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A Homily by          “Pray, Pray, Pray for Repentance”
The Rev’d Jo Popham                               6th Sunday of Easter

May 29, 2011
Acts 17:22-31

In the small village of Medjugorje in Bosnia-Herzegovina north of Greece, Mary, the

mother of Jesus, has been appearing and giving messages to the world for three decades

now. Her message is: “I have come to tell the world that God exists. God is the fullness

of life, and to enjoy this fullness and peace, you must return to God.” Pilgrims to

Medjugorje have heard the same message over and over: pray so that the world will

return to God. Pray, pray, pray. Again and again Mary’s message is to pray, pray, pray.

Pray until prayer becomes life to us – life-giving – life affirming. Pray, pray, pray until

prayer becomes our way of life. Since the apparitions began in 1981, millions of people

of all faiths from all over the world have visited Medjugorje and have left spiritually

strengthened and renewed. Countless unbelievers have been converted and the physically

or mentally afflicted have been healed.

My brothers and sisters, God desires to save us and “he commands all people

everywhere to repent” We are saved because “by a man” – by Jesus – God “has given

assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”1 We have a choice whether to answer

God’s call to repentance or not. And how can we repent except by prayer? To repent is to

turn around, to make a marked change in the direction of our lives. So we need to pray,

pray, pray for repentance.

Paul repented and made a drastic change in his life. Yes, it was prompted by a

blinding light, but I wonder what it would take to make a completed turn-around in our

lives. For some who are called to ordained ministry, it takes just such a conversion

experience like the one that Paul experienced. But for the majority of us who are called to

do a certain ministry – whether as our vocation or our avocation – it is more process of

small revelations over a long period of time, often in moments of prayer. We must be

receptive to God’s presence to hear God’s call. And in our world it is hard to hear with
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the cacophony of distractions that we experience every moment of every day. So we must

find time to pray, to be open to hearing God speak to us. We must pray, pray, pray. Our

prayers might bring us to repent, but our prayers may just lead us to pray for the

conversion of the hearts of others as well. Our prayers might equip us to learn the culture

of others so that we can effectively engage the Gospel with them. Surely this is what

happened to Paul.

Paul’s second missionary journey began from Antioch. He traveled northwest through

Asia Minor – (our modern day Turkey) to Lystra on the Persian Royal Road and Troas on

the Aegean coast and then on to Macedonia (now the country of Greece) where he

founded churches in Phillipi and Thessalonica. Then Paul went on to Beroea (known now

as Veria) and then to Athens. He was not so far from Medjugorje in Bosnia-Herzegovina,

in Croatia. On the edge of the marketplace in Athens, called the Agora, Paul stopped to

preach and teach the Athenians. On one side was the Areopagus. It was a low hill with

seats cut into the stone where the council met.2 This was where the court of appeals sat

for criminal and civil cases in Athens. The Acropolis was nearby.

The city was full of idols. The Athenians had a great interest in the divine. And they

were very open to philosophical and religious discussions. Now Paul had been a Pharisee,

well schooled by one of the greatest of Jewish teachers – Gamaliel. But after his

conversion he had argued Christianity in many synagogues and marketplaces using his

deep understanding of the belief systems of those he was evangelizing. He was – and still

is  – perhaps the best of Christian apologists, and the best defender of the faith to

unbelievers. And so Paul appealed to the Athenians on their terms. Paul brought the good

news of the resurrection to a people whose culture was very different than those to whom

the Gospel was first proclaimed. Paul’s audience at the Aeropagus included those who

followed the philosophy of Epicurus who hoped to achieve happiness through the

pleasure derived from knowledge and friendship and virtuous living. And there were also

the Stoics among Paul’s listeners who placed much store in being good and achieving

peace of mind (or happiness) through virtuous living as well.3 The Epicureans and Stoic
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philosophers must have thought he was dabbling in their philosophies, proclaiming the

divinity of foreigners by speaking of Jesus and the resurrection. They may well have

thought that Paul was saying that Jesus was a god – but through their Athenian eyes with

a lower case “g.” These ancient philosophers were sure that their sages – people of moral

and intellectual perfection – would never suffer – quite a contrast to the philosophy of 1st

century Christians who followed the teachings of one who suffered terribly for the sake

of many.

Of course Paul encountered opposition to his message. Some of the Greeks were able

to open their hearts to understand and accept that God raised Jesus from the dead. But

raising a human being to divine status was hard for them to hear and understand. But

some did. Others were open to further discussion. And others could not embrace the

divinity of a human at all; their hearts and minds were closed; there was no conversion.

But Paul had faith because he himself had undergone a true metanoia – a complete

change of heart. True repentance happened through his experience on the road to

Damascus. For Paul it was a dramatic metamorphosis. In the Greek philosophical sense

his mindset – his will – was completely changed. When Paul’s eyes were opened he saw

the world differently. So he knew how he must speak to those who had very different

ways of thinking – those whose philosophies were not steeped in the faith of the one God.

Paul began by praising the Athenians for their religious piety4 noting their many gods

– their “objects of worship”5 – but then he pointed to their shrine to the unknown god.

Paul knew that god – for it was and is THE God – our God – who made the world and is

Lord of us all.6 Paul appealed to their own philosophical attitudes –  Stoical unity as well

as natural boundaries7 but those divided by faith rather than earthly borders. The Greeks

that Paul taught did not need to limit their worship to mere idols for they themselves were

children of THE God of all. And the final appeal of Paul was most convincing for the

thinkers of the time and for our time as well: they – and we – are not to be limited by our

own imaginations. The one true God is so much larger than our own thinking. And God
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loves and cares for us so much, and God assured them – and us –of this love and mercy

by raising Jesus from the dead. All they – and we– need do is turn around – change our

thinking drastically – repent – experience metanoia. To achieve a life full of happiness

and peace – the ultimate goals of Epicurians and Stoics alike, and I dare say the goal of

all of us 21st century people, as promised by Mary’s messages in Medjugorje – to achieve

this fullness of life all we need to do is turn to God.

So searching for God is not enough, Paul told the Athenians. It is NOT enough for us

to merely be seekers. No, we are called to go further than the Greeks who searched and

groped for God.8 We are called to find (and be found by) God and to love God and to

obey God and to serve God. God is never far away. Indeed God is ever present with us

and with all people. To play with words that Matt Stobbs used in a recent children’s

sermon, we need not play “hide and  seek” with God because we are already a found

people – God has already found us – and we have found God.

Paul wisely identified the cultural differences that might be obstructions to the

Athenians ability to hear the good news of Jesus Christ. What are the impediments to our

prayerful outreach to non-believers? Do we bother to get to know one another’s customs

and cultures?  Our different ways of life are not mutually exclusive to believing in God

and Jesus Christ as his son. Rather belief in God and God’s son is a catholic – a universal

concept –is meant for all of God’s people – ALL of God’s people. So when we pray,

pray, pray – as we are called to do – let us pray for those who do not hear God’s voice or

see God’s hand at work in the world around us. Let us pray for their conversion, whether

sudden or incremental. Pray for repentance, for metanoia, for a complete change of heart

so that all will hear and believe through our Lord Jesus Christ.

                                                  
1  Acts 17:30-31.
2  The Areopagus was situated on the Rock of Ares. Greek mythology has it that
Ares – the Greek god of war – was supposedly tried there by the gods for the murder of
Poseidon’s son.
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3  Certainly my descriptions are understatements of these two schools of thought during
the Hellenistic period.
4  Acts of the Apostles (“Acts”) 17:22.
5  Acts 17:23.
6  Acts 17:26.
7  Acts 17:26.
8  Acts 17:27.


