
 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 1997 & 2014 – All rights reserved. PAGE 1 OF 6 

Luke 10:29-37 
Acts 9:1-9 

DAMASCUS OR JERICHO 

 The Road to Jericho and the Road to Damascus are probably the 
two most famous roads in Western literature. Some of us have heard 
of the Road to Mandalay. All roads lead to Rome. The Appian Way and 
the Via Dolorosa and “Going up to Jerusalem” all remind us of things 
important and familiar. The King’s Highway is exceedingly famous, though 
I doubt if many of you could tell me where it runs. (I mean the real one, 
not the namesake here in California.) Nevertheless, the Damascus Road 
and the Road to Jericho stand out above all other roads. 

 In both cases, it is not the road itself, or even the destination, 
that matters most. Both roads have come to symbolize something far 
beyond physical travel. A man tells me the story of how he personally 
came to know of the presence of God in his life. Even if he has never 
been out of the United States his entire life, I make the comment 
“So, you have been walking the Damascus Road,” and he nods. 

 Or I talk to another friend and we have an amiable chat. But 
after she leaves, I shake my head in admiration and think to myself, 
“That woman knows the Jericho Road like the back of her hand, and 
walks it every day.” 

 It is fun to be among one’s own people, where a special language 
can be spoken and people understand. It makes it possible to speak of 
things that otherwise could barely be spoken – certainly not if we had 
to stop and reiterate basic definitions at every other sentence. 

 Sometimes a special language can cross the lines a little. Once, 
years ago, I spent a week where I had time to speak every day with a 
Buddhist from Korea. At first our conversations were slow and ponderous 
because we couldn’t always tell if we were understanding each other. 
Until, by agreement, we took the gloves off. That helped some. Then we 
could tell when we were communicating – by the pain. 

 There was much that was different between us, but there were 
similar experiences as well – stages of development we could recognize 
as counterpart stations along the way of our different paths. We had 
shared much, uncommonly so, by the end of the week. One day my 
friend said, “I am surprised to find you have played so much under 
the Bodhi Tree.” I smiled and replied, “And you, my friend, have been 
walking the Damascus Road. But why do you walk backwards?” 
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 He was so delighted with that remark that he jumped into the air, 
clicked his heels together, and clapped his hands. The few remaining 
times I saw him before our week ended, a big smile would light his face 
and he would spin around and skip away backwards. 

 If a Buddhist from Korea can comprehend that much about the 
Damascus Road, surely everyone here knows it even better. But I will 
reminisce a bit anyway. On the Damascus Road, Paul came fully awake 
to the unseen dimensions of life. Paul encountered the Risen Christ 
that day, and encountered grace, compassion, and purpose on levels 
he had never dreamed existed before. His life was changed from the 
inside out. We all learn many things from the outside in. Some of it is 
quite significant: People hurt or bless us. Life denies or rewards us. 
Sometimes it teaches us to be cautious, or effective, or thankful, or 
cynical. But it does not change us at the core. It affects our behavior 
when we remember, but only the persona, the veneer. But when we are 
changed from the inside out, that is a different magnitude of change. 
That is not veneer – the heart itself is different. Outer behavior may 
look or seem the same, but the motives and values are changed for good. 
Change from the outside takes constant vigilance and effort to maintain. 
Change from within is effortless, and life flows from a different source. 
The change is genuine to the core. That is what we need and want from 
God. That is what the Damascus Road symbolizes. Paul was not doing 
anything particularly right; it was not his technique, a book he had 
read, or a college degree he had earned. There was a flash of light. 
He was changed forever – from the inside out. 

 Others were present and knew something was happening, but they 
could not participate directly. The blindness was both real and deeply 
symbolic. Paul was blinded by seeing for the first time. He was left blind 
for three days to remind him of how blind he had been all his life. Yet 
Paul had always been deeply religious, and he had been as faithful to God 
as a human being knows how to be – except that no man or woman 
knows how ... without grace. Forever afterward, that would be one of 
Paul’s greatest themes. 

 He was healed of his blindness by the friendship and faith of 
Ananias, a man he had come to kill, or at least arrest. He received the 
first hint of his commission from Christ. He lost his old friends, his 
position, his purpose, and his reputation – and began to slowly acquire 
a new way, a new life, a new comprehension of everything. 
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 Of course, there is far more to it. For today, however, we want only 
the big picture. A person encountered the Risen Christ, and discovered 
grace, compassion, and purpose there. A person was changed from the 
inside out. That is what it means, in our tradition, to walk the Damascus 
Road: Conversion. Transformation. Born anew. Spiritual awakening. 
A new purpose for your life, and a new reason for being alive. 

 Have we all walked the Damascus Road? 

 On the Jericho Road, a Samaritan found a person in need – in 
trouble – and showed him kindness. The Samaritan helped him, 
ministered to him, poured oil and wine on his wounds, lifted him onto 
his beast, and carried him to safety and shelter. The man showed 
caring and compassion, and spent himself and his resources to help 
another person. This Samaritan identified with the other man’s need, 
felt his plight, and did what he could to help. He loved his neighbor as 
himself. 

 There is more to this story also. Nevertheless, in our tradition, 
the Jericho Road stands for the second commandment, as the Damascus 
Road stands for the first. To walk the Jericho Road is to discover 
genuine concern and compassion for others and to put yourself out – 

to put yourself on the line – to minister to them. 

 Have we all walked the Jericho Road? 

 Which of these roads is more important? If you could walk only 
one of them, which would it be? Do you walk one of them more easily 
or more often than the other? Will you go to Hell if you don’t walk them 
both? Are you already in Hell if you don’t walk them both? 

