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In God We Live and Move and Have Our Being
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Acts 17:22-31: Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way. 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. 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, 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. 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, 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. 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.’ 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. While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 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.”

John 14:15-21: Jesus said to his disciples, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you. I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them.”
Augustinians (I mean, people of St. Augustine’s), “I see how extremely religious you are in every way.” You’re here and not at the Indianapolis 500. That’s not to say that the people who went to the 500 today are not religious. But that’s following a different Church Calendar, the one that includes car racing, football, baseball and above all (in this state) basketball. 
If extraterrestrials ever surveyed our planet, I do wonder what they would report about our religions. Maybe, “These earthlings are very religious. They spare no expense to build bigger and better arenas for their religious festivals. Some of them paint themselves in the colors of their favorite gods. Those who cannot attend may host smaller festivals in their homes where they light fires for burnt (or sometimes medium rare) offerings in their backyards and follow the festivities through electronic devices.” 

So maybe that is another way of being religious, or spiritual. Anyway—I am glad that you are here, and, since the Speedway lies almost directly between my home and Danville, I’m glad that I made it too. And the fact that we’re here makes all of us at least a bit religious, spiritual, or whatever adjective you prefer.
Of course there’s being religious, and then there’s dealing with God. Sometimes those are the same, and sometimes they’re not. Sometimes how we pray to God and think about God draws us closer to God, but sometimes it gets in the way. Sometimes it might do both. I suspect most of us have a picture of God in the back of our minds that might be partly OK (and folks, “partly OK” is about all we can say of anything we say or think about God). But though it’s partly OK, I think it also gets in the way of our dealing with the only God there actually is.
I mean, don’t you catch yourself thinking of God as an invisible “guy,” completely outside the world, who still sometimes interferes with it on behalf of “his” favorite worshippers. (I said “guy” because most of us catch ourselves thinking of God as a male—even though God clearly does not have Y chromosomes or any other male equipment.) That’s the nice version. There’s a meaner version that would say that “he” also interferes with the world to mess with people who are not “his” favorite worshippers. But nice version or not, we catch ourselves thinking of God as an invisible guy, completely outside the world, who still interferes with it sometimes.
Now as I said, that’s partly OK. After all, I wouldn’t bother to use the word “God” if there weren’t something sort of personal, or interpersonal, in my dealings with God. I wouldn’t bother praying to something, no matter how great, that won’t respond in any way to my prayers. If I’m praying to just a “what,” not a “who,” I’m fooling myself every time I address God in prayer. Maybe that’s just me. I do have friends who find prayer—especially our style of prayer—meaningful even though they don’t think prayers make any difference to anything or anybody except us, the pray-ers. I’m not trying to put them down. I’m just saying that, if I thought that, I would probably stop praying—and I would probably get another job.
But still, God is not like some giant kid with an ant farm—who might remember to feed us if we’re good or fry us with a magnifying glass if we’re bad. God is not just another somebody like you and me, only bigger, who has to be fetched from somewhere far, far away every time we want things to go better. If I want you to come and help me, I have to go fetch you from somewhere else, and I can’t count on you to know what I want unless I tell you. But that’s one way I can know for sure that you are not God, at least not the God of Jesus Christ.
The God we have come to worship in Jesus Christ is not a God who has to live somewhere else. Sure, God is beyond us and everything else, but the God who comes to us in Jesus is also among us and within us. Today’s Gospel lesson sets our minds reeling with all these prepositions. The Spirit of truth is with us and within us. Jesus is within the Father, and the Father is within Jesus (14:11), we’re within Jesus, and Jesus, like the Spirit, is with us and within us. It’s like you can’t take even the tiniest step without stumbling over God. It’s like you can’t even breathe without inhaling and exhaling God.
If God is anything like that, then God is always here, always moving among, within, around, through and beyond us, and all at the same time. God doesn’t step in from outside to push things around; God moves in and through and beyond every single thing to draw all things together.
 When we pray and ask God to help us, it’s not because we need to talk God into healing our brokenness. God was doing all that long before we even thought about praying. It’s so that we can be drawn more deeply into God’s healing, reconciling work in the world—and that’s exactly how God responds to us every time we pray. We’re taken into the very heart of God’s own life, then commissioned to be part of the answer to everybody’s prayers. It may not be exactly what we asked. God isn’t going to rescue us from grieving or eventually from dying—the cross shows us that even God has to live through grieving and dying. But God is still healing and reconciling everything, and we can get more involved with all of that in our prayers—and in what we do in between our prayers.
Now what I’ve been telling you so far is a sort of a present-day version of St. Paul’s speech in Athens. Paul told the Athenians that God isn’t really like any of their popular pictures of God. They can’t draw a picture of God or put God in a box. God is way more mysterious than that. If anything, God is more like “The Unknown God,” mentioned in an inscription on one of their altars. 

God isn’t like anything else we know. Why? Because we and the whole world come from God, and at the same time we and the whole world live in God. God isn’t just greater than anything we know, God is closer than anything we know. In God “we live and move and have our being.” Nothing else we know comes that close, “nearer to us than we are to ourselves,” as your very own St. Augustine said, and that’s why we stumble all over ourselves when we start trying to describe God.

Now up to this point Paul is just reminding the Athenians of things their own favorite sages have said. He’s trying to find common ground with some of their best thinkers: We all come from God, we all live in God, and God has been working all along to make us more aware of God, with varying degrees of success.

But now, Paul says, something has changed. Something new has happened. The one in whom we live and move and have our being has launched a new way of living together with and in God. Somebody Paul once took to be just an executed criminal has come alive with the very life of God, and now it’s time to turn from our old business as usual and embrace something remarkably new. That, by the way, is what “repent” means—it means turning around, not feeling sorry. It’s time to turn around. It’s time to stop letting our questions and debates about God get in the way of joining with God in healing and reconciling the whole world.

That’s where our lesson ends today, but if you read on you’ll see that Paul lost some of his audience when he got to this point. Some of them found it downright ludicrous to imagine that an executed criminal could come alive with the very life of God. Some of them didn’t see why they should do any more than keep debating the pros and cons of religious ideas. But some people actually got it, and they joined this new community of healing and reconciliation.
Now today those of us who showed up are already part of this community. Only it’s not so new. And we and the whole world seem to be in need of healing and reconciliation just as much as anybody back then ever was. But God hasn’t stopped moving in and through and beyond every single thing to draw all things together. And there’s nothing to keep us from joining with God in healing and reconciling the whole world. Nothing, that is, besides our own stubbornness. But God is more stubborn than we’ll ever be. 

God is still here, moving in and through and beyond our words and actions. So as we pray and share a meal, even with half our minds on other things—like the 500—we just might discover ourselves already involved in something far greater and much closer than anything we know how to describe. In God we live and move and have our being. Amen.
� Cf. Maximus the Confessor (580-662CE): “God, who made and brought into existence all things by his infinite power, contains, gathers, and limits them and in his providence binds [them] to himself and to one another. Maintaining about himself as cause, beginning , and end all beings which are by nature distant from one another, he makes them converge in each other by the singular force of their relationship to him as origin. Through this force he leads all beings to a common and unconfused identity of movement and existence, no one being originally in revolt against any other or separated from him by a difference of nature or of movement, but all things combine with all others in an unconfused way by the singular indissoluble relation to and protection of the one principle and cause”( The Church’s Mystagogy, I).





