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When I think of conversion, I tend to picture it as moving out of the dry desert and into nicer, greener 
places. 

 
Probably because that’s how I experienced conversion.  I was a victim of child abuse and then people 
in the church loved me, and introduced me to God and my life got better.   

 
But in the 25 years since my conversion, one of the things I’m still realizing is that God is still 
converting me.  Even though I’m already a Christian, God is still challenging me to really follow.  

Sometimes really following Jesus involves following Jesus into the desert and questioning the life I’m 
comfortable with. 

 
John Newton’s story is one of those stories of faith that challenges me.  He wrote Amazing Grace 
about his conversion story.  About how he went from being a successful, ship captain to a poor 
pastor.  That’s interesting to me because God made my life better, but in a way John Newton’s 
conversion made his life... “harder.” 

John Newton was living a comfortable, successful, moral life by the standards of his day.  He was 
lifelong member of the Church of England.  He had a self-made success story of going to sea at age 
11 and working his way up to become a successful merchant Captain.  He had a pretty good life. 

 
Then the storm happened. Maybe he was just afraid of dying?  Maybe he was already feeling guilty 
about his work.  You never really know what happens between a person and God inside that moment 
of conversion.  We just know what John Newton later wrote about it --   He kneeled down on the deck 
of the ship in the middle of a terrible storm and promised God that he would change -- he would really 
follow Jesus, if only God would let him live.   

 
This experience -- his “prayer of conversion in the storm” is what the song Amazing Grace is 
about.  He was blind to the evils of slavery but after the storm he began to see.  But surviving the 
storm isn’t the amazing part.  

 
This is what’s Amazing:  We’d like to think that he had his big conversion moment, got off that ship, 
and never sold another human being into slavery ever again… but that’s not what happened. 

John Newton had a lucrative career and a family to support.  So he continued to captain slave ships 
for about 6 more years after the storm where he promised God he would change his life! 

 
The thing is, it’s not easy to change your life, especially when your life is seems pretty good. 
Conversion asks things of us that we don’t know how to do yet.  And John Newton didn’t know 
how to do anything else, but be a Slave Ship Captain. 

I think the most amazing thing about Grace is that God can see potential in us that we never 
imagined. 



God saw potential in John Newton to become a Leader in the Anti-Slavery movement, that I’m sure 
Newton never imagined. 

I can imagine my abolitionist ancestors hearing about his “great conversion in the storm” and then 
seeing that he will still a Slave trader, 5 years later and thinking -- are you kidding me?  There’s no 
way John Newton, Slave Trader, could ever become a leader in the anti-slavery movement! 

 
I would be wondering why God didn’t just let that slave trading jerk drown!   

Because, to me, that seems like justice.   

 
But Jesus tells us that isn’t how God works.  In our Gospel reading today, Jesus tells a story with an 
unproductive, unsuccessful, good-for-nothing, sinful fig tree and instead of cutting it down like it 
deserves --  

God gives it another chance.   

And God doesn’t just say, well, I’ll wait and see if you pull your act together before I cut you 
down.  God the Gardener digs around the tree, loosening its attachments to the things that aren’t 
working and fertilizes the tree into productiveness.  

God isn’t just waiting to cut us down.   
               God is reaching out with Grace. 

 
Instead of cutting down that sinful wretch, John Newton, God loosened his rootedness in 
respectability and economic security and control and fertilized his soul to, eventually, become a 
Leader in the Anti-Slavery movement.    That’s amazing grace. 

John Newton left his comfortable, respectable existence and let God lead him into the desert where 
he eventually gave up his high paying job as a Slave Trader found his calling as an anti-slavery 
leader.  I would not have seen that coming! 

 
When I am afraid that I don’t know how to do or be what God is calling me into, I try to remember: 

 

If God had enough Grace for John Newton -  
enough patience, forgiveness and could see potential in that wretch…  

God probably has enough grace for a wretch like me. 

 


