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Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall – whom I consider to be a mentor – proposes that much of the story of the early church is the struggle of two world views – those of Athens and of Jerusalem. The view from Athens is that of the rational perspective, of logic, of reason. For those who live in the way of Athens, the mind is the seat of religion. Thinking is what matters most in the development of human life, from the point of view of the Greeks.

We Presbyterians, founded as we were by one well-educated French lawyer named Jean Calvin, certainly are at home in the world of Athens. We center our worship on scholarly and critical interpretation of biblical texts. We expect our pastors to be good administrators, pious believers, and caring people, but we want them, most importantly, to be students of the Bible and theology. They must have advanced degrees; in fact, there are no more highly-educated parish ministers in Christianity today than the Presbyterians. We put enormous emphasis – as did Calvin himself – on theological systems and explanations. Power belongs to those who have knowledge.

We Presbyterians are, in theologian Hall’s typology, leading citizens of Athens.

Hall argues that the countervailing world view to Athens in the first centuries of the church’s life is that of Jerusalem. From the perspective of Jerusalem, the seat of consciousness is not the mind but the heart. What matters most from this angle on human life are the relationships in which we engage. Religion lives in what Jewish philosopher Martin Buber famously called the “I-Thou” relationship. Who we trust and what we trust matter more than what we believe intellectually to be true. 

In Athens the mind has to make “leaps of logic” to get to faith. In Jerusalem, one simply follows the heart. Power and meaning reside in relationships.

We Presbyterians have long been suspicious of matters of the heart in our religious life – even though Calvin’s personal insignia was a flaming heart in an open hand. We inhabit a world of order and take great care to limit the amount of ardor that we permit to enter. We worry about sentimentality. We expect rigorous discipline of the mind and cannot abide theology that lacks sophistication or feels sloppy. 

Take our worship, for instance. The way we worship neatly reflects the theology of Athens. God will be known through the use of our mental faculties. We will hear carefully-crafted sermons from our scholar-preachers. The hymns will be selected from those the church has deemed worthy of being published and sung through the decades. The prayers, for the most part, will be scripted. Order will prevail; spontaneity will be discouraged, or at least limited – and regarded as an intrusion in the flow of the service. We get anxious when our hearts are too moved in worship.

But it does not have to be that way; one can think and feel at the same time.

This morning’s little story in the Book of Acts could be entitled, “When Athens meets Jerusalem.” Lydia, a resident of Philippi, is a Gentile steeped in the culture of Greece. Her name, Lydia, is from the Greek, and it refers to a city well-known at the time for its trade in textiles. Lydia is a successful business woman, a property owner, a leader of a community of women. She is likely a woman accustomed to places of privilege and power; after all, she is a dealer in purple cloth, and purple is the color of royalty. She must move in those circles. If we could get to know her, I would expect we would find her to be as much in control of her life and circumstances as a woman could be in that time. A woman of Athens.

One Sabbath day Lydia and her circle of women are gathered outside town, down by the river. The scene has the feel of a secret meeting, out of the way of the authorities and anyone else who would not approve of the women being together. Paul, the Jew who has become a devout follower of Jesus, is in Philippi on a mission trip, far from home. That morning Paul leaves the city and heads down to the same river where he has heard there is an open-air place of worship. Suddenly, Paul and his entourage stumble on the women. 

In that moment, Athens meets Jerusalem. Their encounter is brief but significant: it results in the first conversion of a European to the way of Jesus. Christianity spreads into Europe through a chance, almost furtive encounter down by the river on the outskirts of a city. 

We learn very little of what happens between them, but this we know: Lydia, a leader of the group gathered by that riverside, chooses to listen to Paul. “The Lord opened her heart,” the text says, “to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul.” (Acts 16:14b)

The church begins when people listen. We Presbyterians are doers; the silence required to listen often does not come easily to us. And yet the church begins by turning the old adage on its head: Don’t just do something, sit there.  Sit there and listen. 

Lydia, the Greek, opens her heart and listens to Paul, from Jerusalem. She is moved by what she hears. What do you suppose Paul says to her? If his testimony in other places in scripture is any guide, surely Paul tells his own story. “I used to be a great persecutor of those who follow Jesus. Here is what happened to me one day on the road to Damascus. I was knocked off my feet and blinded – and then God opened my eyes, and what I saw turned my life around.”

