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21st May 2017 – Wesley Uniting Church 

Acts 17:22-31 St Paul in Athens 

The film Silence (2017) is about the early Jesuit mission to Japan. Encouraged by Ockert, many of us 

saw it as part of our church’s Lenten studies. How is being a Christian different, you might ask? The 

answer in 16th C Japan was obvious. A Christian was considered subversive of the established order, 

persecuted, tortured and martyred. The way that this peasant church related to society was by 

faithful and persistent witness. How are we as Christians to relate to 21st C Australian culture? You 

will probably be relieved that I will not suggest martyrdom. 

There is always a dominant culture. And Christians always believe something, more or less in 

fashion, more or less credible, more or less relevant. I am going to suggest that St Paul in Athens is a 

helpful example of engagement. He was on his missionary journey through Greece, and he came to 

the most sophisticated society in the ancient world. Athens had birthed some of the great 

accomplishments of Western culture: democracy, philosophy, logic, Aristotle’s scientific method, 

classical art, tragedies in theatre and athletic competitions. Paul gets to the forum and further up the 

hill, dominating the city, is possibly the most perfect building ever constructed by human hands – 

the Acropolis – still a majestic presence brooding over the city of Athens.  I have stood where Paul 

stood. Some of the idols that offended him remain, though the place is now more like a classical 

jumble sale, understandably ravaged by two millennia, the cannon balls of various invaders and 

thefts such as that by Lord Elgin.  

Paul was preaching his way through through Asia Minor. He wanted to convey the gospel or good 

news about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ. When he came to Athens he first 

visited the local Jewish community centred on the synagogue - at least they accepted that there was 

only one God. Then he went to the forum or ‘market place’, where there various perspectives on 

philosophy and religion mixed. He debated with Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, but there was not 

much common ground. Perhaps there was a passing interest in “this new teaching” but ultimately, 

they judged him to be “babbling”, incoherent and lacking anything of interest. Paul was distressed at 

their apparent idolatry, the city was full idols (17:16), though I would imagine the philosophers might 

also have offered some critique of popular beliefs. Paul then saw an opportunity. There was an idol 

to an unknown god (17: 23). He used this to for his ‘god of the gaps’ argument. First, Paul 

complimented the Athenians for being so religious, somewhat ‘tongue in cheek’ because he saw 

their idols as an affront to God. His missionary strategy was completely pragmatic, and not without 

irony if you think about it. Would the God of Moses, of the exodus, of the prophets been happy to 

be identified by an idol in pagan Athens? I think not. 

But I am impressed by a culture that produces an idol to an ‘unknown god’. The Athenians were a 

sophisticated people who knew they did not have all the answers! They were open to new teaching. 

This speaks of a mature perspective on life. Can you imagine such a statue in Islamabad, Paris, or 

even Sydney? 

Models of Relating to Culture 
Christ and Culture, it is still a question. Essentially there are three models: 

(a) Accommodation and influence. After Constantine’s conversion to Christianity, the Roman 

Empire became officially Christian. And since then Christianity has often baptized the 

dominant culture, not unlike a Christening ceremony - usually in name only. Papal states, 

Calvin’s Geneva, the Anglican church in England, the Presbyterian church in Scotland, 
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Lutheranism in various countries, and orthodoxy in Russia (at times, but curiously now 

returning with Putin). Perhaps, you like me are alarmed at the accommodation and marginal 

influence of the Christian Right mixed with Tea Party politics operating in the USA? All this 

seems to happen with the admirable goal of being “a good influence”. 

(b) Withdraw into faithful witness. There are countless examples of Christians deciding that the 

dominant culture is godless and corrupt. It is better to have a fellowship of the faithful. This 

describes the origins of many sectarian movements, born in protest, seeking a common 

purity, and this includes Mennonite, Baptist, 7th day Adventist, Pentecostal churches, even 

early Methodism and the Congregationalist movements that eventually contributed to the 

Uniting Church in Australia. There is a clear example of this in the early church seen in the 

New Testament, when the church was initially a sect of Judaism. Perhaps this is the simplest 

way forward and makes sense if holiness is a goal – though it is sometimes hard to get along 

with other zealous believers! 

(c) Selective engagement. The idea here is to draw on the life of the church for focus in worship, 

teaching and sermons and then engage in social issues that concern you. As an example, a 

Roman Catholic who attends weekly mass and is involved in St Vincent de Paul working to 

provide shelter for the homeless. The Salvation Army would be a good example of both 

fellowship and service. I think this might be the most common attitude of you who worship 

at Wesley today.  

