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GROPING – May 17, 2020 Pastor Donna Doutt - 
Acts 17:22-31 

Until this time of COVID quarantine, my family liked to 

frequent a particular small family restaurant for 

breakfast. One morning, I found it necessary to use the 

ladies restroom. I didn’t realize that even though we eat 

at the restaurant often, my need to use the ladies 

restroom must have been fairly infrequent because I 
didn’t know that they had remodeled the ladies room.  

I pushed open the door and reached to the left to turn on 

the light, but couldn’t find the switch. Then I reached to 

the right and still couldn’t find the switch. I shut the 

door, and then of course, it was pitch black. I found 

myself groping high and low for the switch. Finally, to my 

embarrassment, I had to go back out, flag down a 

server, and ask them to turn on the light for me. They 

quickly obliged, but that light switch wasn’t anywhere 

near what the natural reach would have been. No wonder 

I couldn’t find it! But I have to say, once the light came 

on, the beauty of this newly refurbished ladies room 
bedazzled me! 

But life is like that, isn’t it? Sometimes things are more 

complicated than they could or should be. A writing I 

read recently made me think of my ladies room 

experience. The writer says,1”Sometimes instructions are 

not clear. If only God would always tell us clearly where 

to turn on the light! Yet it’s the way of things that put our 

hand out into the dark and run them up and down the 

way, trying our best to find what is not in the place we 
are looking for it. We grope.” 
                                                           
1
 Kelley, Jessica Miller. A Preacher’s Guide to Lectionary Sermon Series. Westminster John Knox Press. Lousiville, KY. 

Print.  
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In our scripture lesson today, we find the apostle Paul in 

Athens. He’s at the seat of a great council of intellectuals, 

known as the (Air-op-a-gus) Aeropagus. But Aeropagus is 
also a location, also sometimes referred to as Mars Hill.  

He had recently been run out of Phillipi, Thessalonica and 

Beroea (Be-ra-a) in Macedonia, so he was anxious to 

tread lightly and not insult anyone. Although Paul is not 

pleased with the city’s cults, he concedes that they are 

“very religious.” But I think he’s saying this as sort of 

false flattery. These people were what are called 

“polytheists.” If you’ve never heard that phrase before, it 

is minister-speak meaning that they worship more than 

one god, not necessarily OUR God. So he’s trying to be 
tactful.  

Speakers on controversial topics built rapport from the 

beginning of their speeches, reserving the most 

controversial points for the end. Most of Paul’s hearers in 

the Areopagus, who belonged to the educated elite, 

would balk at their statue-venerating heritage being 

called “ignorance,” despite admitting their ignorance of 

the unknown god. Remember he said to them, “I even 

found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN 
GOD.” 

In those days, Athenians would build alters to deities… 

gods, goddesses, divine beings…at the drop of a hat. 

They thought building an altar to a god might stop a 

plague, promote fertility, or generate bountiful harvests. 

Any occasion, need, or problem, might possibly be 
resolved by building an altar to a deity.  
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Here in this particular place on Mars Hill, the Aereopagus 

was surrounded by temples…temples to this deity or 

that…to offer a place for worship or sacrifices. How 

ridiculous was it that they had an altar to an “unknown” 
god?! 

But Paul knows what he’s here for, and that’s to 

introduce God…the God you and I know and love…his 

God…God the Father. “It is plain to see that you 

Athenians take your religion seriously. When I arrived 

here the other day, I was fascinated with all the shrines I 

came across. And then I found one inscribed, to the god 

nobody knows. I’m here to introduce you to this God so 

you can worship intelligently, know who you’re dealing 
with.” 

Then he goes on to tell them, “The God who made the 

world and everything in it, this Master of sky and land, 

doesn’t live in custom-made shrines or need the human 

race to run errands for him, as if he couldn’t take care of 

himself. He makes the creatures; the creatures don’t 

make him. Starting from scratch, he made the entire 

human race and made the earth hospitable, with plenty 

of time and space for living so we could seek after God, 

and not just grope around in the dark but actually find 

him. He doesn’t play hide-and-seek with us. He’s not 

remote; he’s near. We live and move in him, can’t get 

away from him! One of your own Athenian poets said it 
well: ‘We’re the God-created.’ 

Paul seizes this opportunity to shine light on God; to tell 

the story of God and His creation to those who didn’t 

know or understand. He’s our hero! He takes what is 

front of him, people worshipping an unknown God, and 
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forms and presents an argument to sway them to 
believing in God.  

A few years back when we opened our Faith on 68 

location in the former Zion United Methodist Church, we 

had a really tough time having people find our church. 

First of all, we said it was Rochester, but it truly wasn’t. 

It was a New Brighton mailing address. We had to go 

through a process to have the address changed to 

Rochester so that people could find the church when they 

“Googled” us. The location was more commonly 

recognized as “the place where they have that car 

cruise,” or “the place where they used to make apple 
butter.”  

