GOOD NEWS SUNDAY – Acts 17:16-34 and John 3:1-21


St Luke’s Palmerston, Sunday 2nd November, 2008

When I worked as a Chaplain in a hospital, I worked with a cross-section of the community as they came in for treatment. People of varying faiths and religious ideas. People whose beliefs were very diverse – from no God to a whole spectrum of gods.
One of the roles I enjoyed was taking Reflective Practice Sessions with the Yr 5 Medical Students, and discussing Ethical and Moral issues with Yr 6 Medical Students (Interns) and other hospital staff. We had a rather remarkable Palliative Care Dr who once led some sessions on Spirituality. the discussion was revealing and enlightening to me as a Christian.

The word used around the hospital frequently was spirituality, and for many it covered Christians, non-Christians and other religions. What was important to them wasn’t the brand of belief or faith, but the questions were: 

·  what is of most value to you, as you go through your crisis or when a family was suffering?

· what will sustain you?

· what will give you hope?

· what will help you to assess your quality of life and what is worth fighting for

The answers to those questions: was considered ‘the spirituality of the person’ – that part that woke them up and gave vitality to the essence of their being.

And I saw many examples of people’s spirituality, especially at the end of people’s lives. 

· I saw people whose spirituality had to do with nature. They longed for their farm, and their fields, and their cattle. They were at peace, if they could just get home to it even for a few days. Smell the grass, and see the animals. Their life on the land prepared them for the end stage of their life. The cycles of life and death were all that they clung to.
· I saw people whose spirituality had to do with family. I remember one large family that spent months visiting. The room was always full of people and activity. There was talking and laughing and tv and music, and newspapers being read and family discussions. There was a bond of family, that this person valued beyond anything.

· For another, I remember being called in somewhere around 1am because this woman realized she was going to die, and she didn’t want to go without having had a wake! So we all came in and we drank coffee, and ate cake, and told stories. For her, the value that she could not do without, was that people took notice of her and considered her important. She simply wanted for people to need her and to be worth making a fuss about. She longed for personal significance.
· For another, the last days were about wheeling the bed out of the back of the hospital onto the green grass that overlooked the ocean. And it meant cracking open the stubbie and having a cigarette. It meant being a good old Aussie with the relaxed laid back life style, just soaking in the sun.

· And I distinctly remember another, who if he could have bribed a doctor to make him well – that is exactly what he would have done. Money was the currency of his life. And the many possessions that he valued. He repeatedly spoke of them. Again and again he offered to pay for any treatment, that would allow him to regain full health. And when it didn’t work he shook his head, and despaired of the fact that his value that 
‘money could buy everything’ 
was failing him. For him there was also an added burden – what was he going to do, with all that money had bought? What was the use of it if he couldn’t use it in his biggest crisis? And my goodness, he wasn’t going to let anyone he knew get hold of it either.
All of these values, are a normal part of the society we are in. There is nothing wrong with them. 

But these people and many others chose this form of spirituality, and many other forms, they craved and hoped for these things. 
they did not crave for God. He was not what would sustain them or be the essence of who they were or what they were prepared to hold dear.

Now I wouldn’t presume to know what really went on between these people and their maker. I only know that faced with a choice, their spiritual preferences ranged wide.

What became very clear, was that everyone had their own brand of spirituality as they defined it. (like their own gods really). Our society holds something in common with the people of Athens in the time of Paul. 
The apostle addressed the Jews and the Greek-believers in the synagogue and the marketplace. 

He encountered philosophers – epicureans and stoics, and he caught their attention – they asked him to come to the Areopagas to explain his teaching. they were people hungry for ideas.
Paul, wanting to relate with them, observed that this was a city with many gods. And there were statues and alters to gods all over the city. These people were so religious, that they didn’t want to miss out on any god, and they didn’t want to offend anyone, so they covered themselves with an alter to ‘an unknown god’.
This was something that Paul could use, and he spoke God the Father of the world, and of Jesus, the God that they did not know, and the God who could offer them the hope and the significance that they were longing after. 

He shared that this was the God who made heaven and earth and everything in it. Let me read it again to you … v24

24"The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. 25And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. 26From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. 27God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 28'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.' 

 29"Therefore since we are God's offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man's design and skill. 30In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. 31For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead." 

It is a clear description of the God of Christianity, and his Son who he sent to live as a man. It tells of the need to repent and of the resurrection of Jesus. 

Some heard and believed. Some sneered.

These facts are still true today. Yet this part of the book of Acts speaks to a very different city and life style to ours. But …. it is equally relevant.

People today have a spiritual dimension. When I was a child and a teenager Christianity was the most dominant spiritual belief system in our city. Churches were packed and people went to church either 

because they believed, 

or because it was expected of them. 

The Sunday School I went to had over 100 children. The youth group I went to often had 60 to 100 people. I went to the small branch church as a child, but the main church in our area had 4 services a day and a lot of people.
People knew the name of Jesus. They knew what a Bible is. They could usually tell you quite a bit about Christianity. 
Today we have the values of Christianity still in our legal system and in some of our thinking. But we can no longer call ourselves a Christian nation.

Many children and young adults do not know who Jesus is. They do not understand anything about church or the Bible. They have no knowledge base to draw on. He is an unknown God.
I was walking through the hospital corridor one day with the communion cup – taking it to a patient. And a nurse said hello, and asked – what is that? I explained it was our communion – she had no real knowledge of Christianity or of Jesus (although she had heard of him). Her comment on HC >> O yea, I think I saw that on TV once.
Each generation of society brings a new focus, and a new perception of life. The thing about today is the diversity of who we are. 

