PAGE  
2

So close…yet so far away

Acts 17:16-34; John 14:15-21
CWZepp, BWCOB, May 29, 2011
When I traveled to Germany in the spring of 2005 to complete my cross cultural requirement for Bethany Seminary, I had, along with my academic learning goals, one additional personal objective:  I wanted to hit 100 mph on the autobahn in a German-made automobile.  But alas, when it came time for us to rent a vehicles, I was not willing to shell out the extra cash to secure a Mercedes or BMW or Audi.  So we ended up in a Ford, but after my initial disappointment, I learned that in Germany, Fords are not really Fords – they are actually Mercurys, or at least that is what I concluded when we picked up our Ford Montego.  Turned out to be a very nice ride for our trip, and it did enable me to accomplish at least half of my stated objective.  

It also afforded me another first – the first time I had ridden in an automobile equipped with an onboard navigation system.  Initially giving us directions auf Deutsch, once we figured out how to switch it into English mode, it proved to be a very valuable asset to us as we made our way back and forth across Deutschland from the Spreewald to the Schwartzwald.  But there was one incident that illustrated the shortcomings of the technology.  We were headed from the eastern to the western part of Germany, having stayed with friends in Lubben and on our way to meet up with friends in Ludwigshafen, and we had secured overnight accommodations midway in a ferienwohnung – sort of like a bed and breakfast in someone’s home – in a small village south of Erfurt.  Following our trusty navigation system, but with maps in hand, we found our way fairly easily to the out-of-the-way village.  By that point it was nearly nightfall, and we were pretty tired and ready for a good night’s rest.  As we approached the village, we ventured off the maps we had, as none of them gave any street details, but we weren’t concerned, since we had entered the street address in the navigation system and besides, we could see pretty much the entire village on the approach so it couldn’t be that hard to find.

Boy were we wrong.  Following the electronic navigation, we wound our way through the village, took what we thought was the final turn, and found ourselves staring at a dead end.  The nav. system told us that our destination was 50 meters straight ahead.  About 5 meters directly in front of us was a house – but not the one we were looking for.  So we turned around and went exploring, but to no avail.  I imagine that we drove almost all of the streets and alleys of that small village except, of course the one for which we were looking.  We knew we were close, but we were utterly lost in terms of how to actually get to that address and that house and those beds for which we were yearning.  

I thought of this scene when contemplating this morning’s text from Acts, partly because whenever I read it, I am always drawn to verse 27: “that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him – though indeed he is not far from each one of us.”  Perhaps my obsession with this verse stems from the fact that it was on this verse that I preached one of my first sermons in the mid-1990s, when it was selected as the core verse for the Church of the Brethren National Youth Theme, “Searching…for Hope, for Belonging, and for God.”  That was a formative time for me, one of claiming a call to ministry and coming into my own as all youth and young adults do.  So maybe I just have an affinity for this particular verse, much like I will always have an affinity for Hootie and the Blowfish, Weezer, the Smashing Pumpkins and the other bands that formed the soundtrack of my late adolescence.  

But there is more to my being drawn to this verse than simple nostalgia.  When I preached on this verse in my youth, I had a much different take on it than I do today.  Back then, my basic message was, “Jesus is everything that you are searching for.”  The answer was pretty easy for me at that point in life – in the know-it-all days of my youth.  But since then the black and white concepts of truth that I then knew beyond any doubt have given way to many shades of grey.  Whereas when I looked upon this text in my youth, I imagined myself in the role of Paul – giving to the lost the direction they were seeking – today I imagine myself more among that throng of Athenians kneeling at the altar of the unknown God.  The answer of what or who I am seeking is no longer easy for me.  Too many times I have found myself staring at a dead end, having followed the advice of one of life’s navigation systems, only to find myself staring at an impassable obstacle, a stumbling block to my life and faith.  And like that night in Deutschland, I find myself in a situation where I know I am frustratingly close to that which I am seeking, but lost as too how to finally get there, and knowing that I must turn around and try another way.  

This used to frustrate and bother me a great deal.  I wanted to find and know the answers and be at peace.  I wanted to reach my destination, unpack my bags, and rest.  But have you ever noticed that one of the most frequently used metaphors for talking about one’s spiritual life is that of a journey?  From works of great literature like Pilgrim’s Progress to the spiritual autobiographies written by some of us during the recent Story of Your Life class we had here, looking at our life and faith as a journey is a well established and time-honored practice.  Every trial is a twist in the path, a stumbling block might send us in another direction, and a season of change might take us into unexplored territory.  But the logical conclusion to this metaphor is that as long as we are living, we will not reach our destination.  The journey continues as long as we live, and move, and have our being.  

And that is why I find myself more at home among the Athenians today than I do with Paul.  Because my journey has taken me away from the certainty of my youth, and in its place, I now hold a mystery, a mystery that I am never sure will be solved as long as I am alive.  In many ways, my God is an unknown God.  

