Bramdean, Easter 6. Acts 17:22-31 and John 14:15-21.
I wonder if Paul’s knees were knocking when he stood before the most exclusive court in the world… and he told how God “commands all people everywhere to repent”? They’d have been a hard bunch to persuade as he launched into his arguments; his story, one that is old and new. 
A history programme on TV the other day intercut shots of ancient Athens with scenes of today’s City of London. The juxtaposition of clips, and the voice-over, made historical Athens appear not so very different from our own capital city today. Bramdean might seem a world away from London, but some of us work there, or have commuted to London in the past. Some might agree with Samuel Johnson’s famous quotation that: “when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life”? Or you might strongly disagree with that!
Certainly, for many, there does come a time when the “rat race;” all the emphasis placed on money, status, achievement begins to wane. Priorities change, and what once seemed so important is replaced by other values; we find different uses, a different focus for our time and energy?  
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind,” said Jesus. On this summary hangs all the law and the prophets. This is the acid test of whether we are keeping God’s commandments, or substituting idols.
Now the word “Idol” can sound rather quaint, rather than dangerous, quite contemporary and frivolous if you think of “Pop Idol.” Biblically, it conjures up a picture of a Golden Calf, or some other finely-crafted image in precious metal (of the sort the people of Israel in ancient times were forever being seduced into worshipping, as opposed to keeping the covenant to follow the one true God). But an idol can be anything which replaces God, and prevents him coming first in our life. It is, we should remember, the Number One sin; because idolatry places us in a state of revolt against… the Truth. 
We live in a 21st century world where idols are everywhere- so often in the guise of some widely-perceived “good”- such as total devotion to work, to family, to maintaining a beautiful house and garden, or some other project; ‘good things in themselves, quite probably, but not when we are totally devoted to them. 
Athens, at the time of St Paul, was a city dedicated to discussing whatever was new and exciting. It was the intellectual hub of the world- the greatest university town- to which men seeking learning gravitated from all points of the compass. If learning is the pursuit of Truth, what did they find there in addition to some of the greatest brains of the era? They found idols; statues to so many gods, it was said that in Athens it was easier to meet a god than a man! And in the great city square people met to talk, they did little else. 

Was Paul daunted at being invited to address the finest debating brains of the age? Well if he was, he soon found his voice and proved a match for any of them, aided and inspired (no doubt) by the Advocate (with a capital “A”); the Holy Spirit, the spirit indeed of the Risen Lord Jesus himself. It was the Spirit of Truth which Jesus had promised was coming so they wouldn’t be left bereft. Truth is what gave substance to the arguments Paul was pursuing, as he preached the timeless Truth of Christ crucified and Christ raised from the dead. He was speaking of the Event with a capital “E”, the decisive event in time which has changed history for all time, and leaves us now just paddling in the wake of that climax.

The statue “To an unknown God” which Paul had spotted was his clever starting point for an apologetic that was best-designed to appeal to the sophisticated types he was addressing.
The story behind this “unknown God” is that 600 years earlier a terrible plague hit Athens. A poet from the island of Crete called Epimenides, hit on the bright idea of letting loose from the Areopagus a flock of sheep, and whenever one lay down nearest to a certain deity’s shrine that sheep was sacrificed to that god. A sheep which chose to recline nowhere near such a shrine was duly sacrificed, in that case, to “An Unknown God,” (just to be on the safe side!)
This unknown God, Paul argued, was none other than the one and only God… the God who made the world and everything in it. He quoted one of their own poets to press home the argument that we are all “offspring” of God. ‘No point worshipping a deity made of gold or silver, formed by human art and imagination. The day is coming, he warned, when final Judgement will come. 
God had been prepared to overlook the ignorance of human beings, but now he commands all men and women to repent, to turn around, to turn away from worthless idols and worship the only one truly worthy of worship, worth-ship. “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,” declared Paul, “by raising him from the dead.” 
The urgency of the message to “repent” is not just for Athenians in the first century. It is for us. All believers are called to let God be himself… for us. We ignore at our peril the first and second of the Ten Commandments (which our forbears saw fit to emblazon on the walls here in Bramdean Church- lest we forget!). There shall be no other gods before the true God, and no images to be worshipped in place of God.
“All of us, to some degree,” writes Dr Rowan Williams, “use God to fill the gaps in our needs and preferences- which means that all of us are guilty of making images and putting false gods in place of the true one. God is God,” he writes, “he is not obliged to conform to our expectations.” 
Repentance requires- today, as it has always done- a disentangling of God from what we like to think matters most. “Only,” maintains Dr Williams, “when the last traces of self-serving and self-comforting have been shaken and broken are we free to receive what God wants to give us. Only then shall we have made room for God’s reality… we must let go in order to make room.”

