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                       The Language of Love
Introduction to the Theme
   What language can any of us use as we attempt to describe God?
   It’s probably one of faith’s most important questions, because the language we use about God – describing God, say as Almighty or All Loving, goes a long way in defining what we mean by God.  And, here’s the thing, if our understanding of God changes with the passing years as a result of prayerful reflection and the cut and thrust of our life experience, do we chose to describe God differently in our older years than in our younger ones?
   Language is both a delight and challenge when it comes to liturgy, especially in a Free Church context when services, and the words we use at them, are home grown rather than given in a service book.
   It’s the same with hymns when authors push the boundaries and present God in ways, perhaps, that we have never imagined before.  I remember a church member here, now Promoted to Glory, who shook me by the hand at the door one Sunday morning saying how much she loved the news hymns because, she said, they are written in our language!
   Hudson Taylor, founder of the China Inland Mission in the mid 1800’s, knew that it wasn’t only essential for him to learn Mandarin so that he could share the gospel in China in a language that was understandable, but he became the first missionary to adopt indigenous dress. This was an action deplored by many of his supporters back home, they thought he’d gone too far.  Yet, Hudson Taylor realised that even clothing had a language, so dressed as a Westerner he believed his words just didn’t get through, but dressed like a local, he sensed people were willing to stop and listen to what he had to say.
 St Paul has a similar challenge in our reading from Acts this morning.  He’s in Athens and meeting with the supreme council of the city, members of the Areopagus, whose traditional gathering place was Mars Hill. He needs a way in to the debate.  They weren’t from a Jewish culture, so he couldn’t put the Jesus’ message in that context.   
   What would resonate with them?  So, he looks around and sees Altars dedicated to Unknown Gods.  And what follows is a Masterclass in culturally relevant preaching.  He starts where people are, Seekers after Truth, just like him.  They even built altars to unknown Gods, such was their commitment to the search for meaning.  And this became the   common ground between Paul and his audience, a love of exploring ideas, concepts, and beliefs in ways known, and yet to be made known.  
   So, let’s listen in to Paul this morning, preaching at Mars Hill, trying to describe Jesus in a way that the Athenians would understand and appreciate – for this is passage all about Paul searching for the right words.

The Sermon
   Maybe Paul was used to being top of his class. He seems to have excelled in his student days sitting at the feet of eminent Rabbis.  He was a successful Church Planter, and people were usually keen to listen to his preaching.  But it must have felt, initially at least, that the wheels were coming off the bus at Mars Hill.
   For, although he’s often given the title Apostle to the Gentiles, Paul undoubtedly felt most at home in his Jewish context and culture.  That’s where he usually started whenever he came to a new town, at the synagogue.  And it was against this backdrop, of Jewish stories, like the Exodus, that he could base a sermon that married together well-known narratives and newer ones about Jesus.  We do it ourselves most Sundays with readings from both the Jewish and the Christian scriptures, the Old and New Testaments.
   But in Athens that simply didn’t work.  His hearers just didn’t know the Torah and so he had to find another way to grab their attention and another framework on which to assemble a message about Jesus.
   Actually none of this was meant to be happening at all.  That’s because Paul had had a rough time in Thessalonica and now, as he waited for the arrival of Silas and Timothy, Athens was meant to be down time.
   But Athens got under his skin.  He loved the debates and was drawn to Mars Hill, the Speakers’ Corner of its day, where people preached, ideas were explored and conversations were had.  
   So, Paul begins our passage today full of compliments to the Athenians, praising them for their sincerity and enthusiasm to explore ideas and seek for truth. Yet no sooner has he started speaking that he gets tied up in knots. He speaks of Jesus and Resurrection, and straight away, it seems, his listeners lose him.  This is church speak and an in language.  
   So, Paul looks around him and it’s at this point that he has a brainwave and talks to them about their altars to an Unknown God.
   Suddenly he was speaking their language.  Years ago there was a plague in Athens and the Oracle commanded that sheep be let loose near the altars on Mars Hill.  Most of the sheep settled by particular altars to a known god and there they were sacrificed.  But some independently minded sheep settled down by no altar at all – so quickly altars were built near these sheep, altars hastily erected in honour of an unknown God, the sheep were then sacrificed in situ – and the story goes the plague died out.
