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SERMON:  GIVE  THEM  AN  INVITATION. . . PLEASE!
SIXTH  SUNDAY  OF  EASTER 
FIRST  CONGREGATIONAL  CHURCH, BLUE  HILL

 Who is Peter? Marsha just read us a passage from the first epistle of Peter. Who is he? Well, for starters, he was not originally “Peter”.   His parents had named him Simon. When his brother, Andrew introduced him to Jesus, Jesus gave him the name “Cephas”, which in Aramaic, the commonly spoken language of Jesus and the working class, means “rock”. In Greek, the language of the educated classes, and the language used for most of the New Testament writings, the word for “rock” is “Petras” or “Peter”.
 Jesus says to Peter, “On this rock, I will build my church”, meaning that Peter’s faith was so rock solid, that this faith would be the cornerstone of what was to ultimately become worldwide Christianity. Roman Catholic tradition would even say that Peter was the first Pope and that leadership of the church was handed down from Peter to a continuing line of papal successors (though history would document that at times there were two simultaneous popes, and there were a few who were pretty sleazy)
Peter, James, and John were partners in a lucrative fishing business when they first encountered Jesus. After He miraculously gave them an enormous haul of fish after a day in which they had previously  caught nothing, they realized that Jesus was their guy; he was indeed the Son of God. They dropped everything, became his disciples, and followed Him throughout the rest of His earthly ministry and beyond.
Peter was a hot head. He was brash and impulsive, but passionate, passionate in his love for Jesus, and passionate in his mission and ministry in the aftermath of Jesus’ life on earth. He wanted, desperately to share his knowledge of Jesus with others, and this desire was abundantly obvious when that passion permeated his preaching.
The Bible gives us two Petrine epistles, 1st Peter and 2nd Peter, although the authorship has been questioned. First Peter seems to fit Peter’s personality. If written by Peter, it was probably written with the assistance of a scribe. A rough hewn fisherman would have been unlikely to possess much in the way of writing skills, and a scribe could have helped Peter to express himself and record his thoughts in the formal epistolary format considered acceptable for that time.
Second Peter . . . not so much. The much more eloquent linguistics  of this epistle imply that this may have been authored by someone with much more education than Peter the fisherman. 
In the passage from the first Petrine letter that we just heard we are given a lesson in both “How to share the Gospel” and “How to speak the truth in love”.
We can see, even in that short passage, Peter’s intense desire that his readers not fear telling people about Jesus. He asks that they be prepared to account “for the hope that is in you”. 
I imagine we could easily extrapolate to say that WE should be prepared to account for why we believe what we do and why we are who we are. Why do we want to come to church, to hang out with this darling, quirky, occasionally annoying assortment of people with diverse gifts, different opinions, and a potpourri of lifestyles? How do we know that we are loved? What motivates us to care for one another and for our community. If someone were to ask, would you be prepared to, on a dime, answer these questions for anybody, no matter who is posing the question?
In case we’re nervous about talking about our faith, or about how our faith impacts our volunteer work, or our politics, or the way we live our lives, Peter reassures us, saying “Who’s going to want to hurt you if you’re eager to do good? But even if you do get hurt (either physically or emotionally) for doing good, you are blessed.” He’s making the point that the rewards for doing what is right far outweigh the risks, the downsides.
Peter goes on to give us an important tip for talking to people about topics that could be controversial or potentially not well received. He advises that we “do it with gentleness and respect.” OK, true confessions here: When I watch the news, I find some of it to be pretty  infuriating. I talk back to some of the characters in the news and tell them exactly what I think they are doing wrong. However, I would like to think that if we were actually sitting across the table from one another, I would have the courage to remember that they too are God’s children and I am called upon to love them as God loves them. I would hope that I would be able to interact with them with “gentleness and respect” including the respect of listening to them, and of hearing what their needs and motivations are.
Peter gives us this excellent advice, and Paul gives us an equally excellent example of how to do it.
“Paul stood in front of the Areopagus . . . “  OK I’m guessing that not all of you know what the Areopagus is. Forgive me if I’m underestimating anybody’s knowledge base here, but I imagine that  at least a few of you aren’t familiar with that word. “Are” or “Ares” was the Greek god of war, in some ways comparable to the Roman god, Mars for whom the planet Mars was named.
What is distinctive about the Greek version of this god, is that the Greeks believed that Ares was responsible for ruthless, cruel, unjustified, power hungry, chaotic war, while the goddess Athena was responsible for “just war”, the kind that is engaged in to protect and  restore peace and order or to right wrongs. 