What might a life with room for God look like? Well Jesus painted a vivid picture of it in the Beatitudes; that list of those who are blessed, which he gave us in the Sermon on the Mount: the sorrowful, the merciful, the pure, the peacemakers and so on. Such people can be described as happy… because they are leading the sort of lives which show God is in charge. Would you like to test how close you and I are to even wanting to be one of those people, let alone actually qualifying for such a description?

Tellingly, I came across this amusing alternative version of the Beatitudes recently (I say amusing, it would be funny if it weren’t so serious!) It could be a smart Londoner’s diatribe against everyone (and everything) he has the most disdain for… and it goes like this…
“Pathetic are those in any sort of need, for they are obvious failures.
Pathetic are the sorrowful, for they embarrass the rest of us.

Pathetic are those of a gentle spirit, for they shall be kicked around. 
Pathetic are those who hunger after justice; they are crying for the moon.

Pathetic are the ones who show mercy; everyone will take advantage of them.

Pathetic are those whose hearts are pure, for they miss all the fun.

Pathetic are the peacemakers for they shall be called wet. 

Pathetic are those who suffer persecution in the cause of right. We are sorry for them but they set themselves against law and order.” 
You recognise that voice? We all do. “We have to stand against it… just as true believers have had to be prepared to be strangers, different from other people, striving to stay different… (bearing) witness that the world is wrong in its values and judgements.” So wrote a former Bishop of Winchester, John V Taylor, who insisted that: “We are here to be a different people, and to stay different in our defiance of the world’s idea of success, our defiance of the world’s idea of marriage, our defiance of the world’s view of death.” 
In the days leading up to his arrest and crucifixion, it was as if Jesus were cramming in all the life-saving advice he could for his disciples, equipping them for what was to come. In contrast to all talk of worthless objects like man-made idols, Jesus wanted them to know that they were the object of God’s love; the object of the eternally trustworthy love of the Father. 
No longer do we have to grope in the darkness for the meaning of life. We have the glorious light, and love, of Christ to show us the way, as he leads the way.
It is not a journey we are designed to take alone. We travel as the people of God, God’s Church. All this talk of idols… of Athens and St Paul… is designed to fill us -not with guilt and self-loathing, as we get an all-too-painful inkling of how frequently we fall short of being the most loving people we might be- but on the contrary… this message should fill us with hope. 
Rowan Williams, again, has painted a picture of just how we, as part of a Spirit-filled Church might look: “The miracle,” he writes, “is that a repentant community, a community of people who are daily aware of their own untruthfulness and lack of love and are not afraid to face their failures, is a community that speaks profoundly of hope… Perhaps,” he says, “we should add a fifth mark of the Church to the four in our Creed- a Church that is one, holy, apostolic and repentant.” 
The reality of God is so immeasurably greater than anything our mind  or imagination can take in… that we must let go of all that “charms us most”- and repent of all that separates us from him. So might we make room for God, let God be himself for us… showing us, and sharing with us… his unbreakable bond of love.       
.   
