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Acts 16.9-15 
9 During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with 
him and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”  10 When he had seen the 
vision, we immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God 
had called us to proclaim the good news to them.  
The Conversion of Lydia 
11 We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following 
day to Neapolis,  12 and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district 
† of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this city for some days.  13 

On the sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there 
was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered 
there.  14 A certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; 
she was from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her 
heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul.  15 When she and her household 
were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the 
Lord, come and stay at my home.” And she prevailed upon us.  

 
The first reading today, from Acts, got me to thinking about what we call our 
‘spiritual journey’. In the reading is the story of Lydia, a businesswoman who ‘was 
a dealer in purple cloth’. Paul converts her to the Christian faith, which at the time 
was a small religious sect – a branch of the Jewish religion. When I read this, I 
cannot help but think of the children’s book, ‘When I am old, I shall wear purple’!  
We tend to have a negative view of ‘conversion’. Probably because the image in 
our mind is one from a TV evangelist or someone on the street in the downtown 
area who demands that we be converted from our evil ways and accept Jesus. 
Negative stereotypes of conversion have some basis in reality. I suspect that all of 
us can think of people who use their newfound religious faith as a bludgeon. 
Kathleen Norris tells a story of a man she knew who ‘found Jesus’ – during a 
highly emotional (and, probably highly manipulative) weekend retreat. The main 
result was that he told anyone who would listen (including, unfortunately his six 
year-old daughter) that his ex-wife, the child’s mother, was possessed by Satan. 
Kathleen Norris says that she did not know what became of what he had 
enthusiastically termed his “commitment to Jesus Christ” when he was sent to 
prison for molesting a ten-year-old. Mostly, he continued to blame others for his 
predicament: his wife, the ten-year-old, even his own inner ten-year-old. 
This story is a cautionary tale about what religious conversion is not. If it serves us 
a bit too well, if it reinforces all our prejudices and allows us to call ourselves holy 
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at the expense of others whom we can now judge to be unholy, it is probably not 
the real thing.  
There is also the ‘dry-drunk’ conversion, when people who are extremists in one 
aspect of their lives – such as drinking and doing drugs – turn to extreme forms of 
religion when they sober up. There is a story about a recent convert to both AA and 
the Baptist Church, who locked his brother in a hotel room with him and refused to 
let him out until he had “accepted Jesus Christ.” The impasse apparently lasted for 
several days. 
It is understandable that people who have been destroying themselves in a drastic 
way might turn to a drastic cure, and adopt a harsh version of Christianity, every 
bit as rigid as the physical addiction that formerly held them in thrall. But they also 
reveal a basic and valuable truth about conversion – which we do not suddenly 
change in essence, magically becoming new people, with all our old faults left 
behind. What happens is subtler and more revealing of God’s great mercy. In the 
process of conversion, the detestable parts of ourselves do not vanish so much as 
become transformed. We cannot run from who we are, with our short tempers, our 
vanity, our sharp tongues, our talents for self-aggrandizement, self-delusion, or 
despair. But we can convert, in its root meaning of turn around, so that we are 
forced to face ourselves as we really are. We can pray that God will take our faults 
and use them for good.  
There is a lot of good psychology in the Christian tradition about this process. In it 
our vices and virtues are intimately connected. A Methodist Pastor tells a story 
about a member of his small-town church, a woman who used to be a terrible 
drunk, and what is cruelly but aptly termed ‘a cocaine whore’. Her self-esteem was 
so ragged, he said, that he suspected that she was not simply sleeping with anyone 
who could provide her with booze or cocaine, but with anyone who showed her the 
slightest bit of attention. 
When she finally decided to sober up, some remarkable things happened. She 
joined AA and began attending church with other AA members. With her 
reputation, it took considerable courage for her to show up in his tiny church. To 
put it mildly, not everyone greeted her with enthusiasm. But some people did, 
including the pastor and his wife, and she kept coming back. Even before she 
became a church member, she caused some buzz in the congregation because she 
actually volunteered for things, including committees that most people had to beg 
to join. She signed up for every Bible study the church offered, volunteered to 
work at every church project, from visiting shut-ins to teaching vacation bible 
school. It was as if she had tasted salvation and could not get enough of it, or of the 
new relationships which these activities had led her to. Salvation took such hold in 
her that, as the pastor put it, he began to wonder if Christians do not underrate 
promiscuity. Because she was still a promiscuous person, still loving without much 
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discrimination. The difference was that she was no longer self-destructive but a 
bearer of new life to others.  