Think about it. Does the world know us as a church? Do 

our passerby’s think of us having a plaque on it to an 

“unknown god?” Do they know us as the “apple 

dumpling” church? Do they know us as “the ham loaf 

dinner church?” Do they know what United Methodists 

are? How can they know that our church buildings are a 
symbolic temple to OUR God?  

In each one of our communities, at each of our church 

buildings, we have so many people that could hear our 
message.  

Matthew 9:36-38 speaks of Jesus and says, “When he 

saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because 

they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is 

plentiful but the workers are few. 38 Ask the Lord of the 

harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest 
field.” 
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My friends, people are searching. People are groping. 

They are fumbling around in the dark looking for that 

light switch. There are people who are worshiping at the 

foot of the “unknown gods” of consumerism, lust, greed, 

arrogance. Like that great tune from the movie “Urban 
Cowboy,” they’re looking for love in all the wrong places.  

So when people find their way to us, are we ready to 

meet them where they are? Like Paul, who focused his 

eloquent persuasive conversations to suit the audience to 

whom he was speaking, are we agile enough to take this 
on? 

Remember last week when we talked about questioning… 

can we help these seekers, these people, as they grope 

for senses of purpose and meaning in their lives? When 

people do find us…when they do come…sometimes 

through a death experience, grief, dissatisfaction, a 

community outreach, or some joyful event, (and our last 

year’s back-to-school event comes to mind)…how do we 

welcome them? Do we cast a suspicious eye on their 

clothing, or raise an eyebrow at the partner that might 

accompany them? Our church should not have a plaque 

on the front indicating that this is a temple to an 
“unknown god.”  

We must be nimble and ready to welcome our 

community. We should be ready to tell those seekers that 

this is where they quit groping for the light switch. God is 
our light and He shines here all the time.  

We need to be aware that because they walked through 

the door does not mean they know what we are about. 

Our rituals and procedures are common to us, but can be 

confusing to others. Looking from the outside in, our 
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practices are mysterious. It is our responsibility to put 
these people at ease and guide them.  

That brings us back to Paul at the Aeropagus. He takes 

what’s in front of him, which is the worship of an 

unknown god by the Athenians, and forms an argument 
that convinces them into believing in God.  

People will come to our door “groping.” The Rev. Dr. 

Randle Mixon is pastor of First Baptist Church of Palo 

Alto, Calif. He writes his opinion on how we can help the 

seekers by saying, “We see your spiritual hunger. Might 

we offer sustenance from our rich store of spiritual 
resource?”  

We must be quick and agile. I once heard this statement, 

“people like people like themselves.” The challenge is to 

be like Paul and find the right words, to break through 

into their world in order speak our truth respectfully, and 

effectively…graciously but honestly. Paul’s witness was 

respectful of the view of others, demonstrating insight 

into and understanding the faith of the Athenians. But at 

the same time, he insisted on sharing the truth as he had 
come to know it through his own experience.  

Rev. Mixon suggests this is a model for witnessing to 

non-Christians and also a model for witnessing to those 
of no religious persuasion.  

So think about that my friends, as you exit your vehicles 

and walk through the door to these spaces we have 

created to worship our God; others will see it as a place 

to get a free dinner, attend Scouts or N/A, or maybe to 

buy an apple dumpling. But the light is on for all of us. 

We know these places of worship are not temples to an 

“unknown god.” We know the presence of the Lord is in 
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this place. We cannot keep it a secret. Let us be ready, 
willing and able to share the Good News! 

Amen.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9k6wGkwzDU 

 

Acts 17:22-31 New International Version (NIV) 

 
22 Paul then stood up in the meeting of the 

Areopagus (Air-e-op-agus) and said: “People of Athens! I 
see that in every way you are very religious. 23 For as I 

walked around and looked carefully at your objects of 

worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN 

UNKNOWN GOD. So you are ignorant of the very thing you 
worship—and this is what I am going to proclaim to you. 
24 “The God who made the world and everything in it is 

the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in 
temples built by human hands. 25 And he is not served by 

human hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he 

himself gives everyone life and breath and everything 
else. 26 From one man he made all the nations, that they 

should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out their 

appointed times in history and the boundaries of their 
lands. 27 God did this so that they would seek him and 

perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not 
far from any one of us. 28 ‘For in him we live and move 

and have our being.’[a] As some of your own poets have 
said, ‘We are his offspring.’[b] 
29 “Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not 

think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NIV#fen-NIV-27552a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A22-31&version=NIV#fen-NIV-27552b
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an image made by human design and skill. 30 In the past 

God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands 
all people everywhere to repent. 31 For he has set a day 

when he will judge the world with justice by the man he 

has appointed. He has given proof of this to everyone by 
raising him from the dead.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


