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I think Nikolai and the Benedictus Philosophy Group would be very much at home in the scene we
read of today, conversing with the best of them, and asking questions. We hear of Paul in Athens, a
place of learning and philosophical discussion a place of erudition and debate, the literary capital
of the ancient world, the most cultured city of the earth to which every Roman who sought a
finished education resorted to complete his studies, the home of the philosophers, orators,
sculptors, painters and poets, and the great university where many thousands of strangers were
gathered for study."?

Paul saw himself as missionary to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15), yet, only twice in Acts is Paul’s
missionary preaching aimed at an exclusively Gentile audience: in Paul’s address to the residents at
Lystra (Acts 14:15-17) and in this Areopagus speech in Athens (17:22-31).2

Debate is on the minds of the philosophers, in verse 19 they rather politely ask Paul to clarify what
it is he is talking about; "it sounds strange to us, so we would like to know what it means" (Acts
17:19). So Paul begins his defense of the gospel of Jesus.3

To understand the rhetorical and cultural strategies of Paul’s speech, we take into account the
passing note made by Luke in Acts 17:21: “Now, all the Athenians and the foreigners living among

them spent their time in nothing other than (trying) either to say or to hear something novel.”

Paul has been wandering around Athens and is quite distressed by all the so-called idols that he
sees so that when he’s invited to speak, he begins by praising their faithfulness, though this seems

to be tinged with a hint of sarcasm.

1 From The People's New Testament, B.W. Johnson, 1891

2 https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/sixth-sunday-of-
easter/commentary-on-acts-1722-31-5

3 https://www.patheos.com/progressive-christian/2014/05/interreligious-dialogue-monologue-
john-holbert-05-19-2014?p=2
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‘People of Athens! | see that in every way you are very religious’ Good start. Begin with where
they are at.

He goes on to quote their poets and then he gets stuck in.

Paul picks out that one idol that he saw that was erected to "an unknown god" (Acts 17:23).
Despite the Athenians’ insatiable appetite for “new things”, Paul seeks to demonstrate that the
true identity of the “unknown God” is anything but new. Paul proclaims that that unknown god is
in reality the only known God who made everything, who is Lord of heaven and earth and does not
live in any shrines made by human beings (Acts 17:23-25). This God made all people in such a way
that they would "grope" to find that God and no other, even though that one God is "not far from
each one of us" (Acts 17:27). Paul then reminds his listeners, intellectuals one and all, that in that
God "we live and move and have our being," perhaps a reference to a line by Epimenides. He goes
on to quote "one of your own poets" as having said, "For we too are his offspring." The line could
come from many places, but the important thing is that Paul is quoting it as authoritative just as he
guotes Torah as authoritative when speaking to the Jews.4 Ignorance has past, he now claims; now

all must know that it is all about Jesus the Messiah and Son of the only God there is.

This, not surprisingly, is too much for the Epicureans, and they scoff at such foolishness, while
others say, generously or just with mild interest, "we will hear you again about this" (Acts 17:32).
One can easily imagine the picture of debating philosophers, some laughing with scorn, some
discussing what they have heard with furrowed brows, some moving away in silence, looking for
the next subject for debate. Paul gains two converts only to his way, says Luke, but they are
apparently significant figures: Dionysius, the Areopagite, an apparent member of the Athenian
council, and a woman named Damaris. Since she has been allowed to hear the debate, she must
have had considerable standing in the community, too. And because she is a woman, she continues
Luke's theme that women were early and crucial members of the Christian communities. Still, two
converts is by any account a meager haul for the work of Paul. Yet, Luke is hopeful and, at the end

of the Acts, Paul is preaching openly in the centre of the world, Rome itself, but it takes time.

This story has often been seen as a model for evangelism to the intellectual world. Use their own
stuff against them! Quote their own material, and then slip in the zinger! Show them there is only
one way, the way of Jesus! Makes me cringe. | wonder whether this is the best way to conduct an
interfaith dialogue? Is Paul open to what the Athenians have to offer? He seems so certain about

his own beliefs that he can’t hear any other point of view. Sometimes it’s tough to listen when

4 https://www.patheos.com/progressive-christian/2014/05/interreligious-dialogue-monologue-
john-holbert-05-19-2014?p=2
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we’re so convinced that we are right. | reckon the way to enter a discussion is with an open heart,
with a belief that each person has something to offer. | think, that we have as much to learn from

our partners as we have to teach them, even in a debate where we are trying to prove a point.

| can appreciate Paul's deep passion for the gospel of Jesus, and | am passionate about it too, but
in our day of vast numbers of people of different faiths and none, if we want to live with one
another, we simply cannot follow this way of Paul on the Areopagus. On that way, we will find only

bigotry and death, as subsequent Christian history has made all too apparent.5

Reading this text makes me think about Benedictus and our place in this current world. We have a
conviction about the importance of contemplative practice, and in our case, a particular form of
meditation that we offer daily, but we do invite people to continue their own practice within the
context of this 20 minute silence. Do we really believe that there are a number of ways to
contemplate which are of equal value? Are we open to learn? To change?

We've just finished a creative arts retreat where people contemplated through both meditation
and creative practice- writing drawing painting creating music. The growing depth was palpable,
the opening, the growing.

Paul seems to be calling people to account offering a sense of urgency for people to turn around to
open themselves to this God, our God the creator of the universe. | wonder how it would’ve been
if he went about it differently, sharing some of his own experience and listening to the experiences
of others?

A few weeks ago a small group of us met together to reflect on the possibility of offering a group to
deepen our spirituality. People asked what is Benedictus’ place? What is our contribution to this
depthing of people? Maybe we are already doing it in someway with our small groups, with
L'Chaim, Spiritual Practice, Contemplative Photography, Walking, Music and Poetry, Authentic
Selving, Theology Reading, Christogenesis, and other self organised groups, as well as Simply Alive
and retreats, not to mention these Saturday reflections, but is there more we can offer,
opportunities for more learning and experience? How do we open even further?

To really engage we need to commit to time and space to be with, whether it is to be with people
from other traditions of faith or whether it is reading widely, what is ours to do? What is ours to

be? | don’t have the answer, only ponderings.

5 https://www.patheos.com/progressive-christian/2014/05/interreligious-dialogue-monologue-
john-holbert-05-19-2014?p=2
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‘What is mine to do?’ is a question I've heard a number of times this week, even at Toni’s art
exhibition opening. For me, it is both silent meditation and creative art practices which open me to
the divine, and deep conversations. | need to dance. | need to create art. | need to sing. | need to
write and draw in my journal. | need to walk in the bush. These practices alongside silent
meditation enable what is within the subconscious to rise, to be faced in a playful way and to be
integrated into the whole. For me God is the Creator, God creates with me. God is friend, God is
mystery, God is wordless and the Word. | find God in sitting by the river at the Cotter watching the
ducks and listening to the water flow. | find God in losing myself in a dance and in meditation. | find
God in beauty, in love, in tenderness and compassion. | find God in those who stand up to injustice,
those who reach out to the marginalised. All that | do is about connecting with the Divine, about
being a channel for God’s love, whether it is in reflecting in sermons, or listening to people in
spiritual direction, or leading interplay or retreats, or meditating. It is about opening to the Divine
most often in a playful gentle way.

So, Benedictus, what is ours to do? Individually? And corporately? | suspect it has something to do
with standing in those practices which work for us alongside keeping an open heart, an open mind
to listen, to be willing to change, be willing to grow, to learn, be willing to be surprised by joy by

tenderness by grace.



