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Faith Over Fear 

Reading from the Old Testament: Psalm 91:9-16 

Reading from the New Testament: Acts 9:10-19 

"Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias." I wonder 

if folks often confused him with another Ananias. That would have been 

a burden, for there are three by that name mentioned in the book of 

Acts, and two of them are not people the Ananias of our text would want 

to be confused. One was a high priest in Jerusalem, remembered for 

inciting a crowd to put a whuppin' on the Apostle Paul. The other was a 

member of the Christian community in Jerusalem, who with his wife 

Sapphira reduced their pledge to the church, and, dropped dead when 

asked about it; just dropped dead - whump! - something you may want 

to keep in mind in this stewardship season! 

In contrast, from what we can tell, the Ananias of our text was 

raised as a faithful Jew; became of follower of Jesus Christ; and was 

living a relatively quiet and faithful life in Damascus. The text doesn't 

tell us whether Ananias was a long-time resident of Damascus or was 

among the refugees who fled from Jerusalem when a certain zealous 

Pharisee convinced the temple authorities to commission him to ravage 

the church by entering house after house, and dragging off both men 
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and women, in order to commit them to prison. That would be Saul, who 

along with Ananias, would soon be invited to a meet and greet.  

The Lord said to [Ananias] in a vision, "Ananias." He answered, 

"Here I am, Lord." Ananias' response here is more consequential than 

Aloha or What's Up? "Here I am, Lord." Some of you already have the 

tune running through your head - Here I am, Lord. It is I, Lord... We 

find those same words on the lips of a young boy named Samuel when 

he heard the Lord call his name. Samuel would grow to be a prophet, a 

judge; and would anoint the first and second kings of this new project 

called Israel.  

Here I am, Lord. It is a sign or what the poker players would call a 

tell, signifying a theophany, when the Divine breaks through the veil 

and speaks directly to one of his children/his servants. These words 

were on the lips of Isaiah when God stunned him with the appearance 

of a collection of creatures right out of a Harry Potter movie. It scared 

the bejeebers out of Isaiah, but before the end of the theophany, Isaiah 

says ... guess what ... "Here I am, send me."  
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The Lord said to Ananias, "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."  

Whether Ananias was a refugee from Jerusalem or was a 

graduate of the Humpty Dumpty Preschool in Damascus, he had heard 

about this Saul guy. News travels fast, particularly when it's 

frightening, threatening, and comes with the sordid details of high 

emotion, drama, and violence. Before he says another word, don't you 

know Ananias' mind is racing and his heart is beating in overdrive. Why 

did all the drama have to land at my door? Fed Ex ... Special delivery ... 

Warning: Contents are flammable! 

The wind had carried the gossip about Saul from Jerusalem all 

the way to Damascus. Recent rumors about him included an account of 

Saul being an approving observer/supervisor at the stoning of Christ's 

loving, courageous, and faithful deacon, Stephen. Even worse, it was 

rumored that Saul was on his way to Damascus, carrying papers from 

the bigwigs in the Temple, granting Saul permission to play the role of 
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Darth Vader to Christians in ... (gulp!) ... Damascus. Ananias was 

thinking that the best move was to get as far away as he could from 

that "street called Straight." At that moment, Ananias was wishing that 

instead of saying here I am, he had said, He went that-a-way! Luke 

reports, "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.'" Here I am. Send someone else. 

You know the feeling. Unsuspecting. Living large. Doing your 

thing! Just another how ya doing - doin' fine kind of day. No idea you 

are about to be plucked out for hazardous duty, called upon to confront, 

or even just report to the tyrant, the diva, the sociopath, the unhinged. 

In the Third Century B.C., Qin Shihuangdi of China, had a reputation 

of ordering the execution of scholars whose ideas he disagreed with. It is 

said that F.B.I. legend J. Edgar Hoover had his employees so 

continually frightened and on edge that on one occasion when Hoover 

wrote ‘WATCH THE BORDERS’ on a piece of paper (referencing the 

lack of margin-space) the G-men all panicked and tightened security at 

the Canadian and Mexican borders." (coburgbank.co.uk)  Film director, 
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James Cameron, is said to live by the maxim, "Firing is too merciful.," 

and legend has it that he used a nail gun to attach staffers’ cellphones 

to the wall while filming Avatar. (nypost). 

But it's not just the entree dumping, pot tossing, blue monologue 

spewing Gordon Ramseys of the world who give pause to those beckoned 

to their presence. There are not many who like to be the bearer of bad 

news, the emissary delivering the diagnosis, the messenger to the 

malevolent, who generally blame the messenger instead of dealing with 

the message. 

'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.'" Here I am. Send 

someone else.  

To this, the Lord basically says ... Get up off the couch! Put on your 

big boy pants, buckle up your chin strap, and get on with it! I know what 

I'm doing! So, Ananias goes. I think an interesting question the text 

puts before us here is what Ananias might be thinking or doing on the 

way to his meet-up with Saul? His pulse jumping. His breaths shorten. 
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His heart climbs up his esophagus. His stomach? Well, let's hope there's 

a porta-potty on the way. Do you think Ananias stepped into the used 

bookshop on Straight Street in search of the latest tome of the trending 

motivational speaker with the guaranteed program for stress reduction? 

