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On 25 January each year, the Church celebrates the Feast of 
the Conversion of Saint Paul. 
The accounts of the 
experience according to Luke 
in the Acts of the Apostles, 
and the details offered by 
Paul himself in his epistles, 
are varying and give us much 
information about the 
‘conversion’ we celebrate, as 
well as raising many questions 
about the event and what it 
meant for Paul. In this article I 
will look at what we can learn 
from each account of Paul’s 
conversion.  

Paul in his own words 

‘To understand the importance of the Damascus experience 
as conversion, in the proper sense of the word, it is necessary 
to briefly look at what Paul was before it and what he 
became after it.’ What was it that Saul objected to about 
Jesus and his followers? What were the circumstances that 
led Saul to persecute the Church?  

Paul was ‘circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the 
people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of 
Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of 
the Church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless’ 
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(Phil 3:5-6). It was the scandal of the cross that compelled Paul to act against Jesus’s followers: 
he could not imagine that an acclaimed Jewish Messiah should have been put to death by 
crucifixion on a Roman cross (1 Cor 1:23; Gal 5:11). ‘Nowhere in the orthodox of the Torah was 
there room for a crucified Christ.’ Paul’s persecution of Christians was entailed by his Jewish 
understanding of the Messiah: he was waiting for the Anointed One – the Messiah – and he 
could not tolerate the fragmented loyalties that were taking place within the nation with the 
rise of a new sect that looked to Jesus as the awaited Messiah. Paul had a firm commitment to 
the Jewish religion and his wholehearted acceptance of the Pharisaic interpretation of that 
religion. 

Paul’s own letters can help us understand what he became after his conversion experience. 
One thing is clear: ‘Paul tells us little about himself. He is not self-preoccupied, self-reflective, 
introspective, or narcissistic.’ He refers to his experience only in contexts where he is 
addressing other issues: in defending the Gospel he proclaimed to his Gentile converts in Gal 
1:13-17; in countering certain ‘supra-spiritual’ believers who were attempting to denigrate him 
in 1 Cor 9:1 and 15:8-10; and in rebutting certain Jewish Christians who were trying to ‘judaize’ 
his converts in Phil 3:4-11. But in these indirect references, does Paul set out the essential 
feature of his conversion? 

In 1 Cor 9:1, Paul says that he has ‘seen Jesus our Lord.’ In 1 Cor 15:5-7, he puts what he saw on 
a par with all of Jesus’s post-resurrection appearances, whether to Peter and ‘the Twelve’, or to 
five hundred believers, to James, or to all the apostles. Yet what Paul experienced was of the 
nature of revelation (Gal 1:11-12, 16a): Christ was the agent of that revelation (Gal 1:12); the 
content of that revelation was God’s Son; and the ultimate purpose of his revelation was ‘so 
that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles’ (Gal 1:16). Christ’s appearance had a 
revolutionary effect on his life. He came to consider ‘everything as loss compared to the 
surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord’ and to focus only on ‘knowing Christ’ with all 
that such a consuming passion involved (Phil 3:7-11).  

Paul never refers to his own experience as a ‘conversion’. In fact, in his letters, there is no clear 
mention of a trip to Damascus and no narrative detailing what took place, as there is in Acts, as 
we shall see. There is ‘no light, no voice, no companions, no Ananias to interpret the 
significance of it all.’ However, the descriptions in Galatians (1:13-17) and Philippians (3:4-7) 
suggest that what Paul experienced was a change of commitment, values and identity that was 
sudden and unexpected. Is this what we mean by ‘conversion’? 

