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Third Sunday of Easter: “Changing Our Minds” 
 
ACTS 9 
CHELSEA CORNELIUS | SERMON FOR SUNDAY, APRIL 18, 2021 

 
 

Happy Easter season to 
each of you!  
 
This week we continue in 
our Easter series on 
learning and living 
resurrection. We’re doing 
that by looking at the 
stories of the people who 
had to do it first: The early followers of Jesus in the book of Acts. If the 
gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are the big event, the big 
reveal, the crux of the good news and all who were witness to it, the 
book of Acts is the aftermath—the “where are they now” special that 
follows Jesus’ earliest disciples.  
 
And we are also fast-forwarding from those early days after the 
resurrection to now, asking the same questions: How can we really learn 
what resurrection means—for Jesus, and for us? And how can we live it? 
How can we inhabit and remember and feel the promise that 
resurrection offers? What does new hope, new life, new beginnings look 
like for us right now? 
 
The celebration of the Easter season is all about new hope, new life, new 
beginnings—but the emphasis here is not just on hope, life, beginning, 
but on new. New means change. The aftermath of Jesus’ resurrection 
and the stories in the book of Acts show us the many ways in which 
people change (and we’ll look closely at one story in a moment). They 
change their plans, their agendas, their outlook, their beliefs, their 
identities. And what does that mean for us? Especially when in theory it 
all sounds wonderful (we love new life and new beginnings!), but in 
practice, we are not always so good at change.  
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When is the last time you truly changed your mind about something? 
Think on it for a moment. When is the last time you changed your mind 
about something?  
 
What about someone? When is the last time you changed your mind 
about a person?  
 
What about a political issue?  
 
It turns out, and tons of studies1 show that this is true: We very rarely 
change our minds. About anything. And the more something or 
someone—a person, an ad on tv, a billboard—attempts to change our 
minds, the more locked in we get to our original stance. This is called the 
“backfire effect.” Studies show that when we encounter evidence 
disproving what we believe, generally we not only ignore it, but we also 
double-down on our original convictions.  
 
We do not like to change our minds. It is uncomfortable to admit that we 
didn’t have it right the first time, or to broaden our perspective to realize, 
“Hmm, I learned something here.”  
 
But the thing about Easter, and living resurrection, is that it is all about 
change. Sometimes big change. Sometimes change you never would 
have expected.  
 
Let’s look at Acts 9:1-9, the Conversion of Paul (who at this point in the 
book still goes by Saul): 
 

Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the 
disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked him for 
letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any 
who belonged to the Way, men or women, he might bring them 
bound to Jerusalem. Now as he was going along and approaching 
Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He 

 
1 “The Backfire Effect”: https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/13/backfire-effect-mcraney/ 
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fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why 
do you persecute me?” He asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The reply 
came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and 
enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” The men 
who were traveling with him stood speechless because they heard 
the voice but saw no one. Saul got up from the ground, and though 
his eyes were open, he could see nothing; so they led him by the 
hand and brought him into Damascus. For three days he was 
without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

Encountered by the voice of Jesus, temporarily blinded, we are then told 
that one of Jesus’ early disciples, Ananias, is directed by God to change 
his own plans and to go meet Paul. And Ananias even says back to God, 
“But I’ve heard about this man, the evil he has done [the hurt he has 
caused]” (v. 12-13). But Ananias is again told to go, find Paul, lay his 
hands on Paul’s eyes so that Paul can see and believe. And so all of this 
unfolds, and Ananias lays his hands on Paul’s eyes and he is healed. 
Scripture tells us that Paul got up, was baptized, ate a meal, and his 
strength was restored. This is the conversion of Paul the persecutor, Paul 
the apostle.  

The word “conversion” literally means “to turn around, to change 
direction.”  

And this change is very dramatic: The bright light and the falling down 
and the voice of Jesus Christ himself, the blindness, someone holding 
Paul’s hand to safety. But in this, in some combination of shock and awe 
and awareness and being shown compassion by those who did not trust 
him or like him, Paul had a change of mind and heart. And Ananias did 
too. 

Our Easter story about new hope, new life, new beginnings, starts on the 
ground. In the darkness. Before we are ready. When we don’t expect it.  

And of course that is still true. Learning and living resurrection means 
being ready for something new, something we did not expect. Learning 
and living resurrection means changing our minds. And I don’t mean big 
radical changes of a 180 on all your political, religious, and social 



4 | P a g e  
 

leanings, unless that’s what you need. I don’t mean that bright lights and 
the voice of God will come beaming down at you to change your ways ... 
unless it does, and then let us know. Most change doesn’t happen this 
way for us.  

But this story of Paul’s conversion, Paul’s turning around, changing 
direction, reminds us that new life and new beginnings means change 
for us too. That being Easter people means being people who allow 
ourselves to sit in the discomfort of broadening our horizons.  

“This American Life” did an episode a few years back where they shared 
stories of people who actually did change their minds. Voters who 
changed their mind on marriage rights to support the LGBTQ+ 
community; young people and older people who changed careers or 
paths out of nowhere; a high school girl whose parents made her move 
from the Philippines to Alaska, and she hated it, until she didn’t.  

What changed for each of them? It wasn’t a billboard, or the news. It 
was relationships. Relationships changed their minds. Voters talked to 
people in the LGBTQ+ community about their lives, their hopes; people 
had a personal reason to up and change their careers and their paths—
something was at stake. The high school girl who hated Alaska? She 
made a friend. Then things were not as bad as they seemed.  

When is the last time you changed your mind about something? About 
someone? Where might you need a little change? Where are you stuck 
in the backfire effect, where everything that happens just goes to prove 
your point?  

Because the thing is, being unwilling to broaden our horizons, to fear 
being wrong, to be stuck in the backfire effect is not only narrowing our 
vision, but it is also dangerous. We’re all watching what happens when 
unchecked bias backfires, and a gun fires and now Daunte Wright is 
dead. Many of us have to sit with the discomfort of our politics also 
bumping up against the fact that the cop who killed this young man is a 
white woman, and the ways that racism is perpetuated by white women 
and by protecting white women over and against people of color.  
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We’re all watching what happens when, against all efforts and 
advocacy, policies are pushed forward to discriminate and degrade 
trans kids from the full and equal right to be athletes, to feel strong in 
their bodies. The backfire effect is systemic and dangerous. It’s also 
personal. We all know what it’s like to distance ourselves from what we 
don’t want to deal with, or to be unwilling to see others—strangers—or 
even the people we love: family members, neighbors, maybe even 
ourselves—other than with the same old story we’ve always known.  

But the thing is, it does not have to be like this.  

Easter is that reminder: It doesn’t have to be this way.  

We are in a season of finding hope in things that seemed hopeless. 
Welcoming change when we thought everything would just always be 
the same. Giving our experiences and our relationships a chance to 
change us for the better, even when we didn’t plan on it. 

Sometimes things don’t go from bad to worse. With a willingness to be 
wrong, an open mind and heart to how we might change, Easter is not 
just a season that goes by, but a practice that removes our blindness 
too, so that we too can see what is good, and true, and possible.  

Amen.  
 
 
 
 


