
SOCRATES AND PAUL WALK INTO A STARBUCKS

Acts 17:16-34

Paul and Socrates walk into the Starbucks at the Pan Am Center. It’s where people come to drink coffee, meet someone and talk about what interests them. Paul walks in and says. “I’ve been visiting your city and have found that you are very religious. Why just a couple of weeks ago men in red gathered at this brand new temple on the Anacostia River near the Navy Yard and celebrated the religious rites of spring. Forty-five thousand were there, but I heard that your religious heroes lost to the Brave gods of Atlanta.”
“I have heard your poets: ‘You can’t always get what you want; when the going gets tough, keep on going; stuff happens; whatever floats your boat; you’ve earned it and you deserve it.’ I have attended your meetings and heard your Business Buzzword Bingo: ‘In short, we are 100% committed to shifting the paradigm by facilitating a culture of out-of-the-box, goal-oriented, value-added, disruptive, outsourced, web-based business innovations.’” 


Paul knows the language of those outside the religious buildings.  He not only teaches in the synagogue in Athens but also goes to the city square (the Greek word in the text is agora, which means “marketplace”) to discuss his views about the meaning of life. Paul journeys to Athens and engages other intellectuals as Socrates (469-399 BCE) did there over four hundred years earlier. I think Paul would sit in some coffee shop today and talk about life. 

“Seedpicker!” That’s what the philosophical intellectuals call Paul that day in Athens. Right here in Acts 17:18 we read that some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers debate with Paul and ask, “What does this seedpicker (babbler) want to say?” The word spermologos refers to someone who picks up scraps there in the marketplace where they were debating. Perhaps they are calling Paul an intellectual sparrow who picked up various ideas (seeds) wherever he can find them. Perhaps they are calling him a “hayseed” from out in the country.  


So they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and asked him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? It sounds rather strange to us, so we would like to know what it means.” (17:19-20). Now we have often assumed that the Areopagus was a place. As a matter of fact, the King James Version gives the translation “Mars’ Hill,” using the Latin equivalent Mars for the god Ares. The Areopagus was not so much a place as a council that made decisions about local government there in Athens. Paul was not on trial, for those on the Areopagus were deciding whether Paul should be granted a license to teach there in the marketplace in Athens. So Paul explains what he is about.


Paul shows his learning and offers a classic speech in the form that Aristotle prescribed. He first offers some kind words to his audience and finds ways to connect with them: “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way.” (17:22) Paul also quotes, not Hebrew scripture, but their own Stoic writers:  Epimenides--“In him we live and move and have our being”--and Aratus, a poet from Paul’s hometown of Tarsus--“For we are indeed his offspring” (17:28).


Paul points to the idols in the area and says, “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 (17:22-23). They, of course, didn’t really worship the monuments there but did worship the power behind those idols. And so do we, because our culture is just as pagan as the one in Athens in the first century.


There on the Acropolis in Athens was the statue to Zeus (Jupiter in Latin), the most powerful god and the god of sky and lightning. He’s the higher power. In North American we still worship the higher power in our twelve-step programs. 


Hestia (Vesta in Latin) was the goddess of hearth and home. We still worship her with our tending to home, garden and yard and with our worship of the family.


Athena (Minerva in Latin), of course, had a statue in Athens. She is the goddess of wisdom and crafts and science. We still worship the goddess of higher education and the scientific method.


Ares (Mars in Latin) was big in Athens. Ares is the god of war and keeps the peace with military might. Ares is the god of our armed forces and defense budget.


Hephaestus (Vulcan in Latin) is the god of fire and industry. Hephaestus lives today in the Dow Jones Average and NASDAQ.

Of course every culture has their Aphrodite (Venus in Latin), who is the goddess of love and beauty and sex. Aphrodite still sells her wares in just about every advertisement, cosmetic and clothing style. 


Tyche (Fortuna in Latin) is the goddess of chance and luck and fortune. She lives in Atlantic City, Las Vegas and in the hype over state lotteries. 


Dionysius (Bacchus in Latin) is the god of wine and parties and good times. Dionysius is now the Budweiser frog. 