Paul makes no reference to terms such as repentance or turning or conversion in relation to his 
own experience, although he uses the verbs ‘to turn’ and ‘to believe’ with respect to the 
reception of the Gospel by others (2 Cor 3:15-16, 1 Thess 1:9-10) and the verb ‘to be 
transformed’ in admonition to believers (Rom 12:1-2). In Gal 1:15, that God‘set me apart before 
I was born and called me through his grace’ suggests the experience might have been less a 
conversion and more a call to a particular service – his Gentile mission, which compares to the 
call of Old Testament prophets (Jer 1:5) and the servant of Yahweh (Isa 49:1-6). From the letter 
to the Romans, Paul’s life is seen as ‘set apart for the Gospel of God, which he promised 



beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures… to bring about the obedience of faith 
among all the Gentiles for the sake of his name’ (Rom 1:1-5). These Pauline verses follow a 
pattern: ‘the call, the response and the mission’, just like the calling of Jacob (Gen 46:2-3) and 
the call of Moses (Ex 3:4, 10).  

While there may be intimations in Paul’s letters, then, that his experience was in some ways a 
‘call’, the event we celebrate today is the conversion of St Paul. So if we understand his 
experience in this way, we can ask: from what and to what was Paul converted? Paul’s 
experience ‘was certainly not that of the religiously destitute. It was not the conversion of 
someone who had nothing and came upon unexpected riches.’ Paul was proud of his belonging 
to the people of Israel, his being a Hebrew born of Hebrews, his Pharisaim, his zeal for the law 
and his blamelessness under it (Phil 3:5-6). ‘The incident on the way to Damascus, judged by 
what Paul himself says about it, was a conversion, a complete turning away from what was 
genuinely good to its everlasting enemy, the better.’ Paul’s experience was not like that of Mary 
Magdalene, or the bitter tears of a remorseful Peter after denying Jesus, or the repentance of 
the good thief. What Paul possessed and what he was ‘before was neither bad nor nothing. It 
was simply ‘loss’ or, as he himself more boldly says, ‘refuse’ *rubbish+ (Phil 3:8).’ Paul’s 
conversion was different: its starting point was not the valley of humiliation, ‘but the high 
plateau of pride in genuine achievement.’ In summary, the essence of Paul’s conversion is that 
‘all he was, all that he had achieved, all that of which he was justly proud and in which he could 
rightly boast, he now counted as ‘refuse’ … Whatever happened to Paul radically reversed the 
scale of his values and made his vision of all things utterly new.’ This was his conversion. 

tŀǳƭΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ŏǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǇƻǎǘƭŜǎ 

Does the Acts of the Apostles paint a different or a similar picture of Paul’s conversion 
experience than do his letters? There are three accounts in Acts 9, 22 and 26. Scholars argue 
that this is significant in that Luke ‘employs repetitions only when he considers something 
extraordinary and wishes to impress it memorably on the reader.’  

In chapter 9, we have a straightforward narrative in the third person; in chapter 22, an 
testimony by Paul himself to his fellow Jews; and in chapter 26, a formal defence by Paul before 
King Agrippa and Festus in Caesarea. There are some important common points in the three 
accounts: 

- Paul persecuted the people of the Way (Acts 9:2; 22:4; 26:10); 
- Christ is the one who brought about Paul’s Gentile ministry. It was not a plan of Paul or a task 
given to him by another. His mission came directly from Christ, just as he commissioned the 
Eleven in Acts 1:4-8; 
- The location of the event: Paul was ‘approaching’(Acts 9:3; 22:6) or ‘travelling to’ (26:12) 
Damascus.  

In the first account (Acts 9:1-9) Paul insists that he actually saw the Risen Christ. This is 
important because it was Paul, not any of the original apostles, who would carry out Christ’s 
explicit instruction to bring the Christian message out of the confines of Israel, thus realizing its 



universal nature; and Paul’s insistence that he saw Christ put him on equal footing with the 
other apostles.  

