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“Seeing the Light” 
A Sermon Preached by Frank Mansell III 

Western Boulevard Presbyterian Church – Raleigh, N.C. 
May 1, 2022 

 
Acts 9: 1-20 
 
 One of my favorite actors is Harrison Ford.  Ever since “Star Wars” came out when 
I was a kid, I have loved the characters he has played, especially “Indiana Jones” in that 
series of movies. 
 One of his later movies was “Air Force One,” where Ford plays the President of the 
United States.  I’ll admit it wasn’t the greatest of his movies, but I still tend to watch it 
anytime it’s on cable when I’m channel-surfing.  In the movie, a terrorist group has 
hijacked the President’s plane, and the plot revolves around how the President and his 
supporters eventually regain control of the plane and find safety. 
 At the end of the movie, an interesting transformation takes place when the 
President has to abandon Air Force One, and he comes on board a different military 
aircraft.  Once the President is safely on board, we hear the voice on the intercom say, 
“Charlie One is signing off.  Charlie One is now Air Force One!”  The airplane’s call sign is 
dictated by who is on board.  And whether it is the Boeing 747 we are all familiar with, or 
some non-descript jet, that plane is called “Air Force One” because the President of the 
United States is on board.  The plane itself has not changed, but the plane’s identity has 
changed. 
 The same could be said of Paul’s conversion along the road to Damascus.  One 
morning, he woke up as Saul, the man who was “breathing threats and murder against 
the disciples of the Lord.”  He was “public enemy number one” for “the Way,” the newly-
born Christian Church in Israel.  He was a Jew, and anything which contradicted his 
traditional Jewish understanding was, in his mind, to be eliminated. 
 That was in the morning.  That was not how his day would finish, however.  After 
going to the high priest and asking for permission to go to the synagogues in Damascus, 
Saul started out on his journey.  While he was on the road, “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?’”  From that moment on, his life would never again be the 
same. 
 When Saul saw the light of God, he met Jesus face-to-face.  Saul’s life was full of 
one thing: defending his faith at all costs.  But God changed Saul’s life – changed his 
identity – so that his life would have a new purpose.  How?  By revealing himself through 
a blinding light.  It was almost as if Saul already knew what was going on, as he responds 
to the voice from above by saying, “Who are you, Lord?”  And Jesus did not leave him in 
the dark, responding, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.  But get up and enter the 
city, and you will be told what you are to do.” 
 From that moment on, Saul’s identity would change completely.  Our identity 
refers to how we are known by other people.  Our person does not change over the 
course of our life, but our identity can change.  When I got married to Debbie, I became 
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her husband.  When our daughter, Erin, was born, I became a father.  When I was 
ordained more than 23 years ago, I became a pastor in the Presbyterian Church.  
Throughout all of those events, myself as a person did not change.  Instead, it was my 
identity which changed; namely, how others knew me in our relationships of life. 
 The same can be said of Saul.  For after he was blinded by God’s light, his identity 
changed from persecutor to proselytizer.  The one who once sought death, now seeks 
life.  The one who saw only a narrow view of the world, now sees the breadth of God’s 
love in Jesus Christ.  And with this new identity comes a new name: Saul sees the light, 
but it is Paul who carries on. 
 And Saul is not the only one who is changed by God’s blinding light.  Ananias was a 
disciple in the early church, was a believer of the risen Lord, and was keenly aware of 
Saul’s reputation.  When Ananias is told by Jesus in a vision to go and find Saul from 
Tarsus, laying hands on him so he might regain his sight, Ananias’ reaction is like: “Are you 
kidding, Lord?  This guy is the one who’s been breathing hellfire and brimstone AGAINST 
you!  Why would you want me to help him?”  Ananias’ heart was pretty hardened toward 
Saul, and he was very skeptical of what the Lord was asking of him. 
 But Ananias is changed through seeing God’s light, as well.  The Lord says, “Go, for 
he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and 
before the people of Israel” (9:15).  And we read that Ananias went, found Saul of Tarsus 
at the house of Judas on the street Straight, laid his hands on Saul, and prayed that his 
sight would be restored (9:17-19).  If not for Ananias’ change of heart – and trusting in 
God’s direction – Saul would never have had his sight restored. 
 What happens to us when we are blinded by God’s light in Jesus Christ?  Often, it 
can mean heading in a new direction from where we had been headed previously.  It can 
also mean being touched by God in ways which we have never experienced before.  Or it 
might even mean acting out our faith in ways we never thought possible.  But more often 
than not, when we see the light of God, we are witnessing change, and we are then 
invited to be instruments of change, in the same way Paul was used by God to change the 
world. 
 As I pondered this idea throughout the week, I was drawn to the many 
opportunities we have here at Western Boulevard to help others see God’s light.  In some 
ways, they are our own “roads to Damascus,” where we can turn toward God, “be filled 
with the Holy Spirit,” and proclaim Jesus to the world. 
 Sometimes in our individual lives and in our lives as a community, we need new 
ways to view what we are doing and why we are doing it.  That’s one of the ways I am 
viewing the Session’s decision this past week to sign-on to be a Matthew 25 Congregation 
in the PC(USA).  This denomination-wide initiative invites churches to see their ministry 
through the lens of Matthew 25, and consider how our missions, our worship, our 
spiritual formation, our entire ministry reflects the call of Jesus that when we minister to 
the least in our midst, we are ministering to him.  I believe this commitment will help 
strengthen our current ministries, as well as open our eyes to new opportunities to serve 
in Christ’s name to neighbors and friends we have not even met yet.  Will it challenge us 
and make us uncomfortable at times?  Probably.  But that’s what typically happens when 
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we’re blinded by God’s light – stopping us in our tracks and reorienting ourselves to 
faithfully follow where the Lord is calling.  A desire to walk in the light of God. 
 Yesterday, the Elders and Deacons of Western Boulevard gathered for an All 
Officers’ Retreat.  We met at Avent Ferry United Methodist Church, and we were deeply 
grateful for their generous hospitality for letting us use their space for this important 
time.  Our time was spent reflecting on where you as a church have been in the past, 
what times and moments have given us excitement and fulfillment in the past, what we 
value most deeply about our congregation, and what we wish for this church’s future.  
We also reflected and gave thanks for God’s presence in our collective lives, which then 
helped us consider how God was calling us to be a community of faith in the years ahead. 
 We talked about a lot of things, but the one thing that permeated all of our 
conversations was how to extend a warm welcome and hospitality as a church.  How does 
our signage, communication, and other materials let others know they are loved and 
welcome here?  How do we interact with visitors or neighbors in ways that show them 
they are valued and appreciated for who they are, not what we wish them to be?  How 
might we be changed by the experiences of others, and will that change be something we 
welcome and are excited for, or will that change frighten us into intransigence and 
resistance?  As we seek to welcome others, how will we walk in the transformative light 
of God? 
 There are so many opportunities for us to share the light of God with others.  It all 
depends on how we will respond when the light first blinds us along our respective road.  
Will we run away in fear, afraid that our life will never be the same?  Or will we have faith 
in the midst of our darkness, finding comfort in the voice which leads us out of our 
wilderness?  I would challenge you to not let fear paralyze you, but to have faith and 
know that God is at work, and God will be with you in all that you do. 
 As we see the light of God, may we be turned in a new direction, to serve joyfully 
and faithfully, giving thanks to God in Jesus Christ. 
 To God be the glory, now and forever.  Amen. 