Our Christian faith has embedded in it, some of the best of Greek philosophy. St. Augustine in the 300s reminded Christian thinkers of and solidified the concept of “just war” as the Greeks envisioned it under Athena. This was later refined by St. Thomas Aquinus and subsequently by later Christian thinkers, with the addition of concepts such as, “War must be the last resort when all else has failed to bring peace and order and to right wrongs.” Another concept, “proportionality” says that if an aggressor has injured you, you must not retaliate in any greater measure than the original injury.
The second part of the word “Areopagus is “Pagus” is a rock or something that is as hard and fixed as a rock. It is also used to mean something that is permanently joined. We use that root word in medicine to refer to conjoined twins. For example, we have the term craniopagus twins, those who are born joined at the head and who share some of their skull.
Areopagus thus literally means the hill or rock of Ares, the vicious god of unjust war. The term Areopagus referred both to a specific limestone hill of that name in the city of Athens AND to the high council and court, comprised of religious leaders, Greek philosophers such as Epicureans and Stoics, and of legal experts, all of whom met on that hill regularly. This council was respected for its authority and impartiality, and had the responsibility for deciding issues of law, philosophy, education, and religion. 
In addition to being known for its impartiality and its fair and well-reasoned decisions, it was a group that was open to new ideas and learning. The group invited Paul to speak before the Council and listened carefully to what he had to say.
Here was Paul, a guy who had been actively and somewhat self-righteously persecuting Christians until he was sauntering down Damascus Road one day and was knocked right off his donkey by a blast from the Lord. We know how this, the most startling and momentous event of Paul’s life enabled him to see the error of his ways and to do a complete turn around of his raison d’etre, his life’s purpose. Instead of continuing to persecute  Christians, Paul became the most ardent advocate for Jesus and for people’s need to develop a relationship with him. Both from Scripture and from secular historians such as Josephus, we have more information about Paul and his missionary journeys than we have about any other Christian missionary of the time, more even than of any of the individual disciples. Some would even say that without Paul and the fervor with which he dedicated the remainder of his life to spreading the Gospel, we would not have the world wide Christian church as we know it today. 
Paul was gracious and respectful when he spoke to the Areopagus. He started by affirming the spirituality of the people of Athens. As he was walking through the city he came across an altar which, according to its inscription, was dedicated “to an unknown god.” The Greeks were wildly polytheistic. Their Pantheon included a gazillion gods, one to cover just about everything and every activity in existence. They probably had a god to cover blowing your nose! 
Because there are so many aspects to existence, some of these gods had to do double duty, handling multiple issues. For example, Poseidon was the god of the sea, of earthquakes and of horses. Despite this myriad of gods, the Greeks were so concerned that they might not be appeasing every god who needed to be appeased that they tried to stay safe by creating that altar to the unknown god.
 Paul wisely used that opening to tell this learned council about the god who was unknown to them but who is the one true God. He shared with them multiple truths about God, including the fact that God made the world and everything in it especially all of the people in the world, and the fact that God doesn’t live in shrines and doesn’t have needs that we must meet or appease. Paul points out that even some of the Greek poets have said the we humans are God’s offspring and that this true God was not formed in the imagination of humans. 
What can we learn from Peter’s advice and Paul’s example? 
1. Don’t be afraid to share what you believe and why you believe it. This doesn’t mean ram it down somebody’s throat. That’s just obnoxious! But if you are asked why you do the good things that you do, or live the way that you do, don’t be afraid to answer.
2. ALWAYS, and I repeat, ALWAYS be gentle and respectful. Just as you would not want some pushy person to try shove their politics or their religion or their lifestyle on you, afford them the same respect. 
3.  Just as Paul noticed the altar to the unknown god, observe and listen to aspects of others’ lives so that you can converse with them about things that are meaningful to them. If you want to try to help people see things from a different perspective, listen to where they are at the moment and meet them there.
4. Don’t just give up on helping people to see important issues from a godly, loving perspective and don’t just give up on them because you think that talking with them is too difficult. First, remember that they too are God’s children, and just like you and I, need all the love they can get.
Jesus says “Behold, I stand at the door and knock.” He doesn’t bash down that door. He doesn’t run rough shod over the feelings of the people He’s trying to reach, and nor should we. He kindly and graciously INVITES them into relationship with Him, and so should we.

                                                                                                                           AMEN
