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Paul arrives in Athens, with a bit of time on his hands as he waits for Silas and Timothy to
catch up with him after being rushed out of Beroea. As he begins exploring the city, he
becomes keenly aware of the vast diversity of ideas, philosophies, and religions woven into
Athenian life. Paul is distressed, bothered by what he encounters; and he argues with fellow
Jews in the synagogue and with strangers in the marketplace. While this seems like odd—even
rude—behavior for a visitor, this kind of exchange was the way of Athens. As the text tells us:
“All the Athenians and the foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling
or hearing something new.”! New ideas are the currency; debate is the shared language. Paul’s
ideas are utterly unlike anything the Athenians have heard before. They decide he is a
“pretentious babbler,” or an “amateur” as other translations read. As my friend and colleague
Shannon Kershner writes:

The actual word [means] ‘seed picker.” This term was used about birds. But, by

extension, it became a word that referred to people who ‘pick up scraps of information,

especially technical terms, and use them without knowing their meaning or broader
context in which they are used.?
So Paul is all but written off by at least a few Athenians for being out of his depth, a strange

bird picking at and scattering seeds.
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In my continuing quest to grow pretty things in my yard alongside the beautiful things
planted long before we moved into our home five years ago, | decided to try a bit of chaos
gardening this spring. My dear German grandfather would be appalled. He cultivated his
exquisite roses and his gorgeous tomatoes with orderly devotion, in impeccably tidy beds
carved out of his perfectly weed-free lawn. | on the other hand stumbled across the notion of
chaos gardening in my Instagram feed (maybe the bots know me a little too well?). As you may
know, chaos gardening involves mixing a variety of seeds together and scattering them in
shallow soil, without worrying about neat rows. And as one article emphasizes, “If you plant a
chaos garden, you must be ready for surprises and total unpredictability, as you don’t know
what will grow.”?

In this moment in Athens when Paul is ridiculed for his seed picking ways, he makes a
choice. He does not grow defensive, bash the Athenians’ practices, or smash their shrines. In
the words of scholar Willie James Jennings:

Paul, [a faithful Jew] is rightly greatly disturbed by the idolatry all around him, but now

he will do something stunning and marvelously productive with his outrage. He will not

turn away from [those around him], but toward them. This is what the gospel
demands—a reaching toward and a reaching out.*
Paul begins reaching out by addressing the gathered crowd on their terms. He chooses to

scatter seeds. He praises their religiousness. He makes it clear that he has spent time carefully
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observing their shrines and their practices, taking particular note of one dedicated to an
unknown god. He sees their devotion to this unnamed, unknown god as a bridge, a way to
connect their worship of a god they do not know to the worship of the one true God. This is
the God Paul knows and more importantly, this is the God who knows Paul, loves Paul, and
claims Paul as his own. This same God wants to know those in the Athenian crowd and wants
that same crowd to know him, too. So Paul scatters some seeds, not entirely sure if any will
take root.

He does this not by poking holes in their beliefs but by sharing his own story, the story of
the God who created everything and everyone. This God is not contained by shrines or by
anything shaped by human hands. Paul then speaks of our shared human inclination to fumble
or grope toward God, the God who is not far from us, the One “in whom we live and move and
have our being.”

When | was a freshman at Davidson, | was initially fairly faithful in getting myself out of
bed and into a pew at Davidson College Presbyterian Church, affectionately known as DCPC.
One Sunday | brought a bulletin back to my dorm room so that | could clip out the prayer of
confession that began with that phrase and post it on my bulletin board alongside invitations
to freshman mixers and stubs from football tickets. The words were familiar; | had prayed them
numerous times in my own home church, but | don’t think it was the confessional piece that |
was clinging to. | was a teenager who was in the thick of encountering new people and new
ideas on a daily if not hourly basis. | loved it and it terrified me and knocked me off my

moorings. And in my own fumbling and groping, the words of that prayer gave me a deep and



needed reassurance that | could not stray from God'’s presence. Even then, in my own little
chaotic life in my new strange world, God was the one in whom | still lived and moved and had
my being. | still find deep reassurance in those words. Paul does, too. And he offers that
reassurance to these strangers, the same ones who find him ever so strange.