The purpose of the second account (Acts 22:3-11) is to show that Paul’s eyes become blind for a 
reason. The cause of Paul’s blindness is not just because of the light he saw: the Greek word for 
the cause of his blindness is sometimes translated as ‘brightness’ but more often as ‘glory.’ The 
expression that Paul saw the ‘glory of the light’ indicates that, ‘the Christ revealed to Paul on 
the Road to Damascus was not just the Christ of post-resurrection appearances, but the Christ 
exalted at the Father’s right hand. The vision of the exalted Christ rendered Paul sightless.’ This 
was what is called ‘theophany,’ the appearance of the glory of the Lord, like those to Abraham, 
Jacob and Moses. In fact, ‘It is a Lucan characteristic to reserve the appearances of the risen 
Lord specifically – perhaps even exclusively – to the Twelve (see Lk 24 and Acts 1:3-4).’ The 
description in this second account is also a Lucan way of expressing Paul’s helplessness in the 
face of divine action: God is irresistible. Prophets attest to this truth; Jeremiah speaks of God’s 
action upon him as enticement (Jer 20:7). Paul’s Damascus experience turned his life upside 
down and inside out. The most ferocious enemy of the Church became its most zealous son and 
missionary. 

The third account (Acts 26:12-18) is an attempt to portray Paul as a prophet and to prove that 
his mission is the extension of the mission of the servant of God in the book of Isaiah. Luke 
insinuates that the Damascus event is to be considered as Paul’s inaugural prophetic vision. Like 
Ezekiel, Paul is asked to stand up, for the Lord has appeared to him for the purpose of 
appointing him as a servant and witness to the Gentiles, just like Ezekiel is asked to stand up 
and is sent to the people of Israel (Ez 2:1-3; Acts 26: 16-17). Paul is also sent, ‘to open their eyes 
that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God’, just as in Isaiah: 
‘A light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind … I will turn the darkness before them 
into light’ (Acts 26:18 & Is 42:6-7, 16). Luke therefore intends to show that the promises of the 
Old Testament are fulfilled with the Gentile mission which begins with Paul.  

The three accounts give an almost identical account of Paul’s Damascus Road experience, but 
there are small discrepancies between them, and between these accounts and those in Paul’s 
own letters. However, ‘As a companion of Paul, Luke must often have been told the story, but 
the accounts of such an experience are bound to vary in detail when related at different times.’ 
The differences in the accounts can act as proof that the story was not prepared beforehand, 
and allow us to have a more or less full picture of everything that took place at the conversion.  

A conversion par excellence 

So what did Paul’s conversion involve? First, ‘Paul had to transcend his narrow constructs, his 
pre-conditionings and stubborn beliefs by changing his conviction about the ethnic superiority 
of the Jewish people, with whom alone God made a covenant.’ For Paul to accept that God 
offers his gift of salvation to all peoples, regardless of race, it was necessary to go beyond his 
thinking that the Jews were ethnically superior to all nations. The Greek word metanoia 



(translated as ‘going beyond the mind’) seems to capture the essence of Paul’s conversion 
experience.  

Second, Paul had to change his idea of the Jewish Messiah. His mental picture of the Messiah 
was that of a mighty leader who would triumph against Israel’s enemies and restore the nation 
to prosperity and bliss. A crucified Messiah was absurd and inconceivable. Paul had believed 
that Jesus was an impostor with false claims to be a Messiah, but the vision on the Damascus 
Road overturned his notions and expectations about the Messiah. He had to overcome his 
misconceptions about Jesus of Nazareth and accept him as truly God’s instrument of salvation, 
not only for Israel but for the rest of the world. This was conversion in its most real sense.  

We have looked at how Paul’s experience on the Damascus Road is described in his own letters 
and in the Acts of the Apostles, in terms of who Paul was before his conversion and the change 
that was affected in him. Paul’s experience teaches us that to be Christ’s messenger, we need a 
profound encounter with the Risen Lord. This encounter transforms and makes us accept that 
we can look foolish in the eyes of the world and wise in the sight of God. Paul’s conversion 
experience had as its starting point the revelation received from the one he persecuted, a call 
to us to continually discover who the Risen Lord is for us, as Jesus himself put it in his ever 
relevant question to his disciples: ‘But who do you say that I am?’ (Mk 8:29) 

Marcel Uwineza SJ is a Jesuit scholastic studying at the Jesuit School of Theology, Hekima 
College, Nairobi. 

