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I have never been to Greece, but certainly my education included a significant amount of Greek history and 

culture. I understand the earliest forms of democracy came from the city-states of ancient Greece. Socrates 

influenced education, Pythagoras gave us a mathematical theorem. I took the Hippocratic oath when I became 

an Emergency Medical Technician. From theatre to philosophy to art to theology, Greek culture has always 

played a part in how I understand the world. Even though I’ve never seen Athens in person, I know if I ever do 

visit, I will find a city full of artifacts of the most important values and ideals, and the things Greek culture will be 

forever remembered. 

 

In today’s reading from Acts, Paul shares with us some impressions he had from the artifacts of religious fervor 

he found when visiting Athens. It seems Athens has always held their heritage and history in the highest regard. 

The Acts of the Apostles was written in about the year 90. The altars Paul refers to in this chapter were 

constructed about 400 years before the common era. After nearly 500 years, the artifacts of a long-ago historical 

event in Athens are still maintained! That’s significant by anyone’s measure. 

 

In a place known for its pantheon of gods, each with its own designated temple, altar, or worship site, Athens 

must have had a glut of these altars to unknown gods in order to have made such a big impression on Paul that 

he would craft a significant theological argument around them. It may be that Paul is referring to this altar as a 

collective singular, as it’s likely there were altars to unknown gods throughout Athens. 

 

In the year 430 before the common era (or BC), Athens well was fully involved in the Peloponnesian War. During 

this war a contagious disease developed and was transmitted from the battlefields to Athens by way of a port 

city called Piraeus, about 12km southwest of Athens. Piraeus is directly connected to Athens through a long 

straight corridor bounded by walls on both sides called Long Walls. The rapid transmission of the disease, 

coupled with an unimpeded route to the population centre, resulted in the disruption of everything in Athens - 

daily life, commerce, the social order, everything. Athenians, being very religious to begin with, offered sacrifices 

and tributes to all the gods as a pea to be rescued. The gods were silent, however; leading many to believe they 

were making offers to the wrong god - but they didn’t know who the right god was!  

 

Enter Epimenides, a seer from Crete who was said to have a solution to the Athenian dilemma. As Epimenides 

made his way down the Long Walls, he saw images and prayers made to many gods, and the spectrum of 

theologies from the people desperately seeking to appease the gods. Epimenides believed that there must still 

be a god, as yet unknown to them, who would be great enough and good enough to rescue Athens from the 

plague. This god would be so benevolent that he would even forgive the people’s ignorance of his name. 

 

Epimenides ordered the city elders to release a flock of healthy sheep to graze at will throughout the city. This 

unknown god would make himself known through the behaviour of the sheep. Wherever the sheep stopped to 

rest, an altar was to be constructed, above which the elders were to inscribe the words “agnosto theo” which 

means “to an unknown god.” According to the story the plague began to lift within a week after this event. Whether 

or not that’s entirely true, the fact that the altars were maintained for hundreds of years - until Paul visited - is 

important to the story. 

 

Long after the plague departed, and Athens recovered, the altars remained, and everyone will forever know of 

the importance the Athenians placed on the restoration, health, and well-being of their community. Those things 



which a community values the most, are crafted with care, maintained with diligence, and taught to those who 

come after, so that those values will forever be associated with that community.  

 

This isn’t just a phenomenon from ancient cultures. It still happens today. Regardless of the time period, the 

message remains the same. There was something about these people, in this time, under these circumstances, 

that played an important role in the community’s identity. Just look around at the monuments and plaques to 

important people and events in the history of Maple Ridge. Look no further that the very place we call our spiritual 

home. Why is it important that we tell the tale of a river crossing? Why is it important that the image of Crickmer 

and his spouse still welcomes people through the front doors? Consider the framed plaque that reads “For King 

and Country, members of St. John the Divine Maple Ridge BC who volunteered for active service with Canada’s 

fighting forces.” These things tell of what our parish considers important, and informs what others will know about 

us. 

 

Events are a big part of what makes us into the people we are. We get to take those events and build our identity 

around it - our values, the things we decide are important about us, things that are worthy of teaching the people 

who come after us. 

 

Consider this time. I don’t know what kind of monument could be built for this, but the story of how our parish 

community was informed by this event is certainly something that should be taught to those who come after us. 

We gathered, small at first. But we grew. The desire to be in community together for prayer and fellowship was 

too great to leave off. The importance of continuing our faith formation through Bible study, and sharing prayers 

for the needs of our neighbours was too great to ignore. 

  

Central to our theology is the value of the breaking of the bread and the communion - something we’ve been 

prevented from exercising. Now that we’re beginning to plan how to be together in person once again, the 

possibility of restoring the practice of the Great Thanksgiving is being approached with the most unique 

reverence and care the world has ever seen. This absence of the Eucharist, and return to full worship with 

communion will change the ways we understand and present ourselves as followers of Jesus Christ. It forces 

us, as the plague did the Athenians, to consider our relationship with God, and our expectations of what that 

means for our interactions with others. In many ways we get to decide how the restoration of full in-person 

worship will change us. What kind of people do we want to become as we emerge from this event? 

 

There will be artifacts of this moment in time that will last well into the future. In some distant time, the next 

Apostle Paul will visit the far away city of Maple Ridge, British Columbia. He or she may come across a little 

wooden building marked “St. John the Divine.” When the next Apostle Paul inquires about the things carefully 

kept safe and maintained inside, what artifacts of our faith will describe our most precious values? Think about 

our life together as followers of the God we know, in whom we live and move and have our being. Think about 

what it means to you to continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the 

prayers. 

 

It’s unclear in the text we read today whether Paul fully understood the history behind the altars to unknown gods 

that left such a powerful impression on him. What is clear is that faith responds to life-changing events. When 

we look to God for the restoration of the health and well-being of our communities, we realize that our actions 

play a large part in what that ultimately looks like. It’s through our actions that the values of our faith are 

remembered. 

 

Let us take a lesson from the Athenians today, and consider carefully what of this time we would like to maintain 

with care as we move into the future. When future Paul uses St. John the Divine to argue a theological point, 

what evidence do we want to leave for him to show how Jesus’ disciples love one another? Where might we 



show how we proclaim by word and example the good news of God in Christ and how the dignity of every human 

being is respected? I think the evidence of how we’ve done that in the past is clear. Now let’s think of the future 

in terms of the good news. 

 


