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Call to Worship
Spirit of truth, come close to us.

Unite us into the body of Christ.

Enable us to worship God in Spirit and in truth.  

Help us to support and encourage each other.  

Help us to love as we are loved.  

Spirit of truth, come and abide in us.  

Amen.

Hymn - All my hope on God is foundedAll my hope on God is founded;

he doth still my trust renew.

Me through change and chance he guideth,

only good and only true.

God unknown,

he alone

calls my heart to be his own.

Human pride and earthly glory,

sword and crown betray our trust;

what with care and toil is builded,

tower and temple, fall to dust.

But God’s power

hour by hour

is my temple and my tower.

God’s great goodness aye endureth,

deep his wisdom, passing thought;

splendour, light and life attend him,

beauty springeth out of naught.

Evermore 

from his store

new-born worlds rises and adore.

Daily doth the almighty giver

bounteous gifts on us bestow;

his desire our soul delighteth

pleasure leads us where we go.

Love doth stand

at his hand;

joy doth wait on his command.

Still from earth to God eternal

sacrifice of praise be done,

high above all praises praising

for the gift of Christ his Son.

Christ doth call

one and all;

ye who follow shall not fall.

Robert Bridges (1844-1930) altd.

based on Joachim Neander (1650-80)
Prayers of Approach & Preparation
Gracious God, we come before you, 

drawn by the power of your welcoming love.

We come with our sorrows and joys.

We come with our expectations and apprehensions.

We come with what we have done.

We come as who we are.  

In your love we find peace and hope.  

Amen.

Spirit of truth, we are sorry 

that we disregard your presence; 

that our thoughts and feelings are unrighteous; 

that we follow the world’s way.

O God, forgive us.

O God, renew us.

Scripture Reading - Acts 17:22-34
22 Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way.  23 For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.  24 The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, 25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.  26 From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, 27 so 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.  28 For ‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we too are his offspring.’  29 Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of mortals.  30 While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

32 When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but others said, “We will hear you again about this.” 33 At that point Paul left them.  34 But some of them joined him and became believers, including Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, and others with them.
Reflection 

Just as the early church in Jerusalem initially consisted of Jewish converts, already familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures, prayers etc.  so as Paul (himself rooted in Judaism), set off to spread the faith, he initially visited the Jewish diaspora in the synagogues.  However, as he got farther and farther away from Judah, he found that the Jewish community were less established and he had to adapt his practice.  In Philippi, it appears that they gathered by the river in what is described as a "place of prayer."

When he arrived in Athens, even this option was closed to him and I wonder how many of us, faced with this challenge might simply shrug our shoulders and give up?  Not Paul however, who wandered around this, the intelectual capital of the Greek-speaking world, looking for opportunities and inspiration?  It appears, with his pharisaic roots, that he found the plethora of pagan idols deeply insulting to his inbuilt sensibilities.  But somehow, he overcame his instinctive prejudices and came up with a blinder of an idea!

When he got to the Areopagus, the place where the great and the good debated philosophies, religions, ethics etc. he he took his opportunity to be original, dynamic and challenging.  Rather than attacking their paganism, he praised it (spun it?) as showing evidence of being “extremely religious,” and sought to explain to them how they had misunderstood the revelation that they had received.

He had noticed an idol “to an unknown god,” and, rather than poking fun of him for having, effectively sought to cover their own backs with a ‘catchall god,’ in case they had missed one, he praises their perspicacity, claiming they had inadvertently hit the nail upon the head and stumbled upon the God who he knew all about!

He then cleverly dismissed any possibility of any of the other gods being real and pronounced that his God was actually the “Lord of heaven and Earth,” the Creator God, the only God.

It is an inspired and brilliant strategy, which nevertheless had a mixed results.  Luke reports that there was some success, including some new converts, some who wanted to hear more before committee, but also some who scoffed and dismissed his message.

It was always thus and still is now but, like Paul, our calling is surely, to mirror his efforts and to share our knowledge and relationship with that same "Lord of heaven and Earth,” who is indeed, still, for many, many people an ‘unknown god?’ 

We live in a time and a nation where there are many competing "idols" whether that is political ideology, seeking for success, riches etc. celebrity culture or just a deep and abiding materialism and scepticism?

So here is our challenge:- Have a look around and see if you can identify the "unknown god" in your midst and see if, like Paul, you can turn that into an opportunity to bring God into the conversation?

I know we are often embarrassed to talk about our faith and very few of us have the skills and commitment that Paul demonstrated.  But interestingly, even before I knew this was the lectionary reading I had such an opportunities only this week:

I was walking past a house nearby the manse and noticed an elderly man with a large pair of clippers tidying up a very tall beech hedge.  From across the road I jokingly asked him if he sometimes regretted having such a high and extensive hedge bordering his property?  
"Oh yes,” he replied, "though when I was younger I could trim it all myself.  I now pay a company once a year to tidy it up so that it doesn't spread out all over the pavement as well.  But the warmth and rain this year has meant it has taken on a life of its own.  Then, this week, my next door neighbour, quite unbidden, took out his hedge trimmers and sorted it.  He said I was to old to do iii so he did it for me.” 

As well as agreeing that that was a lovely act, I couldn't help adding that there were quite a lot of random acts of kindness happening at the moment in the midst of the horror of the pandemic.  "It's almost as if the Christian principle of ‘Doing unto others as you would be done by’ is finally being remembered?" I found myself adding!

Was that identifying “an unknown god” in our midst?  Maybe or maybe not?  Was that not enough and an opportunity to be more explicit yet?  Probably!  Perhaps you can do better?  I'm sure you can!  Amen.

Prayers & Lord’s Prayer
Dear Lord, we bring into your love 

those who do not know you and your love; 

those who have turned away from you; 

those who struggle to accept you; 

those who refuse to listen.

May your love touch them,

and transform their lives.

Dear Lord, we bring into your love 

those who need parental love; 

those who are alone; 

those who are abused; 

those who are neglected.

May your love touch them,

and transform their lives.

Dear Lord, we bring into your love 

those who seek the truth; 

those who work in the justice system; 

those who campaign and advocate on behalf of the voiceless.

May your love touch them,

and transform their lives.

May we show the power and presence of your love in our church, our community and our world – for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.

Hymn - Be Thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart;Be thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart;
Naught be all else to me, save that thou art.
Thou my best thought, in the day and the night,
Waking or sleeping, thy presence my light.
Be thou my Wisdom, be thou my true Word;
Thou ever with me and I with thee, Lord;
Thou my great Father, thy child let me be,
Thou in me dwelling, and I one with Thee.
Be thou my breastplate, my sword for the fight;
Be thou my dignity, thou my delight;
Thou my soul’s shelter, and thou my strong tower:
Raise thou me heavenward, great power of my power.
Riches I heed not, nor earth’s empty praise,
Thou mine inheritance, now and always:
Thou and thou only, the first in my heart,
High King of heaven, my treasure thou art.
High King of heaven, thou heaven’s bright sun,
Grant me its joys after victory is won;
Heart of my own heart, whatever befall,
Still be my Vision, O Ruler of all.
Ancient Irish poem
Tr.  Mary Byrne (1880-1931) & Eleanor H Hull (1860-1935) altd.
Blessing

Go in peace to live in love, 

to show God’s love, 

to receive God’s love

– everywhere, and at all times.  

Amen.
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