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Much of what we live and move and have our being in escapes our notice. There’s a Wi-Fi signal in the sanctuary.
We aren’t feeling or thinking about it. Our breathing runs on autopilot, so we don’t give a thought to the oxygen
surrounding us. Science tells us we are surrounded by radiation. It comes coming from the ground, from space, from the
glow in the dark coating on the hands of wristwatches, but we don’t give it our attention. These days, media coverage and
breaking news reports can seem like water in which we swim. How aware are we of its affect on us––how we feel, think
about the future, make decisions, look at others?
And then there’s God in whom Paul said “we live and move and have our being.” How obvious is God in our
living, moving, and being in life? Maybe often, not very.
Paul was speaking at the Areopagus. This was the hill where the city council and court of Athens met. At the time,
Athens was an intellectual center of the West. In the synagogue and the marketplace, with philosophers and anyone that
would listen Paul discussed the foreign God revealed in the man named Jesus. This God was foreign to Athenians because
he wasn’t represented in the altars about the city. Only Paul said, really he was. Their yearnings showed it.
Whoever someone may be, wherever in life they are, one of the tasks of being human is to get underneath your
yearnings, to find what they’re really for. What they’re really aiming at. This is what our passage helps us with today.
“People of Athens,” Paul said, “I see in every way you are religious.” We might think that being religious is about
going to worship services or adhering to certain doctrine. This is why some people say, “I’m spiritual but not religious.”
But at heart, being religious has to do with worship. And worship is about pouring out your life for something. To
something. Anyone that holds anything up as a highest value––something that they long for above all else––is a worshiper.
In this way, even atheists and skeptics worship and are somehow, in their own way, religious.
Paul continued, “For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar
with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.” The altar to An Unknown God isn’t what someone approaches in church
on Sunday where it should be clear that the worship offered is to the God that raised Jesus from the dead. The altar to the
Unknown God is the one we visit without awareness we’re doing so.
In Athens the Altar to the Unknown God was for covering the bases. There may have been a god in the pantheon
that people had missed, so it was best to show that god loyalty, just in case. Just as we can approach God the Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit on Sundays, saying that we entrust our lives and reserve all our love for this God…but then proceed to
live taking other measures “just in case.” Which is to say, we can live as though our life, hope and future, and the
fulfillment of our yearning depend also on other powers. When we place our hope in them, and look for fulfillment in
them, the are the Unknown God because we worship them without realizing it.
The late author David Foster Wallace masterfully depicted human longing because he lived much of life with a
sense of God’s absence. He said he didn’t believe much in God but tried to pray because it seemed a good thing to do. In
2005 a commencement address at Kenyon College here in Ohio he pulled back the curtain on our life of worship. In my
preaching I don’t usually quote at length but what Wallace said about our unwitting worship life is worth a listen.
He spoke:
“In the day to day trenches of…life, there is no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not worshipping.
The only choice we get is what to worship. …If you worship money and things––if they are where you tap real meaning in
life––then you will never have enough. …That’s the truth. Worship your own body and beauty and sexual allure and you
will always feel ugly, and when time and age start showing, you will die a million deaths before they finally plant you. On

one level, we all know this stuff already––it’s been codified as myths, proverbs, clichés, bromides, epigrams, parables: the
skeleton of every great story. The trick is keeping the truth up front in daily consciousness. Worship power––you will feel
weak and afraid, and you will need ever more power over others to keep the fear at bay. Worship your intellect, being seen
as smart––you will end up feeling stupid, a fraud, always on the verge of being found out.
“The insidious thing about these forms of worship…is that they are unconscious. They are default settings.
They’re the kind of worship you gradually slip into, day after day, getting more selective about what you see and how you
measure value without ever being fully aware that that’s what you’re doing.”
What Wallace says about worship, and our lack of awareness of what and how we worship, is something of a 21st
century, postmodern angle on what Paul said in first-century Athens: “I see in every way you are religious.” And then,
“You are ignorant of the very thing you worship.” But then Paul continued, “This is what I am going to proclaim to you.”