I have come to be more comfortable with this mystery and the great unknown, and I have come to regard certainty with suspicion.  From the crusades to the inquisition, from suicide terrorists looking for a quick trip to heaven to billboards announcing the date of judgment day, our history is replete with the errors and the pitfalls of religious certainty.  In his book, Reverence: Renewing a Forgotten Virtue, Paul Woodruff writes “if a religious group thinks it speaks or acts as God commands in all things, this is a failure of reverence…Nothing is more dangerous than that feeling.”  This is one of the reasons that I am concerned for this year’s upcoming Annual Conference – I am afraid that we all go there with too much certainty, and not enough reverence.  

But without certainty, without something solid that we can believe in without hesitation, qualification or doubt, what is to keep us grounded?  What is to keep us from being yet another generation wandering in the wilderness of the unknown, forever searching for god knows what?  

I believe that it is the journey itself.  In their book Competing for the Future, Gary Hamel and C.K. Prahalad assert that in order for us to move forward and accomplish our goals, we must have a specific “strategic intent”  which depends upon the presence of three attributes: direction, discovery, and destiny.  Now, if our goal is quite simply “God” or “knowing God” or “finding God” or “union with God” or something of the sort, then perhaps what we need to ask ourselves is whether or not our journey has strategic intent.  In other words, does it have direction, discovery, and destiny?  Let’s examine Paul’s challenge to the Athenians and see.

First, did the spiritual journeys of the Athenians have direction?  Based on what we read here in this section of Acts, I would have to say probably not, at least not in a clear way.  The first thing that we hear in these verses is that Paul was disturbed by the “proliferation of idols” in the city.  While this may seem disturbing at first, given their polytheistic culture, it did indicate that the Athenians took the spiritual dimension of life seriously, and for that Paul actually gave them praise as he began his speech on the Areopagus.  Another insight we gain about the Athenians, however, comes in verse 21, where we read, “Now all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new.”  The impression we are given is that the Athenians are more intent on keeping up with the latest fads and gossip and whatever is in vogue than they are with the pursuit of any higher goal or purpose in life.  So we should probably conclude that the Athenians lacked the direction necessary for the strategic intent we are considering.  

But what about discovery?  If we say that the spiritual journeys we make are not simply races to some cosmic finish line, but rather purposeful in and of themselves, revealing more and more of the truth of that which we are seeking along the way, what can we make of the Athenians in this regard?  Based on what we read in these verses, I would have to say this is the big thing that the Athenians have going for them.  Athens was basically a college town, a center of learning and of learned people.  And while their obsession with novelty might not have helped them have a clear sense of direction, their openness to continued learning – to new truth and new insights from any source – prepared them well for discovery in their spiritual journey.  It was this openness to discovering new spiritual truth that allowed the Athenians to engage Paul in the first place, and which prompted them to take him to the Areopagus to hear more fully what he was talking about, asking him in verses 19 and 20, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting?  It sounds rather strange to us, so we would like to know what it means.”  So while the Athenians may have lacked sufficient direction to satisfy the test of strategic intent, they did seem to have an appropriate openness to discovery.  

Which leaves us with the question of destiny.  This attribute is a bit more nebulous and hard to discern.  My sense is that it is a bit of a “You’ll know it when you feel it” kind of thing.  But perhaps a hint of destiny is noted when Paul tells the Athenians what he has noticed during his time with them.  He mentions the altar with the inscription “to an unknown god,” and then he goes on to quote the Athenians’ own poets.  “…in him we live and move and have our being”  and “… for we are his offspring.”  Perhaps Paul senses in these deep connections a destiny for the spiritual journey of the Athenians.  

But what about me, and all of us, in those moments when we find ourselves at a dead end in our journeys of faith?  Is our “strategic intent” in our search for the divine compromised?  Are we lacking in direction, or in our senses of discovery or destiny?  

Before engaging this question, I want to return to that village in Germany where my friends and I found ourselves at a dead end, strangers lost in an unfamiliar place, trying to find our place of rest for the night.  As we wandered the darkening, unfamiliar streets, a villager rode by on a bicycle and offered to lead the befuddled Americans to our destination.  We put our faith in that stranger because we were uncertain, trusting that they knew the way.  As it turned out, the navigation system was correct – if we could have only driven through the house that blocked our way at that first dead end, our beds were waiting just 50 meters or so beyond.  But it was only by following the one who knew the way that we were able to reach our destination.  

I think that this is often how Jesus comes to us.  It is in those moments that we don’t know where we are going, when we are uncertain of the path before us, that Jesus comes to us as one unknown, but one who can show us the way.  If we follow, we discover the direction of our destiny.  

The earliest known name for Christians, found in Acts 9:2 was “followers of the way.”  And I think this is what Paul was offering the Athenians on the Areopagus – a way to follow, a direction to match their thirst for discovery and the latent destiny of their religious life.  And that is what is offered to us today as well.  For those of us on a life-long journey of searching for God – groping about trying to understand the divine mystery, so close…yet so far away – Paul might not be able to provide what we are looking for, but he can offer us someone to follow.  Someone who knows the way – someone who is the way.  Our hearts may not rest until they are resting within the divine mystery, but until then, following him is our strategic intent.
