Sermon 7-1-18

Paul Purdue preaching

When we first moved to Tennessee, a friend said, you must go to a UT football game- “it’s a religious experience”.  We tailgated and did the Vol Walk, the band leading us in. It was fun.  Now I grew up in Kentucky, and Big Blue Nation wears a lot of blue, you just notice the “set-apart” orange clothing clothing a little more.  109,000 together dressed in orange is a festival.   Our UMC Hymnal tells us, to “not afraid of our voices.” The Knoxville fans sang “lustily and with good courage”.  They put up banners with religious language “I gave my all for Tennessee.”   We are not immune to idol worship. We have a show dedicated to becoming an american idol.  We worship (give our passion service and energy to) a lot of things less than God: entertainment, sports, success, political parties, money, fitness and some nichie idols! .
While Paul waited in Athens, he was deeply distressed to find that the city was flooded with idols.  Paul began to interact with the Jews and Gentile God-worshippers in the synagogue. He also addressed whoever happened to be in the marketplace each day. 
The Apostle Paul,a diaspora Jew, grew up amid Greek culture. Tarsus was a very cosmopolitan Roman colony with perhaps the best university in the ancient world.  Still Paul’s pharisaic upbringing gave him a kosher and separate life.  Athens idolatrous culture troubles Paul. Perhaps he remembered 2 Kings 2:15  “They went after false idols and became false” .    
What do we do if culture distresses us?   How do we navigate an idolatrous  culture? 
Some church folks recoil and retreat- walling themselves off from the world. They have their Bible verses. Growing up in another denomination, one of my youth directors spoke of the evils of rock music and Saturday Night Live. Thanks be to God for our Senior Pastor, Dr Browne, who looking alot like Steve  Martin, would wave his fingers, bending at the knees proclaiming in a terrible soviet block accent “because we are two, wild and crazy guys”   Some churches seek to legislate a christian culture, forcing others to adhere to their patterns.   I think they have forgotten, it was the  preachers and politicians who got together to crucify Jesus.
Today, it seems, that parts of  the church have forgotten than God loves the world.  While working our booth at Pride, I spoke with a pastor’s daughter, who disclosed “I grew up in a cult” amid “a sea of “nos” … “they were against everything.”  I wondered what her dad might think of her candid remarks?   Instead, of offering the world a ravishing portrait of the love of God manifest in Jesus- the church holds up a list of rules with almost nothing to do with Jesus and often contrary to his teaching.  Jesus was loved by people on the margins and his flaunting of rules always upset the religious leaders.  
So what do Paul, Silas, Luke and the rest of Team Paul do amid a distressing false culture?  Do they stand on the corner and condemn people?  Do they work to change laws or hearts?   
Certain Epicurean and Stoic philosophers engaged Paul in discussion too. Some said, “What an amateur! What’s he trying to say?” Others remarked, “He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign gods.” They took him into custody and brought him to the council on Mars Hill. “What is this new teaching? Can we learn what you are talking about? You’ve told us some strange things and we want to know what they mean.”    As our nation’s birthday approaches,  us not miss how Athen’s religious laws sought to oppress ancient Christians.  Let us celebrate and protect the genius of everyone’s freedom of speech, press and religion.   
Paul stood up in the middle of the council on Mars Hill and said, “People of Athens,”...What will Paul’s message be?  Will he attack, judge, or ridicule idol worshippers?  
 Paul stood up in the middle of Mars Hill and said, “People of Athens,” I see that you are very religious in every way.  As I was walking through town and carefully observing your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To an unknown God.’ What you worship as unknown…   We often compact these chapters into 30 minute sitcoms. Paul likely walked around the city for months chatting with people and reading up on the pagan idols.   
“I see that you are very religious in every way” is not retreat away from the culture or an attack upon it.  Paul is engaging with the idolatrous culture with careful observation.   
Now I have a caution for us today: Paul is better prepared than many of us to engage with other cultural or religious expressions. We will send many of our young people go off to college with a bag of religious warm fuzzies- but not even a rudimentary understanding of Christian teaching.  You can not build a moral foundation, in a few hours, a few times a month.   So many of our young people will lose their faith without ever understanding who Jesus really is. Others will gravitate to an easier-answer-faith.   