Paul knew it. The philosophers knew it. No one believed that the actual monument or stick held any power on its own. They knew, however, and we know, that behind the gods and goddesses of beer and parties, luck and sex, industry and military, education and science is a power that we need--a power for living. 

The Protestant reformer John Calvin once said that the human mind is a perpetual factory for idols.1 Idols do not have to be statutes or images. Idols can be bank accounts, jobs, houses, cars or military strength-- anything other than the Lord that we think will boost our self-esteem. In a church, idols can be a savings account, a nice worship building, or even the Bible itself. Calvin is right: the human mind is a perpetual factory for idols. Five hundred years from now, when our cities are excavated and archaeologists discover our huge sports arenas and stadiums, they will ask, "What gods were worshipped here?" 

After the tragedy of 9/11, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill required the next year’s entering freshman to read a book about understanding the Qur’an. In light of the recent catastrophe, the school wanted to promote a conversation about the Muslim faith. Some Christians in the Bible Belt, however, worried that the academic community was trying to convert their freshmen to Islam. So the UNC chancellor James Moeller reported that fall, “After we all read this book, there were no known conversions; Carolina’s religion remains basketball.” 2

We don’t worship our twelve-step programs or our degrees or our jobs or our parties or the Marines, but we do worship the power that we think they can give us. We hunger for something and we believe that our car or our portfolio or our house or our child will give it to us. Like the Athenians in Socrates’ day, the Athenians in Paul’s day and the coffee sippers in Starbucks this morning, we are all religious. In today’s terms, we are spiritual but not necessarily tied to organized religion. That’s why you can look into someone’s car and see a rabbit’s foot sitting in the cup holder, a sacred heart air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror, a bubblehead Buddha sitting on the dashboard, and a Darwin “fish with feet” emblem on the trunk. 3 Paul walks into a Starbucks and says, “Northern Virginians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way.”

The one thing that unites all human beings, regardless of age, gender, religion, economic status or ethnic background, is that, deep down inside, we all believe that we are above-average drivers. No, that’s not the main thing that unites all of us (even if we do believe we are above-average drivers!). The main thing that unites all human beings is that we are hungry for some power larger than we are. Have you ever stood in front of the open door of the refrigerator and said, “I’m hungry but I don’t know what I want!”? Vienna Baptist Church exists to feed the heart hungers of persons. 
We hunger for a spirituality which unites our heart with our head. I want my heart hungers to connect the distance of eighteen inches from my heart to my head. I want to feel God and also have some mental understanding of my place in the Creator’s world. We have been seeking faith practices of the early church. Today we hear Paul give his testimony as he talks about his walk, even though he does not quote scripture and does not mention Jesus by name.  We also note that he is following the faith practice of reflection by thinking theologically about his world. Paul testifies to “the unknown god’ whom everyone is seeking. Behind the idols are joy and peace which come not from our own resources but from a real power beyond us who can help us find meaning and purpose through our head as well as our heart. 
During my high school years I began to read the gospels because I was hungry to know more about Jesus. I noticed how similar the stories were in the different gospel accounts and wondered if some writers already had another gospel account as their source. I didn’t ask this question at my Baptist church, however, because I didn’t want to be labeled as one who does not believe in the inspiration of the Bible!


In my first semester at college I took a course which combined philosophy and Bible. There the professors told us the common view that Matthew and Luke used a copy of Mark to write their own gospel accounts. I almost cried. The professors encouraged us to use the best literary tools we had to study our Bible--to use the best of our hearts and our heads to practice a passionate spirituality. You are encouraged here at Vienna Baptist Church to use the best of your heart and head to practice a passionate spirituality.

Whether you are a Stoic pagan in Athens, an American pagan in Northern Virginia or a church-going Baptist here this morning, my guess is that you have heart hungers of a deep spiritual longing. We come here today to affirm that because we know about Jesus, we know that the gods are not angry with us and do not demand sacrifices to avert the catastrophes some religious leaders say the gods choose to send us. We live in the hope that because we know Jesus, Divine Graciousness is fair and loving and gracious. We worship today in a building with doorways high enough for your head as well as your heart.
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