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Easter 6, Year A 
May 21, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
The request took me by surprise,  
though I suppose it shouldn’t have.  
As many of you know,  
we provide space in our building  
for children’s violin and cello classes.   
Usually, the classes meet downstairs,  
but because there was a recital coming up,  
they’d asked if they could practice in the parish hall,  
so they could get used to the recital space.  
I agreed that that would be fine.  
 
But after they’d been practicing in the parish hall for a few days,  
one of the teachers came to me.  
She asked if it would be all right  
if she took down one of the pictures from our wall  
while the students were practicing.  
She said the image was quite disturbing to a couple of the students. 
  
A disturbing image in our parish hall?  
I couldn’t imagine.  
“Which one?” I asked.  
The one by the piano, she said.  
 
I mentally scanned the room,  
then realized which picture she was talking about:  
the Salvadore Dali print of the crucifixion. 
 
“Jesus?” I asked, a little shocked.  
“You want to take down Jesus?” 
 
“Well,” she said, clearly abashed,  
“it’s just that it’s a very graphic image of a man nailed to a cross,  
and a couple of my students are really sensitive,  
and I can tell it bothers them.” 
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I was incredulous.  
“Don’t they understand what that is?” I asked.  
“No they really don’t,” she said. 
She said, “You and I both grew up in the church,  
and we know what a crucifix means,  
but none of these kids go to church.  
They haven’t been taught anything about faith.  
To them, it’s a picture of a man being tortured.” 
 
I pondered what to do with this request.  
On the one hand, I certainly didn’t want to traumatize children 
who, through no fault of their own,  
had never been brought to church.  
On the other hand,  
I find the very notion of removing a picture of Jesus  
from the wall of a Christian church  
an outrageous act of cultural surrender.  
 
In the end, we agreed that we didn’t want to give any children nightmares.  
But we also agreed that no one –  
churched or unchurched –  
should be that unfamiliar  
with the meaning of this most precious Christian symbol,  
or with other basics of our Christian faith.  
And I sensed an opportunity for some evangelism.  
 
So when the students return in the fall,  
I will meet with them and their parents,  
and we’ll have a tour of the church,  
and I’ll explain what we do here and why,  
and what some of the things on our walls and in our windows mean. 
And maybe point out that much of the music  
they are working so hard to learn  
was initially written  
to the glory of that man on the cross.  
And that it was love of him 
that inspired much of the most beautiful music ever written. 
And maybe some seeds will be planted.  
You never know.  
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Now, when I was growing up, I guarantee you  
a conversation like that would never have taken place.  
At that time, in that place, just about EVERYBODY was Christian,  
and just about EVERYBODY went to church.  
And to admit that you didn’t know the meaning of the cross,  
well, you might as well have admitted you were from another planet.  
 
Of course, it’s not that way today.  
The latest figures I’ve seen, from the Public Religion Research Institute, 
show that roughly 25 percent of the American public 
is religiously unaffiliated.  
Not that they simply don’t go to church. 
But that they don’t profess to be Christians at all. 
Or Jews. Or Moslems. Or anything. 
They say they have NO religious affiliation period.  
A quarter of the population. 
Forty years ago, only 5 percent said that.  
 
But here’s the really confusing thing. 
While one in four Americans claims no religious affiliation, 
a recent Gallup poll found that 89 percent of Americans  
still believe in God. 
And almost half of those polled who claim no religious affiliation 
say that they regularly feel a deep sense of wonder at the universe, 
and about 40 percent of them say they often feel 
a deep sense of spiritual peace.  
These are the people who say they find God in sunsets 
and in walks on the beach, 
but not in any organized religion or systematic theology.  
 
I confess that often as not, 
I don’t know what to say to people 
who tell me they’re spiritual but not religious.  
Usually, the best I can come up with is something like, 
“Well, that’s a start…” 
 
So it’s instructive to read Paul’s speech before the Areopagus 
because I think it provides a model  
for talking about our faith with non-believers. 
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Paul didn’t chastise them. 
Instead, he began by naming what was admirable  
about the people of Athens,  
honoring their natural human longing for the divine, 
and suggesting that their acceptance of an “Unknown God” 
was in fact the very same God that the Jews had known all along, 
the God made human in Jesus Christ. 
 
What do you suppose Paul would say  
if he showed up today in downtown Denver?  
What if he did his teaching  
not on a Greek hill surrounded by temples,  
but inside Costco, 
or outside Broncos stadium on a football Sunday? 
 
"Denverites, I see how extremely open you are  
to learning new and astounding things,”   
he might say.  
"I know many of you say, 
‘I'm spiritual, but not religious.'  
I know how many of you   
never set food in a church or synagogue or mosque, 
yet you spend hours browsing religious books at Tattered Cover.  
Some of you wear crosses around your necks,  
or have them tattooed somewhere on your body, 
but you don't really know why.  
 
“You browse the web, 
searching for God on Google, 
hoping for some spiritual comfort.  
But you never linger long enough  
to submit yourselves to any real spiritual discipline.  
 
“Some of you say that you place your trust 
not in some invisible, unprovable God, but in science.  
And I can understand that.  
But consider what scientist Peter Higgs theorized back in 1964: 
That there must be some sort of field that pervades the universe, 
and it is this field  
that somehow endows the particles that move through it with mass. 
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Now in 1964, that was unproven, just speculation. 
But when this field was finally discovered in 2012, 
journalists described it as a kind of cosmic molasses. 
It’s what holds everything together. 
They say the Higgs boson is the substance  
that allowed everything in the universe to form, 
that allowed particles to clump together, 
and to stay clumped. 
It is the substance through which all of us 
live and move and have our being…” 
Yeah, I think that’s what Paul might say. 
 
Maybe we, too, can have faith conversations like this, 
meeting people where they are,  
not where we wish they were. 
 
Do I wish that we lived in a world  
where all children could look at a cross  
and see a symbol of love? 
Of course. 
Do I worry what the future holds  
for a culture in which the church 
appears on the verge of becoming irrelevant?  
I do.  
 
But I also have hope.  
And hope is the one resource  
that churches still have in abundance.  
And as we read in the lesson from 1st Peter, 
we must always be ready to gently and reverently 
explain to others 
exactly what the source of that hope is for us.  
 
Laura Ingalls Wilder, the author of Little House on the Prairie, 
once wrote an essay about having hope  
even in the face of frightening change. 
 
“The stream of passing years is like a river,” she wrote, 
“with people being carried along in the current.  
Some are swept along, protesting, fighting all the way,  
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trying to swim back up the stream,  
longing for the shores they have passed,  
clutching at anything to retard their progress,  
frightened by the onward rush of the strong current,  
and in danger of being overwhelmed.  
Others go with the current freely,  
trusting themselves to the buoyancy of the waters,  
knowing they will bear them up.  
And so with very little effort, they go floating safely along,  
gaining more courage and strength  
from their experience with waves.” 
 
I think she’s right.  
We can moan and complain and long for the past, 
or we can face the future with calmness and faith, 
confident that the power behind life’s currents 
is strong and good, 
and it will bear us up. 
 
All around us, people are looking for something to believe in. 
We Christians KNOW the God that they do not know.  
Our job is to introduce them to Christ 
in a way they will understand and accept.  
And while we ourselves may sometimes feel 
as if we’re swimming in a current of uncertainty and doubt, 
we CAN trust 
that the field in which we live and move and have our being, 
is none other than the one who made us and loves us; 
the one whose picture  
is hanging by the piano in our parish hall. 
Amen.  
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