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The Spirit of Truth inside Us
I looked up “the Areopagus” in Wikkipedia.  It is the name of the large rock outcrop that Paul stood in front of when he gave his famous speech to the philosophers of Athens.  The Areopagus rises 65 feet above the plain in Athens near the foot of the even higher flat-topped hill called the Acropolis. This even higher outcrop of rock has several ancient buildings on it, the most famous of which is the Parthenon.  
When Paul was there, Athens was one of the known world’s most famous centers of learning and culture.  Socrates had lived there and Greek plays were staged there. So when Luke, the writer of Acts, says, “Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus” and spoke to them,” the location was important.  Paul was speaking, so to speak, on the campus of Harvard or Stanford or the University of Oregon. 

I picture Paul in the village green with the 65 foot grey rock to his back, speaking to the intellectuals who gathered there.   Before speaking he had been strolling around Athens, viewing all their temples and statues, theaters and courts, lecture halls and famous public spaces, thinking about their culture and what it’s built on.  In the portion of Acts we read, he stands before them and makes a surprising observation.   “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way.”

What a strange thing to say.  I doubt they thought of themselves as religious.  Philosophy had been their attempt to get away from religion and the human sacrifice that lay behind it and yet now Paul is telling them that he sees them as “extremely religious” in “every way”.  He supports his claim by telling them that he had gone through the city and looked carefully at the objects of their worship.  I suspect some worshipped this God and some worshipped that God and some worshipped no God at all.  But everyone seemed to need something to worship, someone to follow, and some organizing center to build themselves around.  The need was so great that worshipers would construct an image of who they thought God to be and then fall down and worship the image they themselves had created.  They were looking for something.  

I think they were struggling with this question:  How do you get outside of yourself?  Where can God, the Other, who is other than you, be found?  I think we humans were created to be in relationship to God and without that relationship everything about us becomes distorted and incomplete.  They were looking to be complete.  I also think this God we are seeking is quite different than us.  God is really Other with a big “O” and in no way an extension of some aspect of ourselves.  The Athenians were religious in that they felt a need to worship something beyond themselves; every one of them, but their religion was not giving them access to anything—it was just some aspect of themselves glorified.  Are we having difficulty finding a faith that pulls us forward toward something bigger than ourselves? 
Paul reports in his study of their objects of worship that he found one altar with the inscription “to an unknown god.”  This altar caught Paul’s attention for the builder seems to acknowledge that he doesn’t know God.  If he doesn’t know, then perhaps he will be open to hearing what Paul has to say.  There is a confessional quality hidden in the inscription that Paul can build on.  

Into this void Paul pours the Gospel message that has grasped him, changing him from a man of violence to a man of peace.  Paul says, “What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”  He is saying there is something more; there is a God out there beyond them and this God is their creator and he does not live in shrines.   He does not need them to sacrifice themselves to placate him or complete him in any way.  He gave them and their ancestors’ life and land and community and freedom to search and perhaps find the source of their life.

And then Paul throws in a sentence that rattles with possibility.  It reads, “Though indeed he is not far from each one of us.”  You have been searching for something outside yourselves and this one for whom you have been searching is very close.  In fact, “in him we live and move and have our being.”  They have been searching for God and it turns out, they have been deriving their very life, energy and being from God all along.  They are the offspring of a wonderfully benevolent Creator who cannot be captured in gold, silver or stone no matter how imaginative the artist.
The Paul of Acts says that up until now, God who created the Athenians and sustained them, understood their ignorance and overlooked it.  But now that has changed.  Now God wants them to repent.  He wants them to change their minds.  I wonder how the proud intellectuals of Athens felt about being told they need to think differently.  No doubt they resisted it.  To this day philosophers are resisting even though philosophy has run out of steam and is nearly dead.
Here is Paul’s reason for telling them to think differently:  “Because God has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed.”  He tells them they need to think differently because there will come a day when the erroneous foundation of their thinking will be exposed.  Though they hide their violent, jealous and arrogant ways behind clever words, Jesus, the forgiving victim of such words, will expose them and forgive them.  This is what the cross does.  It exposes the sin we humans are caught in no matter how learned or clever we are; and it reveals God’s forgiveness in the midst of our sinning.  The man whom God has appointed judge is Jesus and his judgment is both exposure and forgiveness.  And, according to Paul, we know that Jesus comes from God because God, who has filled them with life all along without their knowing it, also raised him from the dead.  
I want now to read the first three verses from our Gospel lesson.  “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.  And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.  This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him.”
Philosophy wants to be the search for truth, and, at least from my perspective, if it is the search for truth, truth is very boring.  I think there is another way to get to the truth and this time the trip is much more enlivening, engaging and worthwhile.  It involves deciding to follow Jesus, the Christ, as revealed in the Gospels.  In John’s Gospel Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  This is John’s way of saying follow Jesus.  If you do, you will do as he does and love as he loves.  If you follow Him, you will discover the truth.
Or as Jesus put it, “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.”    This Advocate is the Spirit of Truth.  We don’t have to study philosophy to find truth; Jesus gives it to us free in the form of something that gets planted in us and thereafter never leaves.  

How can this be?  Who is the Advocate?  He is the defender of the accused, the attorney on our side, the lawyer for the defense, the comforter, our personal Perry Mason. Innocent people who had been falsely accused came to Perry Mason and he took their cases, sorted through the deceit and clever disguises in which their accuser had trapped them, and saw to it that they went free.  
Like a super Perry Mason, the Advocate knows the world is built on the backs of multiple layers of scapegoats; innocent victims falsely accused.  The Spirit of truth knows how the world works and does not hide it.  This gives those in Christ a profoundly realistic view of the workings of the world.  We see it from below where it is exposed, from behind the stage where the ropes, pulleys and curtains are in plain view.
Philosophy seeks the truth but when it comes close to it, it veers away in terror and uses words to hide its close encounter with what it does not want to face. The Spirit of truth, the Spirit that God gives to those who follow Jesus, sees all and does not hide.  The world cannot receive this same Spirit for if it did it would undermine the very mechanism it uses to animate itself.  This is why the world neither sees him nor knows him.
Jesus said, “You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.”  If we follow Jesus we have the Spirit of truth inside us.  We live in this Spirit and this Spirit lives in us.  When we have the Spirit of truth, we know that we will be falsely accused by the world and that the world is full of deceit and lies designed to mislead and shift blame.  But we have God’s truth to defend us and that truth is that we are loved.  All of us are loved.  And we are loved by a God who understands us and forgives us still.  This is what Jesus has shown us.  We carry this discovery, and its transformative power, inside us forever and nothing can take it away.  Amen.  
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