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*Full Moon slide 
Thanks to a little virus-y bug thing I had this week, I spent more time 
lying around the house, perusing Facebook than I normally do. I was 
drawn to the picture on the screens, taken by my friend, Gregg 
Kiesewetter. It’s a picture of the January full moon over a farm outside 
my home town. The combination of the moon in the sky and the snow 
on the ground create a perfect picture of darkness overcome by light. I 
found it a beautiful image to ponder as I reflected on owling and hope 
and celebrating Epiphany this morning. 
*Many of us were first introduced to Epiphany through images of three 
figures, trapesing through the desert on camels, carrying one gift each. 
The story of the visitors from the east the Gospel of Matthew tells is 
really a story about how the God of Israel was revealed to people other 
than the Jews. The author of Matthew used the story to make the 
point, “God was revealed in the birth of a child…this God, though, is for 
everyone, Jews and Gentiles.”  
The word epiphany, with a small “e”, according to Merriam-Webster 
means an appearance or manifestation, especially of a divine being; or 
an illuminating discovery, realization, or disclosure. I intend to talk 
about both types of epiphanies this morning. In our story from Acts 
today, the first type of epiphany, the appearance of a diving being, 
gives way to the second type of epiphany, an illuminating discovery. 
Today we celebrate all enlightenment and the importance of sharing 
this “light” with the world. 
*The mental image that comes to mind when I think of an “epiphany” is 
of a light bulb turned on in a dark room, and suddenly everything 
previously hidden by the dark is illuminated.  



Our scripture today is the story of an epiphany for a man named Saul. 
Of course, we know him best as Paul, the author of Romans, Galatians, 
and other New Testament epistles. We’ve read stories of his missionary 
trips, church planting in places like Corinth and Philippi, and extensive 
imprisonment as a result of the message of hope he was preaching that 
was perceived as a threat to both the government and to Jewish 
leaders. But Paul wasn’t always that Paul. 
No, there was a time when Paul was, frankly, a real jerk. He was an 
agent of the Sanhedrin, busy rounding up followers of Jesus for 
detention, stoning, or other political and physical torture. This morning, 
we join the story of Saul as he heads to Damascus in pursuit of some of 
the followers of Jesus who had scattered from Jerusalem after the 
stoning of Stephen, a deacon in the early church.  
 
*9 Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the 
disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest 2 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. 3 Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, 
suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the 
ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you 
persecute me?” 5 He asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The reply came, “I am 
Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6 But get up and enter the city, and 
you will be told what you are to do.” 7 The men who were traveling with 
him stood speechless because they heard the voice but saw no 
one. 8 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. 9 For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor 
drank. 
10 Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said 
to him in a vision, “Ananias.” He answered, “Here I am, Lord.” 11 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, 12 and he has seen in a vision[a] a man named Ananias come 
in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight.” 13 But 
Ananias answered, “Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how 
much evil he has done to your saints in Jerusalem; 14 and here he has 
authority from the chief priests to bind all who invoke your 
name.” 15 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; 16 I myself will show him how much he must suffer 
for the sake of my name.” 17 So Ananias went and entered the house. 
He laid his hands on Saul[b] 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.” 18 And immediately 
something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored. 
Then he got up and was baptized, 19 and after taking some food, he 
regained his strength.  
 
Saul began this particular day a take charge zealot, hot on the trail of 
the ones who threated his status quo and ended the day “led by the 
hand into Damascus”, blind and utterly dependent on his travel 
companions. What occurred in the meantime was the stuff Stephen 
Spielberg movies are made of. “A light from heaven flashed around 
him,” and then he heard a voice, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute 
me?” This sudden appearance of light is a biblical special effect, that 
occurs when God meets a prophet. In Exodus, there was lightening on 
Mt. Sinai when God came to meet with Moses and the Israelites. God 
broke into Ezekiel’s world with “brightness and fire flashing forth.” And 
in Daniel’s vision of God, “his face was like lightning.” The author of 
Acts uses light in this story to ensure readers understand Saul’s 
importance. Just as light appeared to these other prophets, light 
appears to Saul.  
 
From the ground, Saul answered the voice, “Who are you, Lord?” And 
the voice responded, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” This was 
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the second time the voice confronted Saul with his actions. It is clear, 
Saul’s epiphany included a really hard look in the mirror. Saul was 
confronted for persecuting, not the followers of Jesus, but Jesus 
himself. Saul was face to face with his complicity in the dominant ethos 
of violence, exclusion, and suppressing of God’s way in the world. This 
exchange between Saul and Jesus reminds us that when we hurt each 
other, we hurt God and it illuminates for us the truth that God always 
stands on the side of the ones who are oppressed. Always. Personally, I 
have found this particular truth useful with regard to issues of justice in 
my life. As a Christian, our place is always on the side of the ones 
suffering.  
 
