
RISING UP! (Acts 9:1-20)

Good morning! Thank you for welcoming me to your church and to this time of worship.
It’s a joy and a privilege to gather here with you and to worship God: Creator, Christ,
and Holy Spirit together with you.

As you may already know, in the Christian church we follow a cyclical calendar of
church seasons as we move through each year. Year after year after year, we liturgical
types pattern our lives around these seasons - at least our church lives. The world
moves at its own pace around us - usually a faster pace, built around commerce. Isn’t it
about time for the Halloween candy and costumes to start showing up in stores? But in
the church, we try to take our time and let each season serve its purpose. We recently
came through Lent - a season when we remember our mortality, confess the ways we
are falling short, and reflect on who God is calling us to become. Lent is like a planting
season, where it may seem quiet and slow above ground, but beneath the surface
something big is underway.

And then, during Holy Week, we remember and recognize that we are the inheritors of a
story that is about courage, boldness, and sacrifice. And love.

On Easter Sunday, we celebrate the rising up of Jesus! He emerges from the grave,
triumphant over sin and death and despair! Alleluia, Christ is risen! (Christ is risen,
indeed!)

But for us, Easter is more than that one day, that one event, that one celebration. Easter
is an entire season, fifty days long. The outside world may have already sold the rest of
the jellybeans on clearance, but here in the church, we have just gotten started. This is
the season of Easter, the season when we emerge, following Jesus, up from the
ground. Every year, we take the time to cultivate whatever it is that God has been
working in us throughout Lent. Every year, we are called, not only to celebrate the rising
up of Jesus, but also to experience our own rising up with him!

And so here we are, in this season of rising up, wondering what it will be for us this time
around. Sometimes we experience our rising seasons subtly - a simple change of pace,
or new goals or projects or dreams as spring struggles to break through. Other times,
this might be a dramatic season for us, when Lent has been more intense and our rising
up more substantial.
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It’s been the case for me personally this year. Some of you might remember that when
we first met at the end of February, I was unemployed and in a transition season. As
Lent began, I was deep in the ground, processing and dreaming and wondering and
worrying and hoping and trusting that God was preparing me for something and
something for me. I was changing - from my identity as a local church pastor, which had
defined so much of my life over the last decade. For me this year, the season of Lent
was a season of grieving and healing and making space for a new season.

It was Holy Week when I started my new position as a senior living chaplain, and then
Easter arrived, and Jesus rose up, and I felt myself beginning to rise up as well and
come alive into this new identity God was leading me to embrace!

Now I am Chaplain Rachael - no longer Pastor Rachael - and though it sounded strange
at first, I’m beginning to like the way it sounds and feels. I am emerging from a long
season of wondering and waiting and becoming, and I am right in the center of the
rising up and serving the world in a new way, a way that even just a year ago I hadn’t
even imagined for myself!

So, now, you might see why this week’s scheduled lectionary reading from Acts called
out to me on a deeply personal level this year! Right? It’s common in this Easter
season, for the readings to be stories about rising up, and today is no exception - the
story of Paul’s rising up to follow Jesus in a way he DEFINITELY had not been
imagining for himself!

The infamous Saul, whom we know better by his Greek name Paul, was a well known
persecutor of early Christians. He was Jewish by birth and a Roman soldier by vocation.
He had risen up among the ranks and was known for his effectiveness at hunting down
these followers of the Way (of Jesus) in order to harass and imprison, and sometimes
even crucify them. He was not imagining himself becoming anything other than more
renowned for his aggressive wiping out of the early Jesus movement.

But maybe you know what will happen after the story we heard today? Eventually, this
same person we read about today would become a leader in the Jesus movement, and
not just any leader - one of the most well known Jesus followers in history! This same
man who once built his entire identity around a mission to find and destroy followers of
Jesus would later take on a new identity - traveling across territories and nations to
share the gospel, offering healing and hope in the name of Jesus!
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Today we hear the story of this moment - one I would dare describe as an Easter
moment for Paul. Indeed, when we meet him at the beginning of today’s text, he is
vehemently against anyone who claimed to follow Jesus. Then one day on the road to
Damascus, where he is headed to track down anyone in the synagogues who was
entertaining Jesus talk, Paul’s murderous whispers are knocked back into his throat
when he has a vision.

A bright, blinding light. A voice calling him by name. Instructions to follow.

For three days he could not see, could not eat, could not protect or provide for himself.
For three days, Paul lived in darkness and waited for something big to happen.

Three days…three days…three days - does that sound like a familiar number of days?

This is the story of Paul, who had a vision that blinded him, spent three days in
darkness, and then was entirely transformed by God from a persecutor of Christians
with murderous threats on his lips to a primary leader in the Jesus movement! This is an
Easter story - a story of exactly how powerful it is to be transformed, to rise up with
Jesus!

This is the power of God in the world! The power of the risen Christ! The power that
saves lives and dramatically shifts our focus!

Sometimes we have prayed and hoped and asked for it. Other times it takes us by
complete surprise. Sometimes it makes perfect sense, and we are ready to embrace it.
Other times, it feels terrifying and unfair and we wonder how God could possibly be
leading us this way.

In my own case, it meant being open to utterly reimagining my entire identity, to
releasing many of my own goals and ambitions, to learning a new way to love God and
love people. It’s still tender and new in my own story - I still wonder some days what
God could possibly be doing with me. I grieve what I have lost, and what has changed
even as I learn new rhythms of life that are healthy and whole and meaningful for me.

I tell you this - this personal story - by way of invitation. I tell you because I want you to
know that when I make this invitation to you, dear ones, Community United Methodist
Church, I do not make it frivolously or without an understanding of what it costs. Rising
up with Jesus requires letting go. Paul had to let go of everything he had worked his
whole life to accomplish, of his status and privilege.
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And do you remember Ananias in the story - the one God tapped to stay with Paul for
those three days? He was a follower of Jesus. He was the one Paul was hunting. And
now, Ananias was being called out of hiding. He was being called to rise up with Jesus
as well, to be the caregiver and supporter and encourager and friend of someone he
KNEW wanted to kill him! Can you even imagine? Ananias had to give up his security,
his safety, and his certainty about who was good or bad, right or wrong.

Rise up, Paul - and embrace a season of blindness and helplessness that will prepare
you to transform into someone you never dreamed you’d become, into something you
never imagined was possible! Rise up!

Rise up, Ananias - and embrace a position of humble service you never dreamed you’d
take on that will prepare you to transform into the very epitome of trust and obedience to
God, into something you never imagined was possible! Rise up!

Rise up, Rachael Warner - and embrace a new pathway for ministry, that will prepare
you to transform into someone you never dreamed you’d become, into the kind of
leader you never imagined was possible! Rise up!

Rise up, Community United Methodist Church - and embrace what you’ve been learning
about yourselves and your community these last months and years. Allow the struggles
and hardships to be the ground of preparation for you to be transformed into someone
you never dreamed you'd become, into something you never imagined was possible.
Allow yourselves to consider ideas you never would have considered, to step out into
ground that feels uncertain or unstable, to trust that even if everything comes undone,
God is at work in and among you. Rise up!

Rise up with Jesus, with courage and boldness and faith, even if the rising looks
different than you ever imagined it would.

God is with us. Christ is risen. (Christ is risen, indeed!)
Amen.
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