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Let me begin this homily by reading the verse that comes just before today’s reading from the

17th chapter of Acts. 

“Now all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but

telling or hearing something new.” –Acts 17:21

That verse describes the people St. Paul met on his mission trip to Greece, but it could apply

just as well to us. If ever there were a people who were inclined to “spend their time in nothing

but telling or hearing something new,” it’s us. 

Lots of people check Facebook and Twitter several times an hour to see what’s trending. And of

course, we are always wanting to have the newest, latest thing as well. Cell phones may be the

best example of that. As you know, by the time you get a new one home the buzz has already

started about the next version. For many of us, being out-of-date or out-of-style is a near-

mortal sin, whether that style refers to cell phones or clothing or music or cars or beliefs.

Here in the so-called developed world, our economy is based – not on supplying our basic

survival needs – for most us, we’ve done that long ago. Advertising is aimed at convincing us that

what we have is no longer current, no longer cool and needs to be replaced with the latest,

better thing. 

As it was for the Athenians, novelty has a great allure for us. What is trendy is what we want.  

What is behind this allure of the current may not be so much that we are especially gullible to

anyone with something new as it is that we, like the Athenians in Acts, like all people, in fact,

are looking for something we feel is missing from our lives, even though we don’t know for sure

what it is.

C. S. Lewis once wrote that, for him, the prime evidence for the existence of God is that all

humans have this longing for something we don’t have but, at some deep and unspoken level,

know we need. Usually we try to satisfy this heart-emptiness with distractions of one kind or

another: making and hoarding money, buying all those new things I mentioned earlier, toting up
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sexual or athletic conquests, or amusing ourselves to death with a storm of entertainment. We

are looking for something, and we may not even be aware that’s what we’re doing.  

These Greeks with whom Paul is speaking - or at least their philosophers - knew what they were

looking for. They were looking for the truth. They wanted to know what life meant, why things

were the way they were. Philosophy grew up among the Greeks. And so did a great pantheon - a

huge collection of gods, each one having control over some aspect of creation and human life. 

But even with all these gods, and all these philosophies, something was still missing. So the

Athenians erected altars to unknown gods, just to make sure that all the bases were covered.

That may sound silly to us, and some might condemn the Athenians for their quest, calling theirs

a false religion. But did you notice in this text that St. Paul took their religious quest seriously.

He did not belittle it. He spoke to the Athenians, “with gentleness and reverence” as today’s

second lesson from 1st Peter admonishes us to do when we encounter people whose beliefs are

not like ours.

Because all people wonder, all people question, all people long for something we cannot name.

All people are born seekers of truth. Indeed, Paul says, God created humanity with this longing,

with this need to search, to grope for God, even though, as St. Paul says, God is not far from any

of us. And here, Paul quotes a pagan poet Epimenides, “in him we live and move and have our

being.” 

We who are his followers believe that Jesus is God’s truth, God incarnate, God revealed to

humans. Jesus is the one by whom and through whom and for whom the world was created.

Therefore, all people, all creation will forever sense something missing until we are united with

him in the truth. We are admonished to enter into conversation with our neighbors who don’t

believe as we do, but to do so with gentleness and reverence. Wouldn’t the world be a much

better place if all religious people treated those of different faiths as the fellow searchers for

the truth that Paul says they are? 

People go through all kinds of trouble to fill up what’s missing in their hearts, to satisfy this

unnamed longing for a truth whose absence makes us feel unfinished and a bit empty. 

Of course we know how important truth is, in part because we have experienced a great deal of

“truth confusion” lately during the current pandemic. Who is telling us the truth? Who can we

trust to tell us when it is safe to gather again or to go back to school or to a baseball game? Who

is telling the truth and who has some other agenda? In the absence of some common agreement
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on what the truth is, or at least some clear direction on where to find it, we find ourselves

confused, discomfitted, even chaotic.  

And at a deeper level we long for truth. But often we are looking for truth in all the wrong

places. The insatiable human longing we all feel is not filled through acquisition, through getting

on board with the next new thing. It isn’t even filled through contemplation or reason or

philosophy or theology or quests for spirituality by themselves. 

St. Paul assures us that what we are looking for is God, the God revealed in Jesus, who is not far

from us at all. Jesus assures us in our gospel for today, the way to truth lies in following the one

who is truth.

The 19th Century Quaker Lucretia Mott wrote in a sermon,  “The likeness we bear to Jesus is

more essential than our notions of him.”1 True belief in Jesus does not mean that we are able to

say the creed with no hint of doubt, but rather that we trust in him enough to follow him.

Jesus said, “If you love me, keep my commandments . . . and I will send you the Spirit of truth.”

And what are Jesus’ commandments?  Love one another. Love God and love your neighbor. Live

in love. That is Jesus’ commandment.

We are loving one another these days by wearing masks and observing social distancing. We are

loving one another by depriving ourselves of the gathering that means so much to us so as not to

put others in danger as much as not to put ourselves in danger. Maybe in these days we will also

come to learn a bit more of the One who is truth in these little acts of love for one another. 

We have begun each of these Sundays in the Easter season with Thanksgiving for Baptism

because in baptism we have been joined to the one who is the Truth. We are now his body in the

world. And he has promised us that we are not alone, but that we have with us in our struggling

communities of faith, the very Spirit of Truth to shape us into the people we are called to be.

That very Truth we and all the world have been longing for and looking for - is with us. Even

now. Thanks be to God!     

     1Quoted in sundaysandseasons.com, for 21 May 2017.
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