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             Acts 17:22=31


The Gospel reading from John this morning is a continuation of the reading we had last week, so our reflections together this morning are really a continuation of what we talked about last week.  We started off talking about the barriers to forgiveness that many of us encounter in our relationships with other people, and ended up talking about our relationship with God.  We talked about how when we focus on developing our relationship with God, forgiveness starts to show up in our lives as a fruit of that relationship.  But that left us with the question, “How do we nurture our relationship with God?  How do we grow that relationship?”


That’s exactly the question that Paul first raises and then answers in the story we’ve just read from the Acts of the Apostles.  He stands up in front of a crowd of Athenians and begins his speech as many clever orators would—he builds a sense of connection between himself and his audience.  He talks about his observations as he walked through Athens, and notes that they had a large number of altars to different gods set up throughout the city.  “You’re so religious!” he exclaims.  “You even have an altar to an unknown god!”


A word of explanation is helpful here.  This altar to “an unknown God” that Paul notices is the Athenians’ solution to one of the key problems with polytheism.  If you imagine a world in which there are multiple gods, each possessing different powers and in charge of different domains, each demanding acknowledgment, honor and sacrifice, it is hard to know for sure that you have covered all your bases.  You might build altars to 100 different deities, but how can you be sure that there aren’t 101 dieties, or 201?  The Athenians solved this problem by building an altar to all the gods they didn’t know about yet, a kind of “etc.” altar.  It’s like the end of an acceptance speech at the Academy Awards when someone knows there are people she’s forgotten to thank, so she just has to shout over the music, “and to everyone else who I’ve forgotten to mention!”


So Paul notices this altar, and instead of laughing at the silliness of it, he sees it as an opening.  “What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you,” he tells them.  In other words, “You’ve already admitted that you don’t know everything about God, and you’re right.  You don’t know about Jesus Christ.  And once you know about him, you’ll see the error of all your other answers to the question of who God really is.”  The beginning of the Gospel of John makes essentially the same claim:  “No one has ever seen God.  It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.”  


In other words, it is through Jesus that we find out what God is really like.  Jesus answers our questions, puts an end to our searching, our endless task of erecting altars to different images, different false constructions of God.  Jesus makes the unknown God known.


On some level, that is a profoundly satisfying answer to the question of how to build a relationship with God.  Get to know Jesus—end of story.  But here’s the thing--if we take the invitation to get to know Jesus seriously, we’ll quickly discover that knowing Jesus doesn’t really answer all of our questions so much as he re-directs them, or perhaps provokes new ones.  Look, for example, at that beautiful passage from John 14 that we read at the start of our service.  Jesus is reassuring his disciples that when he leaves them, they aren’t going to be abandoned.  He doesn’t really explain this in a step by step, linear way, but rather weaves a web of relationships between himself, the Spirit of Truth, God the Father, and his disciples.  When the disciples are in relationship with Jesus, he explains, they invite the Spirit to abide in them just like it abides in Jesus, who himself abides in God.  A few sentences later, he puts it this way:  those who love Jesus, and who show that love with their lives, are loved by God and also loved by Jesus, and Jesus “reveals himself” to them in and through this web of loving connection.


The Gospel of John begins by telling us that we can come to know the unknown God through our relationship with Jesus Christ, but then spends the rest of its chapters making sure we understand that forming a relationship is quite different from solving a problem or answering a question or applying a solution.  Despite the promises of a hundred self-help books, relationships can never be boiled down to five easy steps or four keys.  Those steps, those keys, those commandments can get us started, get us introduced, but when we really open ourselves to relationship, we open ourselves up to mystery.  Those of you who have long-term relationships with spouses or friends or family members know what I mean—the longer we know someone, the deeper our relationship with them, the more we see their depth, their complexity, their mystery.  There’s a quote by author Gabriel Garcia Marquez about this that I just love.  When an interviewer asked about his thirty-year relationship with his wife, Marquez responded, “I know her so well now that I have not the slightest idea who she really is.”


By coming to know Jesus, we don’t narrow down the mystery of God so much as open it up and find a way into it.  When we take that relationship seriously, when we become embedded in relationship as Jesus invites us to do in John 14, we develop a whole new comfort with mystery.  Now, let me be clear.  Sometimes when we talk about the mystery of God, we’re using the word “mystery” as a container for everything we don’t understand or haven’t figured out.  The container is there by default, because we haven’t gotten that far in the textbook of life yet.  We really would prefer to empty the container out, to solve the problems there one by one until we all come to understand it by and by.  But the mystery of God is more than the mystery of unanswered questions and unsolved problems.  This mystery is like the mystery of the Mona Lisa’s smile, the mystery of a haunting piece of music, the mystery of our beloved.  It’s not a problem to solved, but a depth to explore, to make a home in.  When we see mystery this way, it’s not a container we want to empty, but rather one we want to keep stocked.


There’s a line from one of the prayers from the Iona community that we use for our candlelight evening prayer service that I just love.  In it, we pray for people who need to forget the God they no longer believe in, and come to know the God who believes in them.  I love that prayer because I think that in some way it applies to all of us.  The more familiar our image of God, the narrower and more defined God becomes for us, the less mystery there is for us, the harder it becomes to build a relationship because we’re relating not to God but to an image, a façade.  


Perhaps we each need to take the journey that Paul took through Athens, walking past each of the altars that we’ve erected to God as we’ve defined God.  Walk past the elderly man in the clouds, throwing thunderbolts of judgment at all who disobey him.  Walk past the universal, faceless, abstract force of being.  Walk past the particular, glimmer of light in each human soul.  Walk past the lawmaker, the artist, the mother, the dreamer.  All of these terms are images that we’ve constructed with words, images, metaphors, but they no more encapsulate God than the Athenians idols ever did.  Keep walking until you find the altar dedicated “To An Unknown God”.  Pause there and remember Paul’s words—“What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”  Past all of our ideas and images of God there is an invitation, offered to us by Jesus Christ, to step into relationship with mystery.


Will you accept the invitation?
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