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Text: Acts 9:10-19

Theme: Responding to the visions of the Holy Spirit requires courage, but faithfulness in the response can change the world.

Imagine for a moment a giant hall filled with actors and actresses.  Imagine two well-dressed celebrities strutting out onto the main stage and reading off a list of names of colleagues that have garnered the favor of their peers in the previous year.  Imagine one of those two celebrities slowly ripping the seal of an envelope and with great joy and perhaps not such great surprise announcing, “This year’s award for best performance by an actor or actress in a supporting role goes to…”

Actually it is not all that hard to imagine because every year many of us watch the Academy Awards and we delight in listening to what the Academy picks for best movie, best actor and actresses, and even best supporting actor and actresses.  But let’s be honest we really don’t get all that excited about those supporting awards do we?  

Can you even name last year’s best supporting actor?  It was Alan Arkin for his role as Edwin Hoover in “Little Miss Sunshine.”  Can you name last year’s best supporting actress?  It was Jennifer Hudson in her role as Effie Melody White in the movie “Dreamgirls.”

Did you know that the whole category of best supporting actor and actress was finally established in 1936 about nine years after the awards began as a result of a protest from actors?  The actors complained that the awards for best actor and actress were heavily weighted to those super stars who dominated the screen and there was no recognition of the real artists that created the scene for the stars to shine.  
Too often in movies or sports or even in the Bible the glow of the superstars is so intense that we fail to see the supporting cast who make it all possible.  This summer I am going to preach a sermon series honoring the Gospel’s supporting cast.  I would like tell you the stories of people like Ananias, Stephen, Barnabas, Pricilla and many others who you may never have heard of before.  Their stories may not be as well known but they are compelling and probably relate more to our journeys than some of the big stars of the New Testament.  Today let me tell you the story of Ananias.

Luke writes Acts in a beautiful flowing narrative with just the right amount of curious detail that sucks us in as readers.  Today’s story is a perfect example.  It begins with chapter nine and a dramatic shift in focus from Peter and the other church leaders to Saul – who we later come to know as Paul.  Luke allows us to catch a glimpse of Saul in earlier chapters as he is described as the “young man” who was present for and condoned the stoning of Stephen.  Two later verses tell us that Saul had taken up the role of protector of the Jewish faith and was ravaging the early church through his savage persecution.  
Let me pause for a little background for those who might be confused right now about the early Christian church and its relationship with the Jewish church.  Sometimes we forget that Jesus was Jewish and was the long awaited messiah but there were many in the Jewish church leadership who denied him.  The early church was birthed in this Jewish environment and in the early days the followers were called “Christ-seeking Jews” or as Luke likes to name them – “People of the Way.”
After Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came and ignited the followers of Christ with the power to witness, heal, and evangelize, the early church grew quickly, catching the Jewish leadership by surprise.  They arrested the leaders and forbid them to talk about Jesus but the leaders ignored them.  They even stoned Stephen, the first martyr of the church, thinking that would strike fear into the leaders, but it made them more passionate.  So the commissioned Saul, one of their finest, brightest, and most ardent enforcers to do whatever was necessary to end the heresy.

In the opening lines of today’s story Saul has already acquired quite a reputation.  Luke writes that Saul, “breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord,” got permission to hunt down all new Christians throughout the region.  Many of the early “people of the way” escaped Jerusalem and went to nearby towns like Damascus for safety.  Knowing that Damascus was a new stronghold of the Christian insurgency, Saul sought and received permission to hunt men and women down and use whatever force was necessary to bring them back to prison.
Most of us know the story about Saul’s trip to Damascus.  Along the way, as he was traveling with his soldiers, he was knocked to the ground by a flash of light from heaven and blinded.  He hears the voice of Jesus ask why he is persecuting him.  Saul is transformed in that moment but stays blinded and silent.  I will not go into this story any farther because he is far from a supporting cast member and this series is not about the stars.  

The story shifts from the road to Damascus to the actual town and to a man named Ananias.  Luke tells us that he is a disciple of the Lord and has been in prayer when he too has a vision from the Lord.  What I love about this vision is that it is so clear and the words so common.  When I think of holy visions I think of great cosmic revelations like the Ten Commandments, or the Beatitudes, or Christ shimmering white during the Transfiguration.  But this vision seems like it came from MapQuest.  The voice said, “Go to Straight Street, to the House of Judas, and find this man named Saul from Tarsus.”  
This is a GPS vision abounding in directions.  

Ananias is no fool.  He has been keeping his ear to the ground and has heard about Saul coming.  Every Christian is aware the great persecutor is coming and they are on full alert.  So he responds to the voice, “Excuse me, but I have heard about this man named Saul and I know how much evil he has done to my sisters and brothers and I also know he is headed our way to do the same to us.”
The voice responds, “Go, for he is my instrument…”  And Ananias goes.

Would that have been your response?  