 There are people in this room who believe you go to Heaven if you 
walk the Jericho Road and to Hell if you do not. And they don’t have 
much use for or much interest in the Damascus Road. 

 Isn’t it fun to have this kind of “shorthand” for talking with each 
other? It would take me an hour to say the last two sentences if you 
did not know the meaning and the difference between the Jericho Road 
and the Damascus Road. See, that’s the trouble with preachers; they 
don’t care if you go to Hell, as long as you speak the language. 

 There are also some people in this room who believe you will go 
to Heaven if you have been personally converted on some Damascus 
Road, but they have little or no interest in the Jericho Road. 
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 I know what happens in discussion groups. We all eventually 
come to the sane conclusion that both roads are necessary – that both 
roads are intended to go together, and even to enhance each other. 
That theory is impeccable. It is also quite true. The mind can fathom 
that. But you know what? In real life, I have a hard time keeping the 
two roads together. Do you? If I get really focused on people and busy 
being involved with trying to help, I suddenly discover that Jericho is 
down in the Jordan River valley east of Jerusalem and that Damascus 
is way up north in a different country! The symbolism of that is also 
very true. 

 I can pray to God on the run and ask for help for the person I am 
concerned for, and for strength and wisdom for myself to be able to help. 
But I am still heading for Jericho. If I want to go to Damascus, I have to 
forget about people and needs and bills and everything else – for a while. 
The Spirit will send me back to it, or at least to some of it, after a while. 
But I have to get alone, go apart, give undivided attention to God and 
God’s Kingdom – and what God wants – if I want to go to Damascus. 

 So it is not a fight between the Damascus Road and the Jericho 
Road (although Christians and churches are always fighting about it). 
We really need to walk both, and we want to walk both. The struggle is 
with the timing. When? Which day? In which season and phase are we 
supposed to be heading for Jericho, and in which are we to head for 
Damascus? Though few like to ponder it, the truth is that the two roads 
are very different. There is different scenery, different direction, and 
different motive, energy, and impact between walking the Damascus Road 
and walking the Jericho Road. 

 One of the ways to avoid God – and your own inner being – and to 
remain half agnostic is to always head for Jericho when it is time to go 
to Damascus. It is also a terrible thing to keep going to Jericho if you 
have never been to Damascus. An unconverted do-gooder is always 
carrying a hidden agenda. They will bind up your wounds, but you will 
end up infected with something very unpleasant. And it takes more than 
antibiotics to get rid of it. 

 A person who always goes to Damascus but never to Jericho is 
equally dangerous. First of all, they lie. God always sends the converted 
back into the fray with a special assignment. So if it was not God they 
met on the Damascus Road, who were they talking to? Three guesses. 
Yet they are just as determined to spread their message, no matter where 



DAMASCUS OR JERICHO 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 1997 & 2014 – All rights reserved. PAGE 5 OF 6 

it came from. The fallout is spiritual deadness, no matter how unfair we 
think that judgment is. 

 The roads to Damascus and Jericho stand for the two great direc-
tions of the Christian Life. We want to walk them both. It is imperative 
to the Christian Life that we walk them both. But we cannot walk them 
at the same time. So we need to be walking one or the other, but also 
watching for the Spirit’s hints that we should shift from one to the other. 

 If that is true for individuals, is it not also true for churches? 
Even though some individuals within a church will be on one road or 
the other at any given time – and rightly so – is it not still true that a 
congregation needs to be concentrating on one road or the other at any 
given time? And shifting from one road to the other, at the Spirit’s 
direction? 

 At this season in the life of our own church, which direction needs 
to be the major emphasis for this congregation? Do you get some hint or 
have some sixth sense about that? Maybe you will want to talk about it 
over coffee after the service? 

 Meanwhile, those of us who have always walked toward Jericho 
and seldom toward Damascus: Do we know which road we need to seek 
next if we want to make progress in the spiritual life? And those of us 
who have always headed toward Damascus and rarely toward Jericho: 
Do we know where the road to our best spiritual growth lies? 

 The other day I decided I was supposed to go to Jericho. It was not 
my desire, but I thought I was supposed to. So I creamed my schedule, 
dusted off my beast, and got some oil (I cannot seem to find my wine 
anymore) and I went tootin’ off toward Jericho. Well, I went the whole 
way and back again and never did do any good for anybody, at least not 
as far as I know. Maybe it was not my turn. Or maybe I got my signals 
crossed. But it cost me just as much as if I had helped somebody. 

 Another day I decided I was supposed to go to Damascus. There 
were lots of other things on my mind, but I thought I was supposed to – 

and it certainly felt like I needed to. So I creamed my schedule, took 
myself into a place apart, and got set to read and pray and meditate. 
But my mind fidgeted up and down, and I played serious games with 
great and important thoughts and meaningful purposes, yet it was only 
me there. Nobody met me. No light flashed, and I was the only person I 
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got to talk with that day. No big deal; that certainly was not the first 
time, and doubtless it was not the last. But it sure makes for a dis-
appointing day. I guess it was not my turn. Or maybe I got my signals 
crossed. 

 It reminded me that I cannot go anyplace, never mind Damascus 
or Jericho, all on my own – just because I decide to, or by my own power 
or whim. 

 Christianity is more than the Jericho Road, and it is more than 
the Road to Damascus. It is always the Lord’s doing, and not our own. 
Sometimes we try to pretend, or fake it a little, or produce it ourselves 
when we get tired of waiting. But nothing real comes of it. The trouble 
with Christianity is that Christ is essential to it. I wonder how many 
hundreds of times I have forgotten that over the years. “Apart from Him, 
we can do nothing.” (John 15:5) 
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