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Introduction: 
 
Today is the Feast Day of the conversion of St Paul, so I thought we would use that story for our 
reflections this evening.  

 
Even if you have never had a spiritual experience anything like as dramatic as Saul did on the road 
to Damascus, you may still remember times when you had a sudden sense of wellbeing, a sense of 
a presence greater than yourself, or like John Wesley a sense of your heart being strangely warmed. 
It is interesting to read his journal. Immediately after this experience Wesley doubted whether it had 
really come from God because he hadn’t been ecstatic with joy, but in the next few days, he realised 
that he had a deep sense of peace. 

 
Before you begin your reflections this evening, you may want to spend a few moments preparing 
yourself, stilling yourself before God. Say each line of the following slowly and then remain in silence 
before God for a few minutes: 

 
                           Be still and know that I am God 
                           Be still and know that I am 
                           Be still and know 
                           Be still  
                           Be 

One way of praying is to read through the account of Saul’s encounter with Jesus, and then a few 
days later with Ananias, as set out below. Read the passage very slowly and listen carefully and 
peacefully to it. Read or whisper the words in a rhythm with your breathing – a phrase at a time – 
with pauses and repetitions when and where you feel like it.  

This reading or listening is very different from the reading we are generally accustomed to, and you 
may find it referred to as lectio divina, literally sacred reading. This is reverential listening: listening 
both in a spirit of silence and of awe. We are listening for the still, small voice of God that will speak 
to us personally - not loudly, but intimately. We read slowly, attentively, gently listening to hear God's 
word for us today.  
You may find that a word in the passage, or one of the images, speaks to you in a personal way. 
Take it in and reflect on what God is showing you, or calling you to. Allow the word or image to 
interact with your thoughts, your hopes, your memories, your desires. In this way, you allow God's 
word to become a word that touches you and affects you at your deepest levels through the Holy 
Spirit. The final stage is to rest in God’s presence. 
 
Another way of praying is to familiarise yourself with the story, reading it through several times and 
then imagine yourself in the scene. What can you see…hear…smell and taste of wayside food…the 
feel of the path beneath your feet, if you are walking, or perhaps you are riding a horse…Stay 
attentive, listen to what Jesus may say to you on the road. 

Perhaps you are being called as Ananias was to help someone you know, perhaps a most unlikely 
person. Be open to what Jesus is saying. How do you react? 
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Acts 9: 1-19 

The Conversion of Saul 

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 travelling 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 I 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. 

 
 

The Conversion of St Paul 

by John Betjeman 
 

What is conversion? Not at all 
For me the experience of St Paul, 

No blinding light, a fitful glow 
Is all the light of faith I know 

Which sometimes goes completely out 
And leaves me plunging into doubt 

Until I will myself to go 
And worship in God's house below - 
My parish church - and even there 

I find distractions everywhere. 
 

What is Conversion? Turning round 
To gaze upon a love profound. 
For some of us see Jesus plain 

And never once look back again, 
And some of us have seen and known 

And turned and gone away alone, 
But most of us turn slow to see 
The figure hanging on a tree 

And stumble on and blindly grope 
Upheld by intermittent hope. 

God grant before we die we all 
May see the light as did St Paul. 
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From Aurora Leigh by Elizabeth Barrett Browning: 
          Earth’s crammed with heaven 

            And every common bush afire with God; 
            But only he who sees, takes off his shoes, 

The rest sit round and pluck blackberries… 
 

 

                                 
 

   Immortal, invisible, God only wise 
       by Walter Chalmers Smith 
  
  Immortal, invisible, God only wise, 
    in light inaccessible hid from our eyes,  
      most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days,  
      almighty, victorious, thy great name we praise. 
 
 … 
 
 Thou reignest in glory; thou dwellest in light;  
  thine angels adore thee, all veiling their sight;  
  all laud we would render:  O help us to see  
  'tis only the splendour of light hideth thee. 
 
God had a particular purpose in calling Saul. He knew how single-minded he was in pursuit of what 
he thought was pleasing to God, of what he thought was moral and true, but he was charging off in 
the wrong direction. God needed to stop him in his tracks. He wanted to use all Saul’s zeal and 
energy to work for his kingdom, something he could only do by following Jesus. 

