21 May 2017

Christianity on Trial
Loving God, in whom we live and move and have our being:

by your Holy Spirit open our hearts and minds to your word

that we may hear for ourselves good news

and find in it a message to share with others

as we seek to live Christ’s love in the world. 

In the name of God who creates, redeems and sustains us. 
Yesterday was a very special day for this congregation as your minister, Dr Browning, was installed as Moderator of the General Assembly. This morning he is preaching in St Giles’ and for the rest of this week he will conduct worship at the beginning of each day, before presiding over the Assembly’s debates and discussions. He will be caught up in the inevitable round of receptions, lunches and dinners that take place at the Assembly Hall itself and at the Palace of Holyroodhouse. Beyond this week lies a busy year with many engagements throughout Scotland, In England, N Ireland and beyond. It is a great honour to be Moderator of our General Assembly and I have every confidence that Derek will prove to be a capable and competent Moderator of it.

When I first attended a General Assembly, and that was not yesterday or the day before, a familiar sight in the front row of the central area of seats, alongside the Press, was the shorthand stenographer.  From the call to worship on the opening day to the benediction at the close of the final session every word spoken was faithfully put down in shorthand by one of a team of shorthand writers. Their shorthand notes were transcribed to become the verbatim, word-by-word, record of the General Assembly. In the 21st century, digital recording has replaced shorthand, and if you want to know exactly what was said, with the aid of an index you can consult the relevant compact disc.

When Paul preached in Athens, there were no recording facilities, not even a shorthand writer with notebook and freshly sharpened pencil.  Although we may not have the precise wording of his address, we can be reasonably confident that what we heard in our second reading this morning was the authentic voice of St Paul.  Even if Luke followed the common practice of ancient historians in putting speeches into the mouths of their subjects, he has given posterity a summary of exactly the kind of thing Paul might have said in Athens. 

In the course of his extensive travels Paul had arrived in Athens.  Paul might well have enjoyed the history, architecture and intellectual heritage of Athens. But he was not there as a mere tourist. He was waiting for his travelling companions to join him and as he waited and looked around, his spirit was provoked within him that the city was full of idols.  The original Greek suggests that the city was smothered with idols, swamped by them. There were innumerable temples, shrines, altars and statues.  Some were very beautiful, but Paul was not impressed by beauty if it did not honour God. 

Paul was deeply distressed… This was a strong reaction on Paul’s part to the sight of all these idols, so strong that it reinforced his conviction that God had called him to preach the Gospel wherever he found himself, that he had to share the good news of Jesus with everybody everywhere. 

Luke tells us that in Athens Paul spoke to three groups of people, each of which has a modern equivalent.

First, following his usual practice, Paul went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day and entered into discussions with the Jews who worshipped there and with others who, to a greater or lesser extent, were sympathetic with Judaism but were not fully committed.

Today there is the congregation of the faithful, the Christian community.  Within the church we need to keep on re-hearing the good news of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ… “Tell me the old, old story” we used to sing: but we have to keep on hearing that old story afresh, as something new, as something which will always have the quality of novelty about it, that makes us respond with surprise, “I had never thought of it that way before”.  This is not because we have not heard the good news before, but because though we have heard it, we have forgotten it, and forgotten that we have heard it. The good news is not just for outsiders, people “out there”: it is for insiders, church-goers, just as it was for the Jews in the synagogue in Athens. 

Secondly, Paul went out into the marketplace — which you can still see in Athens — and talked to anyone who would listen. It wasn’t just the market place but was at the same time the centre of public life: anybody who was anybody was there.  

Today’s setting may quite literally be the market-place, the shopping mall; but it could be somewhere else in the open air —a city square, a street corner, a park. This very day the Church of Scotland is taking over West Princes Street Gardens for the Heart and Soul event.  Whatever the setting, there is a need for people of faith to get alongside people, to befriend them, to show an interest in them and take on board their concerns and “gossip the gospel”. 