St. Stephen’s will celebrate the Conversion of St. Paul with a Solemn Eucharist at 8:30 a.m., 
Tuesday, January 24. [

January Prayer Requests 
Healing for Donald Bauer, who fell and broke his left hip this week; continued healing of Dawn 
Vaillancourt; Mike Williams who has a bulging disc; Danielle Kistler, who’s suffering with rheumatoid 
arthritis and perhaps fibromyalgia; Alice’s great-grandson, Lorenzo Grover, whose suffering from 
Asberger syndrome, as well as the family of Grover Riggo; Fr. Jerry who is suffering from a herniated 
disk in his lower back; Shirley’s friend, Mylie, who has been diagnosed with cancer; Donna Caswell, a 
neighbor of Gizelle and Evelyn, suffering from cancer; Patti’s brother, Michael recovering from a stroke; 
Maggie Carpenter’s two-year-old great-grandnephew, Seth Doyle,  who’s been diagnosed with 
Leukemia; Donald and Gloria Bauer; Jerry Smith; Chuck Wahtola; Hazel Spaven; Mary Turner’s mother, 
Ruth Howard; Katherine Kistler; Gizelle’s parents-in-law Bob and Marlene Turley; Margie Hutchinson; 
The Gattis’s daughter-in-law, Tina; Jean’s mother, Thelma; Myrtle Hogue, David Holmes, Dick 
Strakbein, Laura Turner, Chuck VanOver; our Rector, Fr. Jerry; our Vestry; and our armed forces, 
especially Steve Williams, Bill Bell and Marshall Fockler 
  
For our brethren throughout the wider REC: Fr. Wayne McNamara and Christ the King Church (Dayton, 
OH); Fr. Walter Ruby and St. Andrew’s Church (Signal Mountain, TN); Bp. Ray Sutton and the Church of 
the Holy Communion (Dallas, TX). 

 



 

 

From the Kitchen Table 

By Myrtle Hogue 

 
Happy New Year! And Happy Epiphany! 

Where on earth has this year gone? The little ones think time drags; the older ones think time flies. 

The annual congregational meeting was better attended this year than last. Nick Hoppner and Linda 

Houde will be continuing on for another term. Nick Hoppner and Patrick Berge will continue as Senior 

and Junior Wardens, respectively. Our hope and prayer is that our numbers and church income will 

increase in 2012 as our new church budget reflects our depressed local economic picture. 

The bake sale was well received and the Women of St. Stephen’s appreciate the efforts of the ladies and 

the generosity of the buyers. 

Look in next month’s newsletter for coverage of the Silver Tea held at Ginny Spaven’s home on 

December 29. This has been a lovely social event since its inception. 

Help Wanted: Linda Houde would like to find a replacement person to purchase kitchen supplies for the 

church. (The Women’s Group pays for them.) Please speak to Linda if you can help with this.  

Help Wanted II: The Senior Warden tells me that we are still seeking a fourth co-signer for the loan on 

the rental property. One of the current co-signers wants to be replaced. If you can help, please notify Fr. 

Jerry or Nick Hoppner. 

Cook Book: Ladies, we are again going to be putting together a cook book from recipes from St. 

Stephen’s parishioners, and we need your favorite recipes of all kinds. Start digging so you’ll be ready. 

Welcome to Sam Mebane as an acolyte. There are those of us who remember Sam being baptized 11 

years ago this month! What excitement to have him now serving at the altar! Congratulations, Sam! 

Our condolences to Ron & Ann Forsberg on the death of Ann’s Aunt Harriet. She was a great and fun 

lady. 