This man of faith goes to Straight Street, locates his enemy, and immediately engages in his mission.  He lays hands on him and says, “Brother Saul…” The man not only trusts God and has the courage to be obedient but he also has the compassion to call him brother and the grace to forgive.  He embraces his enemy as his brother, lays hands on him, heals him, and then baptizes him.

We cannot truly appreciate all that Ananias has just done.  In the act of baptism he is bringing Saul, the enemy of his community, into his community.  He is risking his name, his reputation, his security, and his life in this gracious act of inclusion.

The only way we can appreciate this act is to put it in modern terms.  Let’s say that you were in prayer and you had a vision in which a voice spoke to you clearly telling you to go to Main Street in Bellevue, to the home of a resident Muslim and there you would find Osama Bin Laden.  The voice would then tell you that even though you know him as an enemy to your people God has transformed him and is going to use him as God’s instrument.  You are to trust in this vision and go and embrace this man, heal him, and then bring him back to your church and under your protection and your grace you are to make this man welcome.
What would you do?  How clear would that vision have to be before you responded as obediently as Ananias?  Would you have the courage to do what the Holy Spirit asked you to do?  

The story of Ananias is one of the most overlooked stories of courage in the New Testament.  It is a story of courage, trust, inclusion, and transformation.  But it is also the story of a regular believer, like you and like me, who play a supporting role in one of the greatest dramas in Christian history.  Without Ananias the conversion of Saul to Paul may not have taken place.
Some of you might say this is a great story of the past but the Holy Spirit does not speak in the same way today.  Visions are not as clear and if someone were to hear voices like Ananias did, we would probably institutionalize them today.  But people do have visions today.  The Holy Spirit is still speaking and calling people to risky ministry.  In fact some of the great ministries of the Church come from the Holy Spirit calling us out of our comfort zones to the troublesome ground where we can work and minister to those who are truly at risk.
Let me tell you a true story of one such vision and new ministry.  Many years ago when I was a lay person teaching Disciple Bible class, we came to one lesson where the members of the class were to be in prayer and invite the Holy Spirit to inspire them to try one new act of ministry in an area that was uncomfortable.  One of the members of the class was a woman in her mid seventies and somewhat frail.  Even though she had a hard time getting around her mind was sharp and her heart was filled with passion.  
When the class reconvened the next week and we had a chance to talk about being pushed out of our comfort zones, she was so excited about her new ministry.  As she prayed she felt compelled to go to the local jail and witness and comfort some of the female inmates.  She was struck with fear.  She had never been in a jail.  She had no idea how to begin.  She made all sorts of excuses, especially using the one that she was too old to be in a place so dangerous.

But the more she prayed the more convicted she was that she should visit the women convicts and so one afternoon she went to jail.  Normally there is a lot of red tape to even enter a jail or prison but when the guards saw her and listened to her ministry idea they let her right in.  That day she sat down with one young lady who had been arrested for drug possession and for robbery and she just listened and held her hand.  She became a grandmotherly presence to a young woman who was confused and in need of forgiveness and grace.

When she talked about her new ministry she glowed.  She knew that it was inspired and blessed by the Holy Spirit and that it was now something she would continue to do, even after the assignment was over.  I left that church many years ago and several years ago heard that she had passed on.  Her ministry had spread.  Other women, both young and old, had been inspired by her vision and had joined her.  Over the years many inmates had been touched by her love and some transformed.  
This woman was just another member of the Gospel’s supporting cast who for centuries have responded to the vision of the Holy Spirit with courage, obedience, and compassion and made a difference in their community.
Let me share with you the story of two other members of the Gospel’s supporting cast who are stepping out in faith just like Ananias did so many years ago.  In seventh grade, the same year that Susie Barr-Wilson was developing a relationship with Jesus Christ she had a vision placed on her heart by the Holy Spirit to go and serve in Africa.  It was a vision that made a home deep in her heart and would not go away.  Many things rose to challenge that vision but she would not let it go.  Many opportunities presented themselves that would have been more comfortable, more profitable, or brought about more prestige and status, but she would not be deterred.  Until Ben she had never experienced a calling as strong as the call to Africa.
I remember back when I was doing Susie’s and Ben’s premarital counseling and we were talking about future plans.  If you know Susie you can appreciate that she had her life all planned out on a rigid timeline.  She said that she was going to work for us for three years, go to Africa for two years, then come back and go to seminary or further studies and have children…  I turned to Ben and said what do you think about this timeline and he glowed.  Her vision for going to Africa was already his as well and they would go as a team to be used in whatever way God had planned.

We are witnesses today to the power of that vision and how it has changed their lives.  We are able to watch as they step out into the “unknown” and that is exactly what it is for they don’t know where they are going or really what they are doing.  They do so trusting in God and in the vision that has long excited and empowered them.

When people say that the God does not speak to us today in the ways that God did to the members of the early church, I respond by saying NOT SO.  Look at Susie and Ben.  Look at the woman who started the ministry to women inmates.  Look at the hundreds of visions that are written upon the heart of God’s supporting cast and rejoice.  What vision is God writing upon your heart?
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