18th May 2008
Acts 17:16-31
‘It’s no good talking Latin to the Celts’

At the APCM I mentioned that I would elaborate in the coming weeks on the broad headings I used in relation to product, permission and progress. It is my intention over the next three weeks to explore with you those broad terms using the Book of Acts. We should see this exploration as an expansion of the thinking that we have already started through the mission audit process which fuelled the recent parish profile.
‘The Church of England is only beginning to grasp the scale of the social and cultural changes that have transformed its missionary context in recent years’ so writes Graham Cray Bishop of Maidstone in his forward to Evangelism in a Spiritual Age. He writes that in our increasingly consumer oriented society; people are being offered an apparently limitless range of options on how to live their lives. One of the destructive forces at work in this environment is the suggestion that there are no longer any overall or universal truths. 

Research however has consistently shown that people’s spiritual questions have not gone away. But the change in society that Cray talks about has shifted ‘organised religion’ from centre stage to the wings. The Church must learn to re- engage with people’s spiritual experiences, questions and expectations. 
If we look back into Church history we can find many examples of Christians responding faithfully and creatively to changes in the society in which they lived. Quoting from the audit process, you mentioned under the Angel of Vocation – ‘turn towards the community’; ’ we should…get on with it and get out there…and engage those on the fringes’ and ‘proclaiming the word – reaching out.’  One of the signs of a healthy God centred Church is a positive attitude towards those who are outside the faith. Do we seek to engage with their aspirations and dreams, their language and culture? 

In the Book of Acts we see examples of Christians putting this principle into practice.  Our passage provides one of the most significant Christian responses to a diverse society which in many ways has many comparisons to our own. Whilst we can’t and shouldn’t seek to replicate the speech, Paul’s preaching to the Athenians conveys profound implications for the mission of the Church today.
Our own experiences

Have you come across work colleagues, friends or members of your family whose focus is on material things, who have adopted a fatalistic approach to life and for whom personal pleasure in its many forms is the sole aim of life or are they hard rationalists who are guided by analytical and careful reasoning? 
How have you reacted to them over questions of faith? Have those conversations or indeed non conversations been difficult?

They say there is nothing new under the sun and I’m sure that you recognise that these attitudes have been around for a long time. In fact they were the lifestyles of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers that Paul engages with in Athens. 
Cultural sensitivity and creativity

Paul’s speech demonstrates his understanding of Athenian culture that earns him the right to be heard. In his time in the city he has observed their religious beliefs and practices and has an understanding of their literary and philosophical traditions. He draws upon this knowledge to engage in their world view by using relevant language, images and ideas to speak of the gospel in a culturally relevant way. Through a number of contact points Paul builds conceptual bridges that they can cross.

No compromise

During his time in Athens Paul refuses to blend his message to the culture or to compromise its theological integrity. He engages with Athenian culture with the aim to transform it, building on the world view of his audience in order to critique the false values, beliefs and practices that are embedded within it.
He draws his ‘line in the sand’ and doesn’t cross it to make his message more accommodating. He acknowledges the sovereignty of the Creator and Ruler of all humanity who requires no other gods, the universal need for people to turn from a selfish life style and the reality of ultimate moral accountability.  And above all this is the supreme revelation of God in Jesus Christ validated by Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, which would have flown in the face of their concept of death and immortality. 
Perspectives for contextualization 

Paul has here recognized the need to present the gospel message in such a way that appeals to the Athenian mindset. Although greatly distressed by the idolatry he sees about him he refuses to condemn the Athenians or their religious and philosophical systems. He recognizes instead that in the past they have been touched by the grace of God; affirming that humanity is made in the image of God and that he created humanity in order that they may search him out. 
Realizing that God’s eternal grace is at work among people of other faiths, drawing them to him should stop us from vilifying them or their religions. It will allow us to recognize ‘signs of grace’.

In presenting his message Paul carefully prepares the ground. He starts by affirming that which is universal and is shared human experience; God’s creation and general revelation. By developing the Biblical worldview about God leads him naturally to God’s particular revelation in Jesus Christ. Today with huge interest in the sustainability of the natural world and our shared interest in the well being of humanity may provide useful starting points in any dialogue. 

Paul’s has an answer to their futile searching as he demonstrates that all their spiritual searching has led them to worship out of fear and has produced a plethora of gods that ultimately will never satisfy their hunger for spiritual completeness. 
 Paul points them to the ultimate answer for their fear, religious ignorance and absence of hope; the gospel of the resurrected Christ. To be authentic in our dealings with outside faith we need to bring people face to face with the reality of Christ even at the cost of rejection. 

It’s no good talking Latin to the Celts  
How can all this help us in the twenty first century to convey the good news of the gospel? There are two clear pointers and both relate to our attitude as Christians.  Firstly there is no doubt that Paul’s speech was comprehensive and a message that we are all familiar with but what comes across from our reading of it is the depth and power of his motivation. Why is it that the Church is only just recognizing the changing social and cultural climate? John Stott observes that one of the significant factors is that we do not speak as Paul spoke because we don’t feel as Paul did. We don’t have the indignation that Paul felt as he walked around Athens seeing idols being worshipped instead of the true God. He saw men and women made in the image of God giving homage to material things instead of giving homage due to God alone
And idols are not just bits of wood, stone or precious metal confined to the world of the Athenians; these are still present in some contexts but there are many other modern and sophisticated idols.  Any thing that occupies the place of God is an idol. So the cult of the celebrity, wealth, social position or possessions can feature in any contemporary list of idols. 
Therein lays our dilemma as Christians. Not only do we need to guard against their siren voices but we need to understand the hold that these idols have on our contemporaries. 
Secondly as Steven Croft the Archbishops’ Missioner has said, ‘sharing faith is almost always equated with the Church having something to say’. But he cautions, ‘Before we speak, however, we first need to listen.’  Because we may be in danger of addressing questions that people stopped asking years ago and in the meantime failing to address those they are asking now. 
Some recent research speaking to people outside the church that was completed in Coventry Diocese found some interesting attitudes. In one chapter which examined the disconnection between people and Christianity the authors conclude, ‘people’s opinions should be used to shape not the Christian message itself but the way in which it is embodied in and communicated to an unfamiliar culture.’
In this new climate the linear shape of expounding a complete and polished message may not be the most profitable way but rather to begin with common ground, live issues that are affecting people which we can explore with them before we make the connection to the good news of Christ. Because the stark fact for all of us to acknowledge is that there are large numbers of people who live in our society who have had little or no contact with the gospel and who are therefore starting from a baseline far removed from us. But what we and they have in common is the desire to have meaning to their lives and it’s in that context we can begin to engage in dialogue.
Someone once said to me – ‘let’s have a course to teach us what to say.’ In reflecting on that request I recognised that we would be in danger of giving out a stylised message that wouldn’t necessarily be relevant to either the situation or the individual concerned. The key lies in our application of own individual response to the saving grace of God.
In this church we have numerous activities that can act as contacts points for dialogue – from the more formal such as Start and Alpha to the informal such as Search and with those who use our building. This is over and above those opportunities we have in our daily lives. I would encourage all of us to engage in constructive thinking about the opportunities that God has given us here to make the gospel of Jesus Christ as relevant today as the day that Paul seized his opportunity in Athens.   
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