It’s significant that when Paul proclaimed the God who raised Jesus as the true God, the One that can really be
known, he didn’t do it by denouncing the idolaters. And we should make no mistake: to Paul, idolatry––worshiping that
which is not the true God––demanded denunciation. But instead, Paul proceeded by way of compassion.
He spoke of the God who made everything and is Master over everything, how this God doesn’t need a special
shrine or building or need humans to knock themselves out doing things for him. After all, says Paul, this God “gives
everyone life and breath and everything else.”
And this is where his compassion for all who end up worshiping at the altar of Unknown God shows through. He
said, God made human beings that we would seek God, but not by just feeling our way as though in the dark. Not just
making up what seems best to us. God made us so we would really find the God behind our longings. This is what worship
at the altar of the Unknown God really yearns for: a God that doesn’t play hide and seek. That isn’t fickle. That doesn’t
need manipulating or placating.
Paul said, we know God wants to be found because God isn’t actually far from us. “For in him we live and move
and have our being,” which was a line he took straight from the 4th century BC Stoic philosopher Aratus. Who knows,
maybe in a different day, to a scientifically minded audience, Paul would have quoted Einstein, who said, “I want to know
God’s thoughts – the rest are mere details.” Maybe today, to young people want to turn to something reliable in a world
that feels evermore unreliable, he’d quote from the band The Chain Smokers, in their song “Something Just Like This,”
were they sing:
I’m not looking for somebody
with some superhuman gifts
Some superhero
Some fairytale bliss
Just something I can turn to
Somebody I can kiss
The God Paul proclaimed in Athens is no superhero God. Not the stuff of myth but one we could really turn to,
one we could really kiss, for he came that close to us in Jesus. Don’t we know: we can be the most ignorant, the least
mindful, of what’s closest to us?
Then Paul told the Athenians that since they too were God-created people, the time for ignorance was over. The
time was over for unawareness of what they worshiped was over. The God who raised Jesus from the dead was now calling
everyone to himself. And they didn’t have to go far to find him because he’s equally close to everyone, including them.
Including us.
In this place at this very moment as well as back at our homes, in our work, on our way wherever we go, the air in
which we live and move and have our being is kissing our lips. Is making its way into our being. And thus it is with God.
To hear Paul is to hear that faith is very much about rising from ignorance, waking up from illusion that we are distant
from what we really long for.
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The illusion is that God is far away or that God can’t really be known. The illusion is that something other than
the God who raises the dead will finally give the life that satisfies. The reality is that Jesus who got so close with people that
he called them friends, is the one who gives life that’s really life. However things might look and feel in the world right
now, the reality is that where the world is really going hinges on Jesus’ resurrection.
According to Scripture, at the end of Paul’s speech, “When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some
sneered, but others said, ‘We want to hear you again on this subject.’” One way you can know that God is starting to get
through to you, even starting to be known by you, isn’t that you feel like you have things figured out but that you want to
hear more.
Because just you can’t take a breath that will last you a day, but you can breathe such that you want to breathe
again. And just you can’t eat a meal that will last you a week, but you can eat such that you want to take another bite.
Sometimes, that’s what coming to know God is like. That’s what waking up to God’s nearness with you is like.
This God, said Paul, “He himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else.” Sometimes turning to God
is about seeing and knowing again the gift, the life, the love that’s already there for you. That isn’t far but has been there
for you all along as surely as Jesus is already risen from the dead.
But as David Foster Wallace said, “The trick is keeping the truth up front in daily consciousness.” All our altars to
unknown gods tell us the truth is, we are all looking for someone, something we can turn to––for assurance, for courage,
for peace, for joy and vitality and love that we may trust is there even when it feels like it’s not.
All of this and more is what’s so close to us in the God in whom we live and move and have our being. The God
not of myth or fairytale bliss but the one that bled and died and rose again––the God that’s as close as our breath that
speaks the name, Jesus. Amen.
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