Once life for many people meant making decisions, and committing to a career, or to a family. Of setting a course of life that would carry you through to retirement. People committed to marriages, and the value was to have one major relationship and to remain in it. Values were much more black and white, right and wrong. And you worked long and hard to acquire a home and belongings. Life was slower, simpler.
Now we are more likely to see a lot of options and opportunities. It is expected that people will have a variety of careers or work opportunities over the years. Relationships are not expected to last. There are options to explore and many new things to enjoy. Life is fast paced, and busy and complex.
We hear of those who choose money as the first pathway, and are making their millions in their late teens and early 20’s. I spoke to a young family who chose to learn about fingernails and toenails because it didn’t take a lot of time to become good at it. The need was there. They could set up their business, or start a second, and in 3-5 years they would have their house and their future and then they could think about the careers that interested them. But money first. 

For others it is the fun bit first. The work can come later.

Society is much more multicultural and it is expected that we will interact with people who come from very diverse upbringings. Religions are much more diverse because we now live side by side with that diversity. Here in Australia we expect to experience the values of Buddhism, and the Hindu, and the Bah hai. And the Muslim. And tribal customs. We are surrounded by the para normal and the psychic and the witches and the sorcerers. 

The Christian churches have much more diversity too in their beliefs and in their style of worship.

It is now also normal to talk with people who claim no religious beliefs at all. What they do have though is a heightened awareness of the spiritual dimension of their being. And therefore a ‘spirituality’.

Perhaps we could call ourselves a country of many gods and diverse spirituality.

This morning I speak of Jesus. 

· The son of the God who made us. 

· Jesus who would celebrate with us our diverse ways of exploring who we are. 

· A Jesus so interested in the options of our life and the potential of who we are, that he wants to offer us another option.

· He is the unknown God, who stands by us even when we aren’t aware that he is there.

· He is the spark that revitalizes the central part of who we are and uncovers the essence of our being.

He knows that 

·  some are crying out ‘ what about me’ and 

· others are looking inside to reach a full potential as a human being

· people have a love of variety and new experiences

· while others live in isolation and aloneness just wanting to be valued
· people are concerned about the environment and about animal rights
· people defend rights and protest against injustice
· he knows that the media brings the world closer to us and we see things that we wouldn’t normally be watching, and that the needs of the whole world can be distorted, or confusing, or simply overwhelming

· he sees the inequalities between peoples and the poverty of many

· Jesus knows that some of the human race have developed a sickness of mind that would seek to harm others and we see measures of evil that terrorize people, and destroy lives.

· He is also concerned about the earth and its resources and its sustainability.

· AND HE CARES.

But this unknown God, is not merely a listening ear, or someone who understands us – but those things are real and to be valued

This God has a message for us: it is an option he sets before us and we might phrase it like this: 


There is a dimension in each of us that we have not grasped hold of. Many are empty inside but don’t know what to do to change that. They cover it with their busy lives 
and the many explorations to reach their potential 
and be well rounded people who have experienced a variety of things from this wonderful world.
We are people who have so strongly been taught about tolerance and political correctness that we don’t clearly see what is truth, because truth is seen as a moving set of values. 

This God wants to be known to us. 

· He hovers around us giving us blessings that we don’t recognise come from him. 

· The wonder of the forests we want to save is also his wonder because he made them. 

· The whales that we want to rescue, he delights in too because they came from his imagination.
· The things we value about people, are his gift to the world whether we recognise his creative hand or not. 

· And the good things, the times when we see and experience that maybe there is another dimension to life, a spiritual awareness that digs at our soul, he brings those good things and wakens us to himself.
His message is simple. Come to me. It doesn’t matter what brings us to him – whether it is an altruistic value or a humane sensitivity, or a personal crisis or …. Whatever it is.

He says come to me. “I recognise your brokenness. Your frailty. Your guilt. Your fear. Your anger. Your longing. Your pain. “
“And what you don’t know about me is that because I know you, I sent along Jesus, to be the healer and the renewer. The real life giver. And when you come face to face with me, I WILL LET YOU SEE WHO I AM so that you will recognise that this is not a lost world.” 
The part that is crushed inside of us is that part that has blurred our values and God’s truth. 

When we see this, we know that his call for us to repent, to be sorry for our breach of relationship with him, is a call or a command to find not only ourselves, but to reconnect us with him - so we can be , all that he made us to be.

When the truth touches us, no one has to tell us to say sorry. No one has to beg us to commit. It is like coming home.

In the other part of the Bible that we read – John 3, Jesus is telling people: I did not come into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world.     >>>> And the world he is talking about is you and me. 
‘For God so loved the world, that he gave his one and only son, that whoever believes on him shall not perish, but have eternal life.’
Jesus lived on earth. He taught about God and his rescue plan. He gave his life in the middle of being treated very unjustly. He demonstrated  his power over all that is wrong. And he came back to life after death. It was not a point of argument for the people who saw it – only for those who look back on that part of history. And then he offers a future of eternity beyond this earth. 

Many people can identify the truth in their own experience and through the pages of the Bible. The Spirit of this God is holy and reveals truth and wisdom and love as we have need.
A Christian is not about keeping laws, or doing good deeds, or making something of ourselves. 
A Christian is someone who has come home to God. 
· Who is genuinely sorry for the things that are wrong – and by that I mean where we don’t live up to  his values, or our own. And 
· as a result of that awareness, the Christian let’s God change us on the inside, so that we turn our lives around. And 
· we worship the once unknown God and stay close to him. 
· He delights in us too, and he forgives us, and values us, and inspires us, and keeps us close to him, 
· so that we can enjoy knowing him, and expect a secure future with him.
· His other gift in this world of other dimensions, is his Holy Spirit, who will teach us and encourage us, and point us to God.

Only you can know where you are at in your life. A moment  of silent reflection.