Now you might expect me to recommend one as the “true path”. Sorry, my path is more 

meandering, but one that led me from conversion through the CMA (an enthusiastic missionary 

church) to being a curate at St John’s Reid (an establishment church known in Canberra as the 

queen’s church), briefly in a Pentecostal church, then high church Anglican at All Saints Ainslie and 

finally here. So in terms of models, I somewhat confusedly support all three!  

Supporting the Models 
Perhaps we can sharpen what is involved in an engagement with each model: 

(a) Political Essentially the first model is political. Well, I think there is value in Christians being 

involved politically. There are many moral issues in which we should have a say. In the last 

10 years I have been a ‘card carrying’ member of a political party, I vote at times of pre-

selection and in the last ACT election I handed out how to vote cards for a losing candidate. 

This is the most frustrating thing I do in life, almost completely useless from what I can see, 

but a part of  me says this is important. I have been embarrassed by the mean spirited self-

interest of politicians of all parties, though I doubt whether I would behave any better if I 

was in the ‘big house’ a few hundred meters from here. I do not expect any church to be a 

state church in Australia, but I would hope that Christian values might be more evident in 

the defining issues of our time such as climate change, welfare and refugees. 

(b) Sectarian This in many ways is clear and easy. Christians are different and the solution is to 

be apart from the world. Have you have been to Pennsylvania and seen the Amish 

communities, with plain clothes and horse drawn buggies? Perhaps in Peter Weir’s film 

Witness? I think that this approach makes sense and curiously It is easy to predict this will 

return because of a growing moral chaos in our society. Perhaps the established churches 

will be bankrupted by claims following the Royal Commission and even the Anglican church 

may one day return to something like base communities of witness. Not unlike John 

Wesley’s early Methodist meetings? There is also a curious question of how to adapt when 

the sectarian approach is too successful  - something we see with the Hillsong movement 

(which I actually think is a positive and creative expression of Australian Christianity). 
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(c) Strategic I have also come to this in recent years. I select an issue or two in which I can make 

a small difference. In my professional life as a clinical psychologist I try to see some 

disadvantaged patients who are bulk billed. In recent days I have come to an understanding 

of three life tasks model for ageing: grow in personal awareness and insight, critically 

evaluate inherited truths and to use personal integration in vocational service. I know I 

cannot address every issue that I think is important, but I can do something. I feel like I am 

seeing a world on fire and I have a bucket of water. Where will one bucket of water make a 

difference? That is my question. 

A Life Vocation 
We each have that bucket of water. How can we make a difference? Do we parcel it out in 

cups to ease the thirst of refugees, do we throw it on the flames to avert something like a 

bush fire or do we contribute to a reservoir of water to support existing services? It is our 

choice. Our responsibility. I believe that we should prayerfully consider this.  

 

I know of some of your commitments: Gregor to Palestinians, Margaret to Jewish Christian 

dialogue, Elizabeth to voluntary pastoral care, Sharon to the aged. The flowers just don’t 

appear on the altar. And many of you to the music ministry of this church. It is always 

personal. Always values driven. Generally, there are no right or wrong ideals, just what 

appeals to us.  

 

How to do something with one bucket of water? I feel a lot of first world guilt. I think it is a 

moral issue that as a professional person I can easily make money through government 

supported fees, where say a tut-tut driver in Vietnam earns a fraction of my hourly fee in a 

day. My solution is to support Opportunity International, a micro-finance group that helps 

the tut-tut driver with a loan to buy his own tut-tut, escaping the money lender and 

hopefully being able to give health care and an education for his children. Just one bucket of 

water but hopefully making a difference. 

 

Please understand that I do not consider Christians supporting any cause to be virtuous. You 

and I are Christians, supported by this church, and we are responsible to do something 

useful. We are among the most privileged people living on planet earth. There is no option 

but to engage with society, how do we do this thoughtfully, prayerfully, and effectively? I 

bring no read-made answer but I remind you of a Godly responsibility. My prayer is that you 

will have an inner restlessness until you find an answer that expresses your unique vocation. 

 

Dr Bruce A. Stevens (PhD Boston University, 1987) is an endorsed clinical and forensic 

psychologist. He holds the Wicking Chair of Ageing and Practical Theology at CSU, Canberra. 

He was ordained in the Anglican Church and is a member of Wesley Uniting Church. 