You will remember the biblical story of Jacob. Like his mother Rebekah, he is a 
master manipulator and controller, the kind of person who looks out only for 
himself. This leads him to deceive his father and cheat his brother Esau out of his 
inheritance. He is a bad guy. His strength is shallow. When his actions lead his 
brother to threaten to kill him, he goes on the run. 
Not surprisingly, Jacob’s conversion has its ups and downs. He has an encounter 
with God, who gives this bargainer much more than he bargained for. He goes to 
his uncle Laban’s place. Despite his awesome encounter with God, he continues to 
be the same schemer he has always been. He is unusually gifted as a plotter and 
schemer – the kind of man who makes a good diplomat. Eventually, when things 
look hopeless for him, after many years, he decides to return home, hoping for a 
peaceable reunion with his brother, Esau. But on the way home, he hears some 
disturbing news. Esau has set out to meet him with a force of 400 men. Jacob is 
used to relying on his own wits to keep in out of trouble. But now he remembers to 
pray. He admits his fear and his need of God’s help. He is still a dealer, however 
and he sends lavish gifts to Esau, hoping to soften him up. He even engages in 
something a modern counsellor might recommend, imagining his reunion with 
Esau in a positive light, saying “I will wipe the anger from his face with the gift 
that goes ahead of my face; afterward when I see his face, perhaps he will lift up 
my face”. Jacob dares to imagine that Esau will bless him after all these years.  
Karen Armstrong, in her book, In the Beginning, A New Interpretation of Genesis, 
writes: “The text is subtly directing our attention to the fact that the ‘face’ of God 
and the ‘faces’ of Jacob and Esau are one and the same. By facing his brother, 
Jacob would confront the ‘face’ of his God, but he would also confront himself. 
Jacob was having to come to terms not only with his wronged brother, but with the 
‘Esau’ within. Only then could he heal the conflict in his soul and experience the 
healing power of the divine.” 
Still in that state, Jacob falls asleep. And it is there that God finds him again. This 
time God blesses him with a new name and identity as Israel, which means ‘One 
who contends, or who wrestles with God’. 
Looking at this as a story of conversion, the thing that Jacob had to learn is that 
reconciling with his brother means contending or wrestling with God. And it meant 
that he had to become a person who is willing to rely on God, and not just on 
himself.  When Jacob wakes up, he says, “I have seen God face to face and lived”. 
The next day, when he meets up with Esau, his conversion is complete. Esau runs 
to him, kisses him and the two men weep. Jacob says to his brother, “I have seen 
your face, as one sees the face of God’.  
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This story says to me that if we have ever been truly forgiven, we have seen the 
face of God. If we have ever been on the receiving end of an act of mercy that 
made a difference in our lives, we have seen the face of God.  
We make such a fuss about our seeking God. We are anxious about so many 
things, and faith, prayer, and searching for God are the same. Are we doing it 
right? Will a retreat teach us a better way? Which method of prayer will be most 
effective for us? What church congregation will best ‘feed us spiritually’? Probably 
the best thing we can do is relax, take a deep breath, and stop thinking about what 
we want or need, and forget about it. Seeking God, that is. Instead, we might wait, 
and begin to silently ponder the ways in which God may already have been seeking 
us, all along, in the faulty, scary stuff of our ordinary lives.  
God knows we have problems letting bygones be bygones, in our families, in the 
workplace, in our neighbourhoods. Maybe that is where God has been contending 
with us, engaging us in the process of conversion. Most of us have had family, 
mentors, friends, and even enemies who have wrestled with us through the 
important questions; who have helped us grow up, building something good out of 
the ruins we have made for ourselves. Like Jacob, maybe some of us have looked 
for a curse and received a blessing instead. Like Jacob, some of us have found the 
worst parts of ourselves converted into something better. Our small expectations 
have been shattered in the presence of God’s great abundance, or as the old hymn 
puts it, “the wideness of God’s mercy.” 
Like Lydia, who trades in purple cloth, and like Jacob, over time I have learned 
two things about my religious quest. First, it is God who is seeking me and who 
has many ways of finding me. Second, that my most substantial changes, in terms 
of religious conversion, come through other people. Even when I become 
convinced that God is absent from my life, others have a way of suddenly 
revealing God’s presence. That is what happens in our little faith-community of St. 
Stephen the Martyr. When I think of how the process works, I recall the scene at 
Calvary, as depicted in John’s Gospel, when Jesus sees his mother standing near a 
disciple. “Woman,” he says to her, “here is your son. And he says to his disciple, 
“Here is your mother”. It is through Jesus Christ, and the suffering Christ at that, 
that God seeks us out and gives us to each other. 
- The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
Sources: Karen Armstrong, In the Beginning, A New Interpretation of Genesis. 