Thirdly, what Paul was saying came to the attention of the local intelligentsia, the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. And some said, “What would this babbler say?” These pundits dismissed him contemptuously by using a local slang word impossible to turn into English: it was used to describe teachers who were without an original idea of their own and unscrupulously plagiarised from others, picking up scraps of knowledge here and there, “zealous seekers of the second-rate at second-hand”.  That’s why one modern translation says that they called Paul “an intellectual magpie”. Some were confused by what Paul was saying: [They] said, “He seems to be a preacher of foreign divinities”—because he preached Jesus and the resurrection. However, others decided that they wanted to hear more and summoned him to the Areopagus. 

The Areopagus was the place where the city council met. This council was responsible for guarding the city’s religion, morals and education.  Just as today we use the expressions Holyrood, Westminster and Brussels to stand for the Scottish Parliament, the UK Parliament and the European Parliament, so then the Areopagus stood for the group of people who met there, the people whom Paul addressed.

To be honest, there is no precise equivalent of the Areopagus in the modern world. There is no single institution which corresponds to it. However, the Christian faith is under constant attack from its modern critics and despisers, some of them highly vocal and persuasive.  The Church must not be afraid of responding vigorously to non-Christian philosophies and ideologies, not least the so-called secularists of our time.  We can still show thoughtful men and women of our time that the Gospel deserves a hearing.  Which is what Paul was doing.

So what did Paul have to say to the Areopagus, to the great and the good gathered there to hear him?

Taking as his starting-point something he had spotted as wandered through the streets — an altar dedicated “To an unknown god” — Paul shared with his hearers his belief in one God.  

He cheerfully swept away the long-standing tradition of sacred buildings which had made Athens the wonder of the world: 
The God who made the world and everything in it does not live in shrines made by human hands…. 

He affirmed what could be affirmed in the traditions of the Stoic and Epicurean philosophers he had met: God is not far from each one of us — while at the same time quite different. 

Paul insisted on the very Jewish view that the true God is both the creator and the sustainer of the whole universe and longs to enter into relationship with his creatures. 

He concluded, with an irony we may not notice, by calling the highest court in the land to a higher justice yet, the justice of the true God who would bring just judgment to the world through the man God appointed, Jesus, whom he raised from the dead. Now he commands all people everywhere to repent

Repent. The call to repent is most commonly associated by Christians with sin and forgiveness. For many repentance means being thoroughly sorry for one’s sins and resolving not to continue the ways of behaving and thinking understood to be sins. And there has often been a belief that forgiveness does not happen apart from sincere repentance. 

Of course the Bible does speak about the importance of repentance, both on the part of the individual believer and on the part of God’s people.  But our forgiveness by God does not depend on our repentance. We are forgiven already, loved and accepted by God. We do not need to do anything to earn God’s love. True repentance is something more than being sorry for the past, whether for what we have done or for what we have failed to do. 

In the Bible to repent means primarily to return to God. In the Old Testament repentance indicated both a personal turning away from sin and Israel’s corporate turning away from pursuing false gods and turning to the one true God. It is as if you are travelling in one direction and you make a U-turn and make your way to God. This is the way of Jesus, the path of dying and rising, of turning your back on the past and heading in a new direction.

And so when Paul called on the Athenians to repent, he was calling them to turn away from their many idols to the one true God; he was inviting them to trade in their great profusion of ideas and hopes, all their sources of religious insurance, for faith in one man. 

Two thousand years later, this same call comes to us and to our society, where Christ and Christianity have so many strident rivals.   

And the challenge to us, a challenge whichwillsurely ber highlighted more in the debates and discussions of this week’s General Assembly, is to find ways of doing in our day what Paul did in his, of entering into the hopes and fears and concerns and interests of those around us, of standing alongside them in their many different situations, of sitting beside them in their varied predicaments, in order to speak our truth honestly, respectfully and effectively and to call on our contemporaries to change the direction in which they may be travelling, to change their hearts and minds, and to join us on the way of Jesus. 
