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We listen to Paul speaking in Athens today – far away from Jerusalem and the Jewish world.  He 

has come to the Areopagus, a kind of outdoor market, not of food or clothing, but of ideas.  

Teachers of the various schools of philosophy gathered there and freely shared with people who 

came to listen to them about how to live a good and meaningful life, and even how to live if 

there is no meaning to life (Hedonism:  “eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we may die.”).  

These things constitute the world of philosophy.  

 

How humans should live would not affect the gods – that is what temples for worship and 

sacrifice were for.  The gods of the Greeks and the Romans were divinities that acted people, 

some were capricious, some compassionate, some were selfish, some were good …  There were 

many gods with different responsibilities over elements of the human and natural world.  The 

Jews were thought to be a strange people with a truly strange creed – believing there was only 

one Gd to care for everything, and that obedience to Gd in their manner of living as well as their 

worship was required to satisfy this One Gd.  

 

To this marketplace of ideas Paul comes.   He speaks approvingly of things he has seen in 

Athens, including the altar inscribed “to an unknown God,” making that the starting place for 

proclaiming the good news about Jesus, raised from the dead, who will make the judgement 

about whether a life has been lived well or not.   

 

These verses are worth a closer look:  we can see that while Paul’s proclamation is from the 

Jewish point of view – but he at no time references a particular religion, and he speaks in words 

that would make connection with the kinds of conversations in the Areopagus:   

how things have come to be,  how we should then live, what makes for a good life, and what is 

its meaning, what is its end.  He says 

 All that exists does so because Gd created it to be 

 All humans are related because we have one common ancestor 

 That within all humans there is a desire to find greater meaning, and the Source of that 

meaning  

 That humans are Gd’s offspring, connected to the divinity in a unique way. 

He says that 

 Humans mistake things for the Divinity, and worship things that are not only less than the 

Holy One but are in fact constructed by human hands: Human imagination is too limited 

to see Gd 

But 

 Humans can choose to see differently – to recognize idols – and change their ways, and 

seek the true Divinity  

 And that the Holy One has given us a someone who understands the human situation 

completely, because he was human, now raised from the dead to judge whether our living 

has been truly good and purposeful. 

 

Someone I was talking to recently was lamenting that people don’t come to church anymore, 

saying that even in the midst of the pandemic few look to the churches for hope or understanding 
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or perspective.  Now this has not been the experience of every church – and we are all familiar 

with the thought being expressed. 

 

My take is that the church is not speaking about things that matter to people.  The way the church 

talks about human life and meaning, about what a good life looks like, and its ultimate purpose 

seems like nonsense – what we are saying has no connection to the world they live in.  Our 

narrative about Gd and about Jesus is just another myth for tv shows.  There is, in their 

understanding, no proof of what we proclaim.  They hear our proclamation just as they hear the 

stories about the gods of the Romans, the Greeks, the Vikings, the Hindus.  Our truth is buried 

deep under so much stuff –  

 History and power and politics 

 So many different groups who say they are “Christian” and so many different examples 

of what it means 

 Superstition and guilt 

 Misguided arguments about science and religion . . . 

 

People wonder what does the Gd Christians proclaim have to do with things like cyberspace, or 

the immensity of outer space?  Can what Christians believe really deal with things opening up in 

the world of genetics?  And, as always, how can the Gd Christians and Jews proclaim allow bad 

things to happen to good people? 

 

Observing Paul at the Areopagus and taking our clues from him might begin to be a help – 

exploring and reflecting on the world of the Athenians, going to the places where they gather for 

conversation, and taking their questions seriously. 

That is the task before us today – before the Church today. 

 

If love is the meaning of life – and if Love is the source of life - why do bad things happen to 

good people?  Why do we suffer through things – why aren’t they overcome or neutralized?  

How can we say “Love is the meaning, the beginning and the end of life” at times like these?   

 

This is where we start the story of Jesus.  And this is where we move out of the world of 

philosophy into the world of faith.  Faith accepts the contradictions because our faith is about 

trusting Gd, trusting what Jesus has shown us about Gd.  Isn’t Jesus on the cross a stark example 

of “bad things happening to good people”?  Jesus raised from the dead means we can trust Gd’s 

love.   

 

The Church can still learn from St. Paul.  The Church is happening in that world of cyberspace 

and needs to be out in there in the marketplace.   

 

And because the Church is only people  

The Church’s people need to look at these questions and not be afraid to give an answer: 

- what is the meaning of life and, what is its end? 

- what makes for a good life and how we should live  
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And, thanks be to Gd, we are not alone to try to understand how a changed and changing world 

requires that we can translate the stories of the past into worlds for today.  It is exactly this for 

which Gd sends us the Holy Spirit. 

 


