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Unlikely Friends
John 21:1-19; Acts 9:1-20

Wouldn’t you hate to be in Ananias’ shoes?  Imagine receiving a
message from the Lord instructing you to go to someone whom you know is
in town to arrest you and your friends.  That person’s purpose is to take you
as a prisoner to Jerusalem in order to have you stoned to death as he had
Stephen.  What would you do?  Would you hop up and run over to the street
called Straight, excited that God had chosen you to visit with this important,
though notorious man?  Or would you be more like Jonah?  You remember
Jonah and his sojourn in the belly of a big fish.  Do you remember how he
landed in that unlikely location?  God had told Jonah to go to Ninevah–the
pagan capital of Assyria–and tell them about the mercy of God.  Jonah did not
want to go and he certainly did not want to tell them that God would accept
their repentance.  When he finally made it to Ninevah and warned the people
of the consequences of their sin–they repented.  They whole city repented
and turned to God, much to Jonah’s chagrin.  He wanted to see them burn
because of their sinful and brutal ways.

What would you do if God asked you to go minister to someone like
Saul?  Ananias did not want to go.  He protested to the Lord.  He reminded
the Lord of the horrible things Saul had done in Jerusalem and how his only
purpose in coming to Damascus was to destroy believers in Christ. 
Nevertheless, God insisted that Ananias go visit Saul and help him regain his
sight.  With great reluctance, I imagine, Ananias went.

We, of course, know how the story turned out.  Saul’s blindness was
cured.  He regained his health.  He was baptized and devoted the rest of his
life to telling other people about Jesus Christ.  To indicate that he was a
different person because of God’s mercy toward him, he began using his
Greek name.  We count Paul as the greatest missionary the Christian faith
has ever seen.

Ananias could foresee none of that happening.  All he knew was that
Saul was out to kill all believers in Christ.  He would have preferred that the
Lord send him to someone else a bit more sympathetic to his followers.  I
suspect Ananias felt like he was walking into a trap.  Nevertheless, he did



what the Lord asked of him and helped heal Saul, proclaim that it was the
doing of the Lord.  It worked.  Saul regained his sight and was immediately
baptized as a follower of Jesus Christ.  Ananias was an unlikely friend to Paul.

Isn’t that just like Jesus to ask us to befriend an enemy?!  Jesus was
always talking about turning the other cheek, carrying a Roman soldier’s
armor twice as far as you had to, and forgiving other people not once, not
seven times, but seven times seventy times.  He was big on loving your
enemies.

What if Ananias had refused to befriend Saul.  What might have
happened?  Bitter from losing his sight, Saul might have stewed in his self-pity
and unleashed an even fiercer attack on Christians.  The faith might not have
had anyone who was willing to carry the Gospel throughout the known world. 
The Christian faith might have been stunted.  We will never know because
Ananias did as Christ asked.

Surely God would never ask us to befriend an enemy!  Would he?

If you have not seen the movie Green Book, I suggest that you do so. 
Unfortunately, some of the language is coarser than most of us would prefer,
but the movie is wonderful.  It is the story of Don Shirley, an African-American
concert pianist, who is going on a tour of the deep south in 1962 and hires a
white man from Brooklyn to drive him for two months.  To say that these two
men are different is an understatement.  One has two PH.D.’s, speaks several
languages, is highly skilled in many ways, and is very particular about
appearance, speech, food, entertainment, and every other aspect of life.  His
driver, named Tony Vallelonga, is a bouncer in a nightclub, married with kids,
part of a large, noisy, nosy, Italian-American family, is rough, crude, and
spontaneous.  Vastly different people, with certain assumptions and
prejudices about the other, over the course of eight weeks, these two men
become unlikely friends, learning to appreciate one another, helping each
other figure out how to live better in the world.  Each became exactly what the
other needed.  And they remained friends for over fifty years, dying within a
few months of each other.1

Some of you will remember the difficulties the city of Durham had with
integrating the schools in the early seventies.  Ann Atwater, a Black civil rights
activist, was chosen to chair a committee charged with finding the best ways

1Green Book, Peter Farrelly, Director,  (Universal Pictures, 2018).
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to overcome racist attitudes.  Her appointed co-chair was Claiborne P. Ellis
whose distinction was being the Grand Exalted Cyclops of the Ku Klux Klan. 
It was reported that Mr. Ellis brought a machine gun to the first meeting of the
committee and that Mrs. Atwater once pulled a knife on her colleague.