Following this encounter, Saul, blinded, got up and was helped into 
Damascus where he was healed by Ananias. Like Saul, Ananias was a 
devout Jew, however he was part of the group who believed that Jesus 
was the Messiah. Ananias touched Saul’s eyes. The touch is not only 
about healing, but has an air of ordination to it. Recall these words 
spoken to Ananias, “Go, for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to 
bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of 
Israel…” Suddenly, Saul could see. He could physically see again. And he 
could see.  
 
But what was it that he could see now that he couldn’t see before? 
Before this encounter, Saul was already a man of deep faith. He was 
not converted from unbelief to belief. He believed in the God of Israel. 
In fact, it was his faith that led him to Damascus and to persecuting 
followers of Jesus. These followers of Jesus represented a dangerous 
element in his own religion. They were Jews like he was, but they 
believed the promised Messiah had come. Saul, and many other Jews, 
including Jewish leadership, did not. They were still waiting for the 
Messiah to come and these followers of Jesus were going to mess 
everything up. They were a threat to Saul’s God. This encounter with 
Jesus was the cause of a radical transformation and reorientation of 



Saul’s life. From that moment on, Saul was on the side of the 
oppressed. He saw for the first time, that it had been his way of being 
in the world that was a threat. 
 
Life’s epiphanies reveal things about ourselves and the world that we 
were previously unable to see. For Saul, the epiphany he experienced 
changed the trajectory of his entire life. From that moment, his purpose 
wasn’t to track down those defilers of his faith to imprison and hurt 
them, but to join with them, calling Jews and Gentiles into community 
to bring about the world that Jesus, who he now believed was the 
Messiah, had come to proclaim and create. That’s a different kind of 
work for sure. And it’s the work we are still being called to today.  
 
One of my favorite theologians and authors is civil rights activist, 
Howard Thurman. He spent his life trying to help human beings 
understand the ways of Jesus and how these ways ought to be 
reflected in our lives. He wrote a lot about the hope that comes from 
community and is partially responsible for the piece of my theology 
that causes me to say things like, “God always stands on the side of the 
ones who are oppressed or suffering or marginalized.” Some of 
Thurman’s writings were gathered together in a book called The Mood 
of Christmas and Other Celebrations. In it, is a poem I think is important 
for us in this season. It’s called, The Work of Christmas, and is printed 
on the front of your bulletins. He wrote: 
*When the song of the angels is stilled, 
when the star in the sky is gone, 
*when the kings and princes are home, 
when the shepherds are back with their flocks, 
the work of Christmas begins: 
*to find the lost, 
to heal the broken, 
*to feed the hungry, 
to release the prisoner, 



*to rebuild the nations, 
to bring peace among the people, 
to make music in the heart. 
 
My interpretation of this poem is that we make a big deal of celebrating 
Christmas, both at church and in our homes. We decorate, we bake, we 
plan, we shop, we wrap, we travel, we set tables, clean our houses, 
take family pictures…the list of ways we prepare seems endless. We do 
“all the things,” but does doing them change us? Do our Christmas tree 
lights and pine scented candles shine a light on the ways in which we 
misrepresent God in the world, fail to represent God at all and do these 
things help us reorient our lives to the ways of God that Jesus was born 
to reveal?  
*I guess my real question is, “Where is our epiphany?” 
 
The truth is, not many of us are like Saul in that we are “breathing 
threats and murder,” at other human beings. But all of us have, at 
times, found ourselves heading down a path that seems fraught with 
hopelessness, that is not good for ourselves or the community around 
us…our family and friends. Maybe some of us are on that headstrong, 
selfish, jealous, bitter, arrogant, addicted, oblivious of the true cost to 
ourselves and others, path right now. If you are feeling a little, or a lot, 
lost or less that hopeful today, consider that this moment might be an 
epiphany. Let the candles in this room shine on the darkness you are 
experiencing and give you hope. 
  
As I look around this room, it is an interesting combination of Christmas 
and Epiphany, with a capital E. The Christmas tree is still up, the Advent 
wreath is lit, the nativity scene has yet to be packed away and greenery 
still hangs all around. And then, over the communion table are the stars 
that remind us of the journey the visitors from the east took long after 
Jesus’ birth, following the star to see him. I kind of like this blending of 
the seasons. It reminds us that the work of Christmas is, indeed, not 



done. We, like so many before us, are called to light up the world with 
the message of Christmas; a message of hope for all people.  And 
sometimes hope is all we need. Amen.  


