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Acts 9:1-20
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To quote one of popular culture's most famous mystics, "Fear leads to anger. 

Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering."

There is a lot of fear in today's passage. Luke, the author of Acts, writes 

somewhere near the end of the First Century AD. He describes how the teachings of 

Jesus Christ, which came to be known as The Way, spread northward from Jerusalem. 

Although Luke probably exaggerates the powers of the high priest - who would have no 

authority in Damascus1 - he recalls a time in which Christians were a persecuted 

minority. We know that many Christians did die for their faith at the hands of the 

Romans. We know that disciples like Ananias would have good reason to fear 

persecution and the anger of people like Saul.

But if fear leads to anger, then anger derives from fear. Saul is very angry. Is Saul 

afraid? What might he be afraid of?

Maybe Saul fears that these Christians will cause trouble for other Jews. The 

Romans generally showed a fair degree of tolerance for Jewish beliefs, except when 

those beliefs led to insurrection. Christians have reputation as troublemakers, as 'turning 

1 Notes on Acts 9, The HarperCollins Study Bible, New Revised Standard Version, Revised Edition, edited by Harold W. 
Attridge, et al. (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2006), 1871.
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the world upside down,' of creating civil unrest. Maybe Saul fears that this new Jewish 

sect will tar all Jews with the same brush in Roman eyes.

Maybe Saul fears the disruption that the Way is already bringing to his Jewish 

community, as a minority declare themselves for Jesus and the majority finds them 

increasingly uncomfortable and offensive.

Or, finally, perhaps Saul like violent extremists everywhere simply fears the 

strange, the unknown, and the challenge to his own certainties.

At any rate, fear leads to anger; anger leads to hate; hate leads to suffering for 

those whose differences feel threatening, for we dehumanize those we hate in order to 

justify our violence to drive them away and remove the source of our fear.

Maybe this is an appropriate passage for Mental Health Sunday.

Some of the things we used to categorize as mental illnesses are now being 

recognized simply as differences: people with Autism or Attention Deficit Disorder are 

now referred to as Neurodiverse, for example. Depression and Schizophrenia are still 

illnesses that nobody wants to live with and that we do our best to cure or manage. All of

them, to some degree or another, can cause people to seem strange or frightening. And to

be fair, sometimes people with mental illnesses can be dangerous - though usually only 

to themselves.

2



Sermon for May 1, 2022 Tim Bowman

Typically, again, we try to handle our fear by making the person or their behaviour

go away. People with depression are told to get over it; people with schizophrenia are 

shunned and labeled crazy; neurodiverse people are considered lazy or stupid or, that 

word again, crazy.

In the Church we try to deploy the lenses and resources of our Christian tradition. 

Sometimes we assume that they have a mental health problem because they are 

insufficiently faithful - and that if they just pray harder, God will take it away. 

Sometimes we read the stories of demonic possession in the Bible and try exorcisms 

instead of medical treatment for people with autism. When people with depression die 

by suicide, we condemn them as sinful instead of asking how they could have been 

helped.

But perhaps our scripture reading shows us a better way.

Saul hates the Christians - they are heretics. The Christians fear and perhaps hate 

Saul - he is a persecutor.

But then Saul has his vision on the road to Damascus. Vision in Luke and Acts is 

usually a metaphor for certainty and understanding - but after Jesus speaks to him, he 

sees nothing. His assistants lead him into Damascus, where for three days the blind Saul 

does not eat or drink. Luke does not say what prevents him from eating or drinking, but 

people often fast when they are seeking purpose and insight. Saul is suddenly much less 

3



Sermon for May 1, 2022 Tim Bowman

sure of himself - and his sudden blidness makes him less of a threat to the disciples in 

Damascus.

The disciple Ananias also has a vision, telling him to go to Saul and heal him. 

Ananias is understandably reluctant to do either of these things; Saul's reputation 

precedes him and he is in Damascus to arrest the disciples.

But perhaps Saul is less frightening now that he is relatively helpless, so Ananias 

goes to him and addresses him as 'Brother Saul.' And Saul can see again. Through the 

intervention of God, Ananias can see him as a brother and Saul can see that in 

persecuting Ananias he was persecuting a child of God.2 In his baptism he is welcomed 

into the community of the Way, and in eating and ending his fast he demonstrates his 

spiritual healing.

This is accomplished through the risen Christ, who is said to appear to Saul just as

he is described as appearing to Peter and Mary and the other disciples. Just as Saul 

persecuted those who invoked Jesus' name, now Paul will proclaim that name before 

kings and Jew and Gentile alike.

Something about this experience of vulnerability has changed Paul. He will 

proclaim that the seeming weakness and defeat of Christ on the cross brings life and 

2 Raj Nadella, "Commentary on Acts 9:1-6 [7-20], Working Preacher, May 1, 2022, accessed April 29, 2022 from 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/third-sunday-of-easter-3/commentary-on-
acts-91-6-7-20-5.
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victory. Paul will illustrate this truth by contrasting the power of God with his own 

human weaknesses.

Perhaps we can learn from this. In our churches and in our Christian discipleship 

beyond our walls, we can meet those with mental problems with compassion and 

reassurance and a listening ear. We can assume that, like Paul and Ananias, we can learn 

from those who have seen things differently.

We can take Mental Health First Aid courses, which help us to

Assess the risk of suicide and/or harm.

Listen non-judgmentally.

Give reassurance and information that:

◦ Mental health problems are common.

◦ Mental health problems are real medical conditions.

◦ Mental health problems are not character flaws.

◦ Effective help and treatments are available.

Encourate the person to get appropriate professional help.

Encourage other supports.3

Most importantly, we can remember and celebrate that even when we have mental

health problems, we are loved, we are worthy, we are holy. We are not alone.

3 Mental Health First Aid wallet card, Mental Health Commission of Canada.
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