Since these two people spent long days together, they eventually
learned that they had much in common.  Both lived in poor areas of Durham,
worked hard to barely make ends meet, and felt oppressed and helpless. 
Needing a target for the bile of their frustration, each turned to people of the
opposite color as their scapegoat for all the ills of the world.  Over time,
however, each of them began to change.  When a Gospel choir sang for the
committee, Mrs. Atwater helped Mr. Ellis learn to clap in rhythm with the
music.  And when he learned how Blacks were being treated unfairly in so
many ways, Mr. Ellis, who joined the Klan because he was concerned about
unfairness, began to see another side of the story.  Overtime, they realized
that if they really wanted to help both black and white children have the best
lives possible, they would have to dispose of the hatred between them and
work together.  They became fast friends.  Mr. Ellis resigned from the Klan. 
Over the years, they worked together to oppose social injustice of many
types.2

There are many other stories of unlikely friendships: soldiers intent on
getting revenge for torture forgiving their captors and recognizing their
similarities.  Perpetrators of hate crimes throughout the world seeking out
their victims and asking for forgiveness . . . and receiving it.  Parents of
murdered children taking their child’s killer under their wing and helping them
make a new life for themselves.

It was an unbelievable thing that the Lord asked Ananias to do.  Then
again, God has always done things that are unbelievable . . . like bringing new
life out of a tomb of death.  It was an unlikely thing that Saul did, to let his old
self die and be born anew as Paul, proclaimer of the Gospel.  It seems
unlikely that God will call us to love our enemies and befriend the very people
who intend us harm . . . until God does exactly that.

In a few moments, Bo and Chase will sing “Who Will Feed My Lambs,”
a song based on the story in the Gospel of John when Jesus asks Peter–who
had denied him three times–if Peter loved him.  He asked him three times and

2“Ann G. Atwater & Claiborne P. Ellis, School Integration Charette Leaders,” “And Justice for All” Web
Exhibit, Durham County Library;; available online at: http://andjusticeforall.dconc.gov/gallery_images/
ann-g-atwater-claiborne-p-ellis-school-integration-charette-leaders/
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three times Peter replied, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”  “Feed my
sheep . . . Feed my lambs,” Jesus instructed him.

The Lord asked Ananias to feed his lamb Saul.  Ananias did.  God
asked Ann Atwater to feed his lamb Claiborne Ellis and asked Claiborne Ellis
to feed his lamb Ann Atwater.  Each fed the other.  God asked Jesus to feed
all of his lambs, including you and me.  Jesus did so with the very bread of his
body.  God asks us to feed those lambs who sow discord and create chaos
and threaten violence.  Will we become an unlikely friend?  Will we follow
Jesus to help change the world person by person?  Remember that the
community of God is comprised of unlikely friendships like that of Ananias and
Saul.  God invited these two enemies to become friends and through them
helped change the world.  Imagine what God could do through us!

4



May 5, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We are two weeks past our celebration of Christ’s resurrection and
already the excitement of that day has begun to wane.  We are nearly two
thousands years past the actual event, and some days it feels as if Jesus’
return to life had no impact on our world whatsoever.

That is our confession, O God, but not our faith.  We know that Jesus’
rising from the dead made all the difference in the world . . . and in our lives. 
We are grateful, O God, that we have not forgotten the story and that each
time we tell it we remember that Jesus rose to life for us.  And we thank you!

It is true that we have short memories, O God.  People all over the world
forget the wonder of your creation.  We forget the life you intended for us.  We
forget that we are to love one another as you loved us.  We forget that we are
your children and sisters and brothers to one another.  Keep these truths
foremost in our hearts and minds, we pray.  Cause us to think on them often,
to talk about them with one another, and to live them day by day.  Help us to
follow Christ in making the world a better place or at least the place that you
intended for it to be.

We also ask that you make us aware of your presence as we negotiate
all of the challenges that come our way.  Whether we are dealing with illness
and disease, struggling with a decision we need to make, feeling lonely and
forgotten, facing significant changes in life, or grieving the death of someone
we love so much, help us to know that you are with us.  Remind us that you
work within us and in other people to accomplish your work in the world.  Help
us to sense that you are present in the love and kindness of other people.

Bless our world, we pray.  We need your help to end war and violence,
to provide food, shelter, clothing, and healthcare to all people, to teach
enemies how to become friends, and to teach one another that we are kin to
each other.  Bless us, we pray, and guide us to open our eyes, our ears, our
minds, and our hearts to your ways in the world, through Jesus Christ our
Lord.  Amen.