Faith begins by hearing the story of others, by building a relationship with one who is a stranger, one who even initially may be perceived as threatening. Whether we are comfortable with it or not, Christian faith requires trusting something – or someone – beyond ourselves, beyond our intellect, beyond, even, our understanding. 

The other thing Lydia learns that day at the river is that by opening her heart she connects with something that has been there all along. She discovers what the writer of Deuteronomy says: 

“Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not too hard for you, nor is it too far away. It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross to the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?’ No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.” (Deuteronomy 30:11-14)

Faith is not gained by overcoming complicated intellectual obstacles or unraveling great mysteries or solving vexatious philosophical problems. We cannot think our way into faith. We try in vain to sort out all the questions before we can reason our way into belief. Lydia learns what the Jews have long known: that God has already placed the word in her heart. All she has to do is listen to her heart to gain access to it. Athens meets Jerusalem and learns to trust the interior things: an open heart is the start of a faithful life.

If the writer of Deuteronomy is right and God’s word already resides in each of us, then our task is to hear it. Saint Teresa, the Spanish mystic of the 15th century, called God’s inner word to us “locutions.” By locutions she meant words that enter our consciousness spontaneously and mysteriously; those words convey God’s presence to us. Many of us have had such experiences, where we sense that an inner voice is reaching us from a source that is both within us and beyond us. 

In her book, Eat, Pray, Love, Elizabeth Gilbert describes her own encounters with this inner word, with these locutions. While in Rome Gilbert is suddenly beset by terrible depression and loneliness. Not wanting to medicate herself, she struggles to turn to the inner voice for help.  It is hard for her because, as is true of many of us, she naturally distrusts the interior life. She is an educated, successful writer who lives in the 21st century not the middle ages. 

She makes her way toward that inner voice by writing in a journal, but it is difficult.

“I’ve decided,” she says, “to let myself off the hook from worrying that conversing with myself on paper means I’m a schizo. Maybe the voice I am reaching for is God, or maybe it’s my Guru speaking through me, or maybe it’s the angel who was assigned my case, or maybe it’s my Highest Self, or maybe it is indeed just a construct of my subconscious, invented in order to protect me from my own torment.” (Eat, Pray, Love [New York: Penguin, 2006], p. 53)

Glibert is slowly turning toward Jerusalem. She is turning toward her heart. “The word is very near to you,” the writer of Deuteronomy says. “It is in your heart for you to observe.”

Like Lydia by the river outside Philippi, sitting at her writing desk in Rome, Gilbert understands that now is the time to open her heart, to trust her interior life. She begins to write of her anguish, all the while listening carefully to what happens inside. “In response,” she says, “somewhere from within me, rises a now familiar presence.” 

Gilbert finds herself writing down the inner locutions:

“I’m here. I love you. I don’t care if you need to stay up crying all night long, I will stay with you… There’s nothing you can ever do to lose my love. I will protect you until you die, and after your death I will still protect you.” (p.54)

She calls the experience with this word from the heart “a strange interior gesture of friendship.” A strange interior gesture of friendship. I wonder if that is how Lydia would have described what happened within her as she sat by the river and listened to her heart. 

What happens next in the scene outside Philippi is what happens next in our worship today. There is a reason why this encounter takes place next to a river: they need the water for baptism. Lydia opens her heart and longs to be marked as Christ’s own forever. An open heart leads to a changed life. Lydia and her household are baptized by Paul, and she becomes a follower of Jesus. 

To be a follower of Jesus requires listening to what goes on inside. It means letting go of the need to be in control and to have all the answers. It means trusting that God has already given you and me all we need to begin to live faithfully. 

Our spiritual lives depend on our capacity to listen to the word that dwells in our hearts. Religion, we learn after all, is a matter of the heart, of an interior experience that informs and transforms our outward living. 

The church – and you and I – need open heart spiritual surgery to reorient us in the direction of faithful living. What does an open heart look like? It lives toward others, in humility. It embraces mysteries beyond our knowing. It gives itself away in love. 

Above all, it listens.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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