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John Steinbeck wrote a book entitled, To a God Unknown.  His fictional character, 
Joseph Wayne left Vermont to strike out on his own to the promised land called 
California.  It was around the turn of the 20th century when Joseph staked his claim on 
a couple hundred acres.  And in the smooth flat palce where he would build his home, 
stood a beautiful old oak tree.  And from the time he received the telegram that his 
dear father had passed, Joseph found himself thinking that his father’s spirit lived on in 
that tree.  And from that time on - the tree became to him a sacred thing. When Joseph 
needed to be alone or to grieve a loss, or make a decision…when he celebrated a good 
crop, or rain, or a healthy young calf – he went to the tree – to pray or thank or praise.  
And in his mind the tree like his father was that solid sacred thing that brought him 
safely across the rugged and unknown country.  The tree would be that sacred thing 
that would keep his new California family healthy, kept the drought away, and made 
the farm prosperous.  Sometimes Joseph hugged that tree or sat under it for hours; 
sometimes he climbed it to get a new perspective on life and sometimes he danced 
around it in complete abandon. 

But there came his brother, who didn’t like the idea of that sacred tree- he called 
Joseph’s care of that tree sinful and a thing of the devil    Being a religious man, the 
brother made it clear that he believed that Joseph was a possessed heathen who 
worshiped an unknown god.  And because this brother believed that Joseph needed to 
be cleansed, and shown the light – he took an axe and in the middle of the night, cut 
that tree down – and fled.  

In the first century, the Greeks worshiped over 300 gods – and from Paul’s record, it 
appears that all of those Greek gods had their own statues. And to make sure that 
somehow they hadn’t missed a god or two, the Geeks had erected an altar, which was 
dedicated to an unknown god.   

Now as I read Steinbeck’s book and today’s scripture passage, I couldn’t help but think 
about a 2500 foot mountain in West Virginia called Sandstone Mountain – and to get 
anywhere from where I used to live - for good shopping, or a more restaurants than 
Hardees or Applebee’s you have to drive this mountain – going up it isn’t bad, coming 
back down is a different story– especially when you are a new WV resident.  For the 
first year every time I drove I-64 and my car came to the top of that mountain – and I 



looked down into a bottomless valleys that were on both sides of the road, I prayed to 
every god I knew and more often than not --included some unknown god.  I prayed in 
Jesus’ name and crossed myself like the good Catholic I am not – I chanted, said the 
Lord’s Prayer, asked my mother to keep me safe, invoked my son’s name, and hummed 
a favorite hymn- and white-knuckled my way all the way down the 5 miles of that 7% 
grade winding mountain road at 60 miles an hour. I am sure that if any one of the 
members of my church or another minister was in the passenger seat they would have 
questioned me and perhaps even rebuked me for praying to unknown gods. 

But not Paul.  He never rebuked, or scolded, or condemned.  He walked the Athens’ 
streets with the good news message and his speech sounded more like a compliment – 
People of Athens I am impressed with how extremely religious you are in every way.  
He did not accuse them of blasphemy, didn’t write them off as a people who were 
destined to burn in hell, didn’t even tell them they were wrong or misled or stupid or 
ignorant.   

What Paul did in the first century is pretty amazing.  Because it is exactly what 
ministers and churches and church members are told to do right now in the 21st 
century.  What Paul did was simple - he meet the people where they were.  And that is 
what all our church professionals and church gurus tell us to do today.  

If we want people to come to Christ, it’s probably not a very good idea to make people 
feel stupid or ignorant for believing what they believe. Probably not a great idea to tell 
someone who has not yet found their faith that they are condemned to hell and 
damnation.  And I’m pretty sure that we won’t bring people to the good Lord by reciting 
denominational doctrines to them.  It was true in the first century and equally true 
today that we – like Paul – meet people where they are. 

Think about it for a minute.  Jesus didn’t sit in some building and expect people to 
come to him.  He didn’t invite the town to meet him at the Temple for a conversation.  
One of the first things he did was to meet people where they were – working on the 
shores of the Galilee and walking among them. Now we read that he was walking on 
the beach and the men immediately followed him.  But, I ask:  Who knows how many 
days he hung out on the docks, who knows how many hours he watched his future 
disciples mend nets and bring in their catch at the end of the day.  Who knows how 
many conversations he had with those men about life, and their jobs, and their families, 
and their dreams.  Who knows how long it really took him to meet these fishermen 
where they were – before they came to the place where they believed he was someone 
very special?  And once they came to know the man – maybe that is when they 
immediately left their nets and followed.  And that’s another thing.  They didn’t just 



decide to follow him….until they were invited.  Come and see – and then I will make 
you fishers of men.   

Perhaps it is truer today than any time before - we who are inside the church sanctuary 
must – at all costs – and with every turn – meet the people where they are.  As Paul 
asks in his letter to the Romans – how will people hear and how will people know – if 
we, who have heard and do know – aren’t out there sharing the good news? 

When in Rome do as the Romans. Or like Paul, when in Greece…or like us…when in the 
hospital room, the not so nice neighborhood, the workplace…when with children or 
teenagers, our children or our grandchildren…when with those who are not sure what 
they believe and those who are more than sure..and more than sure that they and only 
they are right…we are called inside these walls to be equipped and we are called right 
back out to serve – to meet the people where they are and wherever they are.  And 
then we can invite them to come and see…. 

 


