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In the first century, even though the city of Rome was the seat of political power in the 

region, the city of Athens was the heart of wisdom, scholarly thought, the passionate 

exchange of ideas, researched debate, and clever story telling.  The Areopagus in 

Athens, was the site of a council that served as an important legal institution in an early 

expression of democracy. Originally, it was the central governing body of Athens, but 

under the newly emerged democracy, it was primarily the court with jurisdiction over 

cases of homicide and certain other serious crimes. Members of the Areopagus were 

men who had served as one of nine magistrates in lower courts who had exercised their 

duties well and were appointed.  Tenure on the Areopagus was for life.  

So in this speech, Paul is addressing chief magistrates, lawyers, judges.  Together with 

his entourage, Paul had been wandering throughout the city of Athens - the markets, 

the neigborhoods, the parks and public gathering places and he noticed many 

installations of public art.  One in particular caught his eye and when he is given the 

chance to speak to this gathering of top legal minds, in a city that values good thinking 

and artful debate, he remembers it. 

 

It was an altar with an inscription that read ‚to an unknown God.‛  Can you see it in 

your mind?  In a public place, a market square, or public arena, or park, there would 

have been a large stone alter, carved likely on location. Ornate, maybe in white marble. 

It would have looked like any large alter in any synagogue or temple, Paul would have 

recognized it immediately.  The artist would have inscribed it: ‚to an unknown God.‛  

Anything sacrificed on this table, says the artist, is being sacrificed to something we do 

not know – an idea, a thought, a person, a deity, an angel. Perhaps the artist was 

encouraging people to think about who they kill animals for...and why.  In a city that 

embraces critical thinking and fine art, this would have been brilliant. 

 

Paul engages in a bit of theological reflection and creative engagement of his audience 

to give witness to what he knows experientially.  God  - unknown to the artist who 

carved the alter, is in fact, the God of creation – heaven and earth, the source of 

everything.  This God doesn’t live in shrines or statues or installations of public art built 

by human hands.  This God is the God of experience; the God of ultimate reality.  This 

God is the God in whom we live and move and have our being.  Speaking to legal 

minds that spend their lives focussed on dispensing justice, Paul says this God is not a 

God of discourse, or laws; this God is revealed in the life of a person.  Upon the 

standards of this person’s actions all actions will be judged.   

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/vor?target=en%2C0&collection=Perseus%3Acollection%3AGreco-Roman&lookup=Athens&formentry=1&template=&.submit=Search&searchText=&alts=1&extern=1&group=collcat&.cgifields=alts&.cgifields=group&.cgifields=extern&.cgifields=type


It has been a troubling week. It has not felt like Easter to me at all and what I’m about to 

say may be troubling to hear. It’s been troubling to think about.  I have carried a heavy 

heart since Sunday night when I heard US President Barak Obama tell the American 

people that he gave approval to a special unit of highly trained military personnel to 

undertake a mission that would seek and assassinate the one man in the world for 

whom there was a nation-wide hate.  I even thought I saw a hint of a smile of 

satisfaction on Obama’s face when he announced that Osama Bin Laden had been killed 

in a military operation.  The fact that the nature of that operation now looks more like a 

witch hunt on an unarmed man than a firefight leaves me even more troubled. 

 

There was dancing in the streets.  Not five minutes after the announcement was made 

Youtube videos were popping up on the internet showing people dancing and 

celebrating, lifting champagne glasses in the air because enemy number one was dead.  

My Facebook account was bombarded with messages on both sides of an argument for 

celebrating.  On my blog this week I simply celebrated the fact that my children are 

older and I don’t have to be the parent of a five year old, a ten year old, or a 14 year old, 

trying to explain why some people, including world leaders, think killing is an 

appropriate response to killing. 