For all my occasional frustrations with the Apostle Paul, | am struck by his humility here.
Yes, he is a powerful and persuasive rhetorician with big ideas and bold claims. He is also fully
honest that everyone fumbles and flounders in life in general and in the life of faith, too. Paul
did. After all, Paul himself had to be held by the hand and led to a safe place by others after the
risen Christ confronted him on his way to Damascus. This humility enables Paul to connect with
those who are curious about the outlandish claims he makes. His proclamation, his preaching
is grounded not in a desire to bludgeon anyone into believing but in an honest telling of the
profound impact God has had on him.

Throughout my decades in ministry there have been constant voices who worry about
making faith, Jesus, scripture, and church relevant, and my stubborn contention has been that
Jesus—along with scripture, faith, and church—does not need my help to be relevant. The God
| know in Jesus could not be more relevant in this moment. When the world is on fire and
neighbors are divided and children go hungry and young people are perilously anxious and
nations rage against nations, the story of the God we meet in Jesus Christ is urgently relevant
all on its own. My job is to tell the story, to share my story of my fumbling and God’s constant
faithfulness, unfailing love, and merciful forgiveness. That’s the church’s job, too. The church

loses its way when it forgets that, when we begin to believe that we can bludgeon others into



believing what we do or when we give the misguided impression that we who sit in these pews
and preach from this pulpit have it all figured out, that we no longer fumble for God. When
teachers work multiple jobs to feed their families, when hatred and ugliness infect every
corner of the world, when greed is celebrated and gentleness is derided, when diagnoses and
death plow into the lives of dear ones, | am the first to admit that | do not have all the answers,
that | too fumble and grope for God. And yet, even as the world churns and throws its cruel
curve balls, by the grace of God there remains this tiny seedling of hope and faith assuring me
that it is impossible for me—or for any of us—to be where God is not.> And that seedling is
there because someone somewhere planted it, scattering the great good news that God is still
at work bringing new life.

Unlike the earlier chapters of Acts, Paul does not see huge numbers of people
immediately heed his call to repent, to change their hearts and lives as one translation reads.
Only a few decide to join him and become believers on the spot—Dionysius, Damaris, and
some others. Some scoff at Paul’s claims and then there are still others who are curious to hear
more at some point. Paul heads on his way, leaving seeds of gospel hope scattered in his wake.

On our best days, we the church continue Paul’s work, scattering the seeds of faith we
ourselves have received, inviting others to hear the Good News that continues to change our
own hearts and lives. We cannot control where or if the seeds will take root; that’s not our job.
Our job is to keep inviting others to hear and experience the story of how deeply God loves us

and everyone else, how we are called to love God and neighbor and help one another do the
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same, and how God is at work even now redeeming a world others think is a lost cause. We
practice and embody that story over and over again in here not simply for the sake of going
through the motions on any given Sunday, but to help us do our faithful best to live the story
and share it out there. We gather around the font to hear the promise that God loves, claims,
and stands ready to forgive us and everyone else when we fail and fumble. We gather around
the Word read and proclaimed to hear reminders of God’s determination to redeem us along
with the entirety of creation. We gather around this table to remember and give thanks for the
gift of God’s own Son, Jesus Christ, to celebrate his resurrection, God’s triumph over sin, death,
and everything else that tries to separate us from God and one another, and to anticipate to
the joyful heavenly feast where no one goes hungry and no one sheds another tear. And then
we go out from this place to scatter seeds of faith, humility, love, grace, hope, and justice, to
do a bit of holy chaos gardening in the name of the One who gives us life and breath, the One
who is never far from us, and the One who promises to never let us go.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.