   The stuff of myth and legend – no matter – it was their myth and legend, their spirituality, their mindset – and so Paul starts there.  His idea is that maybe, just maybe they would accept that he could offer a name for these unknown gods.
   The reality is that The Church today is probably in the same place as first century Paul in Athens.  We are speaking into a culture with many altars to unknown gods with a great diversity of spiritual language.  The common religious tradition among us is no longer inevitably a Christian one – as every minister knows, ask a congregation at a wedding or funeral to join in with the Lord’s Prayer and the chances are if it’s not printed out you’ll be left doing a solo these days.
   That’s part of the reason why locals churches here in Amersham support The Open Book Project of taking trained lay teams into Primary Schools to tell Bible stories at assemblies.  Stories have always been part of the Judea/Christian tradition - they are part of our language.  And if, at least, the stories are better known, then maybe there will be a greater chance of speaking about faith to a younger generation in a way that makes some sense.
   Paul preaches, rather like Stephen did in a passage just before today’s, about a God who doesn’t live in a building or need a graven image.  
He preaches about a God who, he believes, is the giver of life and breath,  who can, in some ways, be found and understood.
   And in doing this he significantly backs up his presentation not with a Jesus’ quote but words from their own tradition, he speaks of the God in ‘whom we live and move and have our being’ – and those are the words of a 6th century BC Greek Philosopher called Epimenides – who was originally talking about Zeus.
  In all of this Paul is making connections and giving names to ideas.  And that sort of invitation to the Christian journey of faith probably resonates with many of us.  It can feel like a ‘homecoming’ – to encounter a Christian teaching or idea and identify it as probably something you’ve always felt drawn to or believed in, but now the minister, Junior Church leader, fellow house group member or author of your current book has given you a name for that idea or belief and a connection has been made that helps us as we put together this jigsaw of faith.
   Well, perhaps we are encouraged by all this and feel Paul is being generous and open-hearted in his preaching at Athens – until we come to the end of his sermon!
   He wraps it all up by talking of judgement by the risen Christ.
   At this point it all seems to get too severe and we might even think the apostle has ruined a good sermon with a bad ending.
   I think, however, that Paul is being much more positive here than we might at first sight think
   For us the very word ‘judgement’ seems negative – part of the ‘Hell Fire and Brimstone’ sermons of Victorian evangelists.  But I’m not sure that’s the way Paul means it.
   In a way he’s asking a question:  How do we judge that God is present in anyone’s life? How do we discern the activity of God in our world? How do we make those judgements?
   So a follow up question goes like this: is the goodness of Jesus to be seen in my life, in the ministry of this church, in the culture of our society?
Because, none of what we merely say will ever hold water unless people around us, those listening to us, with whom we live and work, alongside whom we share our lives, unless they can make a judgment call about us.  Can they see in us as individuals, and in us together as the Church, a love, kindness, and integrity that backs up all we say?  
   Read one way and today’s passage seems to talk of judgment for others, but read another and it’s about people making a judgement about us – do our lives display the love and grace of which our words speak.  Put simply and challengingly: Can Jesus be seen in me?
   A hymn we often sing at Lent has the line: What language shall I borrow, to thank thee dearest friend...
   Well, what language do we use to worship God and to speak about God.  I suspect in the 21st century this is a crucial issue for the Church because just like Paul at Mars Hill we are struggling to put our faith into words – words that make some sort of sense to a postmodern society without a Christian tradition.
   And perhaps as we stand beside the altars of unknown gods in our own day – in a society, in a family, amongst colleagues who experience God without naming God – we are called to speak and live the language of love – which is, ultimately, a language judged by actions.
   At Athens, as Paul debates with fellow seekers after truth, he shows us, I think, what it means to have at the same time a firm faith, a generous heart and a respectful spirit towards others.  Because for him, in the final judgement, the issue is not who spoke with the most orthodox theology, but who loved with the goodness of God.
   May it be so in our lives too, in the name of God who is Eternal Love, Word made Flesh and Breath of Life.  Amen
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