Or did he drop in on his insurance agent to update his life policy? What 

do you do when summoned to one of those I'd-rather-take-a-beating 

meetings; a root canal would be a preferable kind of assignment? 

I think, here, we are given the opportunity to reflect on role of 

faith practice in life. You've heard us repeatedly encourage, implore, 

cajole, exhort, and beg you to consider the practice of what we've called 

the Faith Five in your home, the daily ritual of talking with those close 

to you; sharing highs and lows; sharing a Bible passage or story; 

exchanging how that text connects to your highs and lows; praying for 

one another; and blessing one another. Through the regularity of it, 

words of encouragement are remembered; verses are sewn onto the 

heart; prayers are learned. 

Think about it, later in Acts, with Saul becoming Paul, Paul in 

sharing his memory of his conversion says, “A man named Ananias 

came to see me. He was a devout observer of the law and highly 
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respected by all the Jews living there." Ananias had long been a person 

of faith, having learned the holy texts and assimilated the prayers of 

the community.  

Can't you see Ananias treading nervously up that potentially 

hazardous path toward Straight Street, turning to those means of grace 

that had brought his thus far? Maybe it was that passage from Psalm 

91 - "Because you have made the Lord your refuge, the Most High your 

dwelling place, no evil shall befall you, no scourge come near your tent. 

For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your 

ways. On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash 

your foot against a stone ... I will protect those who know my name. 

When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be with them in trouble, 

I will rescue them and honor them."  

What might that treasured text mean to Ananias, or to you or me, 

in those stressful moments before knocking on that door you are loathe 

to walk through?  Maybe it was the great pilgrimage text, Psalm 

121 - "I lift up mine eyes to the hills, from where does my help come? 

My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth." Or 

possibly, the hopeful words of the prophet Isaiah, "Why do you say, O 
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Jacob, and speak, O Israel, 'My way is hidden from the Lord, and my 

right is disregarded by my God'? Have you not known? Have you not 

heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the 

earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is 

unsearchable. He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the 

powerless." The treasury of scripture overflows with words of life and 

strength that calm the heart, strengthen the will, inspire your own 

words in those moments when your world fractures and it seems that 

the center may well not hold.  

Just think, if the Spirit was not nudging Ananias and Saul 

together, would we even have the trove of treasured texts authored by 

none other than Paul himself? "I can do all things through him who 

strengthens me." "Do not worry about anything, but in everything by 

prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 

known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus."   

And guess what? Even when memory fails us, and we can't bring 

to mind the verses that would calm us, this same Saul who would 

become Paul says, "the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not 



 

 

9 

9 

know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with 

sighs too deep for words." 

Maybe as he stepped up the stoop and knocked on the door, 

Ananias was practicing the deep breathing exercise that our own Sarah 

Godbey shared with us in worship a few weeks ago. Breathe in through 

your nose, and out through your mouth. 

Turns out, Saul was probably just as ridden with fear and anxiety 

as Ananias, his self-image crushed, his identity erased, his own life now 

being the one at risk. Yet, the Spirit was with Saul, soon to be Paul, and 

Ananias. And through that Spirit, faith triumphed over fear. How 

might that encounter inform us in the face of our own fear-filled world? 

Remember the story of the lost tourist asking the New Yorker how he 

could get to Carnegie Hall? The answer, "Practice. Practice. Practice." 

On a journey to Israel a couple of years ago, my dear friend Jody 

Welker was able to visit an Episcopal church in Nablus. It happened 

that it was the last day of worship for their priest, Raheem, an Arab 

Palestinian Christian who had been serving that parish in that 

hazardous, explosive region of the West Bank for 10 years. At the 
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reception after worship, a Muslim woman asked to speak. She wanted 

to honor Raheem for all of the support he has offered the Muslim 

community and her… (he had cared for her mother). When he had 

arrived in 2007, the volatile Hamas movement had taken Gaza from the 

more moderate Fatah group. Raheem was deeply worried about what 

this would mean in the West Bank where Hamas was expected to make 

its next push. What to do? Raheem got busy building bridges, 

connecting Christians and Muslims. He sent a letter to the Imams from 

100 mosques to a meeting. 15 showed up, and Raheem felt pretty good 

about that. By the time of Raheem's last Sunday in Nablus, 50 Imams 

were showing up for monthly meetings.  

As you may guess, there isn't a large contingent of Christians in 

the West Bank. So, what fueled Raheem's courage? I doubt it was the 

trending self-help book, for the help he needed was beyond anything 

"self" was going manufacture. "I can do all things through him who 

strengthens me."  "For he will command his angels concerning you to 

guard you in all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up." 
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Like I said, it was Raheem's last Sunday in Nablus. What was 

next for him? Jody remembers that Raheem's next assignment was 

Damascus. And he went, trusting in the Lord.  

Aren't you glad the Spirit gave Ananias the courage to knock on 

that door? An uncertain future is knocking on our door. What will give 

you to the courage to answer it? Amen.    

 

 