Still,  Paul shows us the strength of a deep faith, engaging in dialogues with those who see the world differently and “walking through town and carefully observing your objects of worship,”  “All mission is dialogue. If we love our neighbors, then all evangelism must be conversation!” (Dr. Mathias Zannihizer).  Held by “a love that surpasses knowledge,” (Ephesians 3:19) Paul is unafraid to navigate unfamiliar foreign waters.  
Paul stood up in the middle of Mars Hill and said, “People of Athens, I see that you are very religious in every way.  As I was walking through town and carefully observing your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To an unknown God.’ What you worship as unknown, I now proclaim to you.  God, who made the world and everything in it, is Lord of heaven and earth. God doesn’t live in temples made with human hands. Nor is God served by human hands, as though God needed something, since God is the one who gives life, breath, and everything else. …God made the nations so they would seek after God, perhaps even reach out to God and find God.”  In fact, God isn’t far away from any of us.”  In God we live, move, and exist. As some of your own poets said, ‘We are God’s offspring.’ “Therefore, as God’s offspring, we have no need to imagine that the divine being is like a gold, silver, or stone image made by human skill and thought.” …  
A second caution; Paul has something to say- he is not subscribe to the modern notion “that whatever you believe is okay”.  Paul is distressed by people bowing down to bronze and stone statues, by people giving their all to something less than God, or living their lives for something less than love.   Friends, we are in each others faces, and at times, at each other's throats,  over politics, but we are not very passionate about deeper soul issues.  If I love my neighbor, should I not chat with them about the deepest understanding of the commandments- a deeper soul-level expression of Love?  If we do not love God with all our heart, what will we love more: money, the market, pleasure, ourselves, or science?   Science and the markets are amoral tools that we can employ for solar energy or nuclear weapons.  Faith speaks of reconciliation, restoration, rebuilding, empathy, compassion, community, grace, loving-kindness, and moral justice.  If you believe in the survival of the economic fittest, it will be hard to get you to vote against your self-interest!  If we do not understand we are made in God’s image, will we value our life and other’s lives?  Why will we care for the widow, welcome the stranger, tend to the sick, or feed the hungry if we worship material gods?  Science and the markets are amoral tools that we can employ for solar energy or nuclear weapons.  Faith speaks of reconciliation, restoration, rebuilding, empathy, compassion, community, grace, loving-kindness, and moral justice.   I am not saying, we need prayer back in schools, but without ethics born of love, it is hard to love your neighbors and offer equal protection and opportunity under the law!  Paul knows that love matters- that loves changes hearts and lives. I will tell you our materialism distresses me- for we in america worship the market more than we love people- that is a soul issue.  We need to talk about that.    
 “In the middle of Mars Hill… you are very religious in every way.   I carefully observing your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To an unknown God.’ What you worship as unknown, I now proclaim to you.”  There is a Christian wideness and kindness here… “In fact, God isn’t far away from any of us.”  In God we live, move, and exist. As some of your own poets said, ‘We are God’s offspring.’  Standing on Mars Hill (the greek god of war) Paul will speak of the Prince of Peace- the Crucified God- who loves the world. Luke only gives us a snapshot, showing us how Paul finds a place common ground in the pagan poetry and unnamed gods!  Paul models tolerance and searching for places of common belief.  He is not too worried about Jesus getting muddied in a synchronistic process.  Paul emphasizes similarity over division.  Paul puts no one down nor rails against the culture.  Paul knows that insults and mockery may fire up the base, but rarely change someone’s mind.  It amazes me how people think beating up someone else faith might change it!  If you put down my team, my music, my mother, my teacher, my politics, my prophet, I am unlikely to hear your next point.  “We know that “all of us possess knowledge.” Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” (1 Corinthians 8:1) I have learned this the hard way- in college, I wasted a lot of time convincing Connie’s roommate, Mary Beth, that the Methodist were wrong.  I wish that was a joke! 
Paul has mixed results!   “When they heard about the resurrection from the dead, some began to ridicule Paul. However, others said, “We’ll hear from you about this again.”  At that, Paul left the council. 3ome people joined him and came to believe, including Dionysius, a member of the council on Mars Hill, a woman named Damaris, and several others.”  How beautiful that the church records that some folks put Paul down! It speaks of dialogue and the challenge of sharing our faith.  
