, without remembering 

what happened to him as recorded in the scriptures we read today.  According to Luke, 

the risen Christ spoke to Paul directly. 

 

And what got said?  Well, evidently two people had an experience of Christ in this 

story, Paul as he became known in the Roman world, and Ananias.  Did you notice the 

difference in these two experiences of Christ?  Saul freaks out when he hears his name 

called and is blinded by the words ‚I am Jesus.‛  When Ananias hears his name called 

he simply says, ‚Here I am Lord.‛ I bet Ananias had experiences of the living God all 

the time.  This was not new.  Saul on the other hand...well...we know what happened. 

 

So Ananias has a conversation about Saul.  ‘He’s a bad one, not to be trusted. He kills 

your disciples.’  And Ananias gets a response:   The New International Version reads 

this way: 15 But the Lord said to Ananias, ‚Go! This man is my chosen instrument to 

proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel. 16 I will 

show him how much he must suffer for my name.‛  NIV 

 

Another Version – the Voice reads:  Yes, but you must go! I have chosen him to be My 

instrument to bring My name far and wide—to outsiders, to kings, and to the people of 

Israel as well. 16 I have much to show him, including how much he must suffer for My 

name.  

 

Eugene Paterson, a professor at Regent College here in Vancouver, who wrote ‚the 

Message,‛ another interpretation of the scriptures, wrote this of the same conversation:  
 But the Master said, ‚Don’t argue. Go! I have picked him as my personal representative 

to non-Jews and kings and Jews. And now I’m about to show him what he’s in for—the 

hard suffering that goes with this job.‛  

 

Finally our tried and true New Revised Standard Version writes: 15But 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; 16I myself will show him how much 

he must suffer for the sake of my name.‛   

 

Is anyone noticing my point this morning?  It’s not mine, its Peter Gomes’ in his book 

‚The Good Book: Reading the Bible with Mind and Heart.‛  Interpretation is 

everything.  He says we don’t come to anything we read, especially the bible, without 

the lens of interpretation.  And he points to the dance between the reader, the text and 

the author.  He calls this the interpretive triangle.  What we (who we are, our story, how 

we have come to faith, and the state of our wellness) bring to the reading, shapes our 

interpretation of the text just as much as what the text says, and who the author is and 

what he or she intended. 

 

And because scripture is meant to be shared together in public, with a public reading of 

scripture, how we read the text seems to lead to interpretation.  Let me demonstrate 

with the last line of what I just read: 

 
16I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name. 
16I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name. 
16I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name. 
16I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name. 

Even how we read scripture out loud, interprets its message.  Each of you will have 

heard the emphasis of the words and you will have created meaning in your own mind.  

What does the bible say?  What does it mean?  According to Gomes, how we interpret 

means everything. 

 

Additionally there are three practices that spin the scriptures in ways that are unhelpful 

and divisive.  Here they come.  The first practice that lots of faithful people have, is to 

give the bible the same due we give God, Jesus and Holy Spirit.  Gomes might even say 

we make the Bible the fourth person of the trinity.  We worship it.  We treat it as 

something it was never intended to be.  It becomes the object of our veneration. 

 

The second unhelpful practice is that we make the bible say anything we want it to say.  

If I want to silence women in church, I only need to quote some of Paul’s writing in 

some of the letters.  If I want approval to beat my children because they lip me off, I 

only need to look at the old testament Leviticus for approval.  If I want to know what to 

wear, the bible is very clear I should not mix cotton and polyester; if I do, I’m damned 

for all time.  Gomes cites the abolishment of slavery.  He says it took so long because 

those who argued for both sides of the argument used the bible as their source of 

authority. 



 

The third unhelpful practice is to lift a passage out of its context and to take it literally.  

Let me tell you about Nicodemus, a wonderfully wise, gentle, loving, leader of the 

Pharisees, who came to Jesus at night.  He was seeking deeper understanding of the 

kind of transformation Jesus was talking about.  He didn’t want anyone to know he was 

interested, so he came at night.  And they had a lovely, gentle, safe conversation.  It was 

in this context that Jesus talked about being born again.  Nicodemus, who hears the 

words literally presses...how can anyone come through his mother’s womb a second a 

time. Jesus smiles and lovingly says...no no no...its about being born of water and the 

Spirit.  It’s like being born anew, all over again.   

 

It’s in this context that Jesus says...Nicodemus ‚God so LOVED the world that he gave 

his only son that who should believe in him (let me add...and the ideas he presents) 

should not ever perish but have life.‛  John 3:16 has been used to condemn, judge, 

coerce, separate, and divide the world in all sorts of places.  But it is in a very healing 

and reconciling experience that Jesus helps Nicodemus to understand.  And guess 

what? It’s Nicodemus, the Pharisee who would have been ritually unclean by the 

experience, who held Jesus’ body when it was taken down from the cross. 

 

Taken literally and out of context the bible becomes an idol that gets used as a weapon 

of judgment and separation. 

 

And that’s precisely what happened to Saul or Tarsus because he was unwavering in 

his understanding of ‘right practice, right law.’  Jesus came to him on the way to 

Damascus and said, why do you persecute me?   Because of this incredible intervention, 

the same energy that went into persecuting Christians became God’s greatest resource 

for spreading the good news.   

 

Friends, Spirit moves.  We approach the Bible with heart and mind, because when we 

get it wrong, we cause a lot of damage.  We need look no further than Saul.  May this 

story call us into deeper relationship with Spirit and one another, not for the judgment 

of the world, but for its healing.  Amen. 

 

 