 

I remember when 9/11 happened.  Isn’t that interesting.  All I have to say is 9/11 and 

you know exactly what I’m talking about.  The irony that 911 is the number we call in 

cases of emergency is not lost on any of us.  I had begun a new ministry in a new city 

only six weeks earlier.  And there we were, looking at one of the most horrific acts of 

violence in my time...played out on public television.  Its not the worst act of human 

violence against humans. Many of you will have seen a lot worse.  Its the first in my 

experience.  People flooded to churches the Sunday after that Tuesday.  When my 

colleague and I organized a hastily crafted worship/vigil service on Wednesday 

evening, I was criticized publicly, in the grand foyer of the church, for not having 

played the battle Hymn of the Republic and Onward Christian Soldiers.  I nearly 

vomited.  I kept asking why?  Why does this kind of retribution exist?  I believe that’s 

what it was...retribution...a perception of retribution.  Retaliation, Revenge. Pick your 

word.  Why? It was my only question...How did this happen? 

 

And I prayed that the American administration would ask the same question.  Why?  I 

prayed they would ask it at a level that would honour their status as a leading nation. I 

prayed the administration would ask why so that they might offer statesmanship, 

wisdom, grace to the world as the nation with the world’s greatest wealth and military 

power.  Instead, a posse president from Texas spent billions in revenge in the name of 

God. 

 



So Osama Bin Laden, perpetrator of the worst case of violence on North American soil 

is dead.  The guns are still firing. The flag draped coffins are still coming home. And I 

wonder how terrorism has been eliminated by what we’re discovering was an act of 

terrorism? More frightening – how many terrorists were created because of this act of 

terrorism?  Do we really think that violence ends violence?  Do we really think this? 

 

And what about the unknown God?  The God of ultimate experience?   I heard an 

American Sikh interviewed on CBC Radio's ‘The Current’ this week boldly speak the 

gospel of Jesus as I have come to know Jesus.  She said something like this.  'As long as 

we continue to dehumanize our enemies, it’s easy to kill them. However, when we 

retain our enemy’s humanity, no matter what they have done to perpetuate hate in the 

world, we face a hologram of ourselves.'   

 

Paul, a converted and devout follower of the Jesus of Nazareth says to the lawyers and 

judges in his audience – forget your text book judgment. Judgement comes not in the 

law...it comes in the lived reality of a person who says from a crucifying cross ‚forgive 

them Father, for they know not what they do.‛   

 

Yesterday for me was a very quiet day.  I did some laundry, I cleaned my little 

apartment and I reflected on what it means to try to be a faithful person, to myself, to 

my family, to the people who have called me into leadership.  I sat with a book called ‚I 

Shall not Hate‛ written Dr. Izzeldin Abuelaish, simply referred to as the Gaza Doctor.  I 

bought it at the garage sale.  The gaza doctor grew up in a Palestinian refugee camp in 

the Gaza Strip, the land of rubble and ruin over which Israel and Palestine have fought 

for nearly a generation. In 2009, months after the death of his wife to cancer, Israeli 

shells hit his home killing three of his eight children and a niece. In this gripping tale he 

wrote the words of the gospel ‚To those who seek retaliation, I say, even if I got revenge 

on all the Israeli people, would it bring my daughters back? Hatred is an illness. It 

prevents healing and peace.‛ 

 

Friends, we are in the season of Easter.  How do we respond with what we have heard 

today?  As much as I wrestle with Paul’s theology, his words ring true for us today. 

‚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.‛   Paul points to Jesus. He points to 

the man.  He points to Jesus’ way of being in the world.  



This Jesus, the one whom we follow, points to the path of peace.  Friends, I believe this 

to be the path at the level of global relations, I believe it to be the path between you and 

me. Jesus said to his followers; "There is a saying, 'Love your friends and hate your 

enemies.' But I say: Love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute you! In that way 

you will be acting as true children of your Father in heaven.‛  May we in this place be 

true children of heaven measured by how we love our enemies.  Then it really will be 

Easter. 

Amen. 

  

 

 

 

 