Please keep in your prayers Dawn Vaillancourt. Many of us were shocked when she became ill in church 

on December 11. After treatment at Montrose Memorial Hospital, a series of diagnostic tests has 

thankfully revealed no malignancy, but we still need to pray for her complete return to health and for 

her husband Mike’s peace of mind too. 



It is good to have the college students—as well as Justin Harrington, Cindy Peterson and Emily Turner—

home for Christmas. And even though the fresh snowfall and cold weather kept the church parking lot 

rutted, it was nice to have a white Christmas. 

And weren’t the Christmas services wonderful? The Candlelight Festival of Carols and Lessons was 

magnificent this year, with almost a “full house” to appreciate the music and wonderment of the 

celebration of the birth of Christ. It was nice to have Bethany Ward as guest organist for this special 

service.  

Although the numbers were quite smaller on Christmas morning, the service was just as meaningful and 

reverent. 

Peace and happiness to everyone during this holiday season and the new year. In the words of Charles 

Dickens’ Tiny Tim, “God bless us, every one!” 

 

—God’s blessings. 

  
News Briefs 
 

Birthday Luncheon  

The Women’s Organization Birthday Luncheon will be held Wednesday, January 11, at 11:30 at 
The Camp Robber restaurant on Townsend Avenue. 
  

Womenôs Organization Meeting 

The Women of St. Stephen’s will meet at the church at 10 a.m. on Saturday, December 14. 
 

Daughters of the Holy Cross 
The Holy Comfort Chapter of The Daughters of the Holy Cross will resume their meetings on Sunday, 
January 8th, following the potluck, at the Church.  You need not bring "extra" lunch as we will be having 
our potluck ahead of the meeting. We will begin with the First Lesson of our Devotional Program "Serve 
the Lord with Gladness". Lesson 1 is entitled "Psalm 100 -- A Bossy Psalm".  Just 4 pages to read and 4 
questions to answer.   
We invite any church women to join us for our study and our meeting.  There are still a few of the 
devotional booklets in the back of the church on the information table. God has blessed us with much 
prayer service which is moving us closer to Him and to one another. Come see!! 
 

Ingatherings This Month 
Do not forget to continue your support of the Food Bank (collection and blessing on Sunday, January 22) 
and Cranmer House Seminary (collection and blessing on Sunday, January 29).   

 

  

 



{ŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ƻŦ [ƻǊŘǎΩ 5ŀȅ wŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ 
First Sunday after Christmas/ 

Circumcision of Christ 

January 1 

OT Lesson: Genesis 17:1-14  

Psalm:  103 

Epistle: Philippians 2:9-13  

Gospel:   St. Luke 2:15-21 

 

Epiphany (transferred) 

January 8 

OT Lesson:   Isaiah 60:1-9 

Psalm:   46 

Epistle:   Ephesians 3:1-12 

Gospel:   St. Matthew 2:1-12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Second Sunday after Epiphany 

January 15 

OT Lesson:   Zechariah 8:1-8, 20-23 

Psalm:   118 

Epistle:   Romans 12:6-16 

Gospel:   St. Mark 1:1-11 

 

Third Sunday after Epiphany 

January 22 

OT Lesson: Isaiah 41:8-10, 17-20 

Psalter: Psalm 43 

Epistle:   Romans 12:16-21 

Gospel:   St. John 2:1-11 

 

Fourth Sunday after Epiphany 

January 29 

OT Lesson:  Deuteronomy 4:5-13, 32-40 

Psalm:    18:1-20 

Epistle:   Romans 13:1-7 

Gospel:   St. Matthew 8:1-13 

 

January Birthdays & Anniversaries 
Ken Flack—January 2 

Jean Williams—January 2 

Ruby Figgs—January 4 

Shannon McKee—January 6 

Ben Morris—January 7 

Erin Berge—January 13[

 

 
 
 

 