Each one of us is unique with a particular work to do for God. In his book, No Man is an island. 
Thomas Merton wrote:  

Each one of us has some kind of vocation. We are all called by God to share in His life and 
in His Kingdom. Each one of us is called to a special place in the Kingdom. If we find that 
place we will be happy. If we do not find it, we can never be completely happy. For each 
one of us, there is only one thing necessary: to fulfil our own destiny, according to God’s 
will, to be what God wants us to be…All vocations are intended by God to manifest His love 
in the world. 
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Pope Francis in his document Gaudete et Exsultate (Rejoice and Be Glad) reiterates the same 
point:  

We should not grow discouraged before examples of holiness that appear unattainable. 
There are some testimonies that may prove helpful and inspiring, but that we are not meant 
to copy, for that could even lead us astray from the one specific path that the Lord has in 
mind for us. The important thing is that each believer discern his or her own path, that they 
bring out the very best of themselves, the most personal gifts God has placed in their hearts, 
rather than hopelessly trying to imitate something not meant for them. 

 

Henri Nouwen encourages us, too, in his book Bread for the Journey saying: 

Often we want to be somewhere other than where we are, or even to be someone other than 
who we are. We tend to compare ourselves constantly with others and wonder why we are 
not as rich, as intelligent, as simple, as generous or as saintly as they are. Such comparisons 
make us feel guilty, ashamed or jealous. It is very important to realise that our vocation is 
hidden in where we are and who we are. We are unique human beings, each with a call to 
realise in life what nobody else can, and to realise it in the concrete context of the here and 
now. 
We will never find our vocations by trying to figure out whether we are better or worse than 
others. We are good enough to do what we are called to do. Be yourself! 

 
  

Paul was later canonised by the church, hence one of his feast days being celebrated today, but 
God does not ask us why we are not St Paul, but rather why we are not ourselves, fulfilling the tasks 
that he called us to do, however humble they may be.  

 

Daniel P. Horan in The Way (January 2022), wrote an article entitled: Learning from a saint next 
door: The Pursuit of Holiness in Thomas Merton and Pope Francis. In it he said:  

Pope Francis opened his exhortation acknowledging the under-considered truth that there 
have been countless women and men of faith over the centuries whom we might rightly call 
‘the saints “next door”’. These are not people who draw the attention of the Church universal; 
often they are not affiliated with wealthy religious orders nor do they have prelates lobbying 
on their behalf. They are the ordinary, everyday, largely anonymous women and men who 
strive to live their faith in love, thereby signifying participation in the divine life—that is God’s 
holiness—to those they encounter. They are neighbours, friends, fellow parishioners, family 
members, mentors, teachers—and strangers. They reveal the compassionate face of God 
without fanfare and without the acclaim they might otherwise deserve, but their lives and work 
bespeak the truth Christ’s life, death and resurrection sought to reveal to us. These are 
people who are our companions on the pilgrim journey of faith; they are members of the great 
‘cloud of witnesses’ the Letter to the Hebrews (12:1) describes; they are our models for what 
it means to walk in the footprints of Jesus Christ and to take the gospel seriously. 
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Points to ponder: 

Ø Is there someone in your life or community who has been an Ananias for you? What were 
the consequences for you? Did you ever tell them? Thank God for this person now. 
 

Ø Can you think of a time when you have felt a strong sense of God’s presence with you? 
Perhaps an encounter that changed your direction in life, your behaviour in some way, or 
enfolded you in love when you were in deep grief, despair or fear. How would you describe 
this experience to a friend? What impact has it had, does it still have, on your life? 
 

Ø Reflect on times when God has come to you in ordinary and unremarkable situations? How 
have you passed on this same tender loving care to those who share your life in family or 
community, or to strangers? 

 

Prayer: 

Heavenly Father 

Thank you for the times when I have felt a strong sense of your presence with me. Times that have 
provided staging posts in my life. Thank you for the times when these have sustained me through 
the lows of life as well as in the ordinary, not-so-exciting days, when ‘a fitful glow is all the light of 
faith’ I knew. Sometimes it seems as if the light goes out completely and leaves me plunging into 
doubt, given up to the dark, and yet not lost. I know that all these different experiences of my life, 
make me who I am. Some intense experiences come once in a lifetime. Others, I get to undergo 
over and over again. All of them give me glimpses of your face and point me towards your goodness, 
for which I am profoundly thankful. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


