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Opening Prayer 

God of the good news that spreads faster than fear, God of the courage that comes from 

the heart: Be with us as anxieties rise and with us as uncertainty grows. Be with us when 

children ask difficult questions, and with us when parents seem farther away. Remind us that 

to be a community does not always mean to be physically present beside those we know 

well. It also can mean being spiritually present with those who feel very alone; and that you 

as our God, the God made flesh, are also the God who calls us from the tumult and tells us 

to be still and to know that you are God with us.  

Amen. 

 
Prayers for Community in a Time of Pandemic © The Corrymeela Community, 2020 

  

 

Acts 17.22-31 

Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, ‘Athenians, I see how extremely 

religious you are in every way. For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the 

objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, “To an unknown 

god.” What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. The God who made 

the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines 

made by human hands, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, 

since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. From one ancestor he 

made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and 

the boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would search for God and 

perhaps grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us. For 

“In him we live and move and have our being”; as even some of your own poets have said, 

“For we too are his offspring.”  Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that 

the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of 

mortals. While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all 

people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world 

judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance 

to all by raising him from the dead.’ 

 

Sermon 

The other day someone wrote to me asking where the voice of the church was during this 

time of crisis and anxiety. Years ago, the church would have been at the centre of things; 

leading the nation in prayer and offering wise counsel. But as one church report said, the 

Church is not at the heart of the affairs of men and women as once it was. That report was 

written in 1964. But it’s true. 
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And – if you will forgive a sporting analogy - it is as if, for the church, every game is an away 

fixture. We are not at home in this culture as once we were. The gradients and 

characteristics of the pitch are all new to us. Support for us is at best contested but is often 

overwhelmed by opposing or challenging voices. The culture – how we do things – has not 

been shaped by us. It’s their songs – not our songs – that we can hear. We are not at home. 

And yet huge opportunities have opened up for us and, especially at this time of crisis, we 

are finding that we are connecting with people who live very different lives from us and who 

believe very different things. 

So I am really pleased that one of the readings we have for today is from Acts 17 and it tells 

of how, two thousand years ago, Paul the Apostle was stuck in Athens waiting for a couple 

of friends to arrive. But Paul was not the kind of man to just take a holiday. Instead he 

walked around Athens looking at the objects of their worship. 

Being a convert to Christianity from Judaism, he was intensely monotheistic. He believed 

that there was only one God. But here he was, wandering among various shrines to a whole 

panoply of gods. He knew that he was not at home. This really was an away fixture. 

At some point (it doesn’t say when), he sat down and read their poetry. He found out as 

much about the Athenian culture as he possibly could. And then he threw himself into the 

fray, going to the synagogue and the market place and debating with the people there. 

Athens was a place that thrived on debate. They loved to hear and discuss new ideas - 

especially about religion. After making something of an impact, Paul was invited to speak at 

what I guess amounted to the theology department of Athens University. He can’t have had 

long to prepare, and yet he knew this was a crucial opportunity - but what was he to say? 

Even though their devotion to pagan gods had disturbed him, he couldn’t just stand up and 

rubbish them; that would be it. They’d just stop listening. He had to present his message 

about Jesus in a way that was that relevant to the context in which he found himself.  

So he cleared his throat and spoke: “Men of Athens!” he said, “I see that in every way you 

are very religious.” He then spoke about an altar he’d seen dedicated to an unknown God. 

You see – he had really done his homework. Back in the sixth century BC, there was a 

Cretan hero and philosopher called Epimenides, and he had been called to Athens to help 

the city to overcome a terrible plague. The Athenians’ own oracle had declared that the city 

was under a curse because of war crimes committed in the past, and none of the gods they 

worshipped seemed to have the power to lift the curse. As a way of resolving this dilemma, 

Epimenides suggested that there may be a god whose name they did not yet know. To test 

this idea, he sent some sheep out onto Mars Hill in Athens to graze and said that if any 

sheep lay down they would be sacrificed on an altar dedicated to this unknown god. Some 

sheep did lie down, and they were sacrificed – and the plague was duly lifted.   

Saint Paul then refers to this altar and he quotes a line from a poem about how we are all 

God’s offspring - a poem written by Epimenides. 
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Paul didn’t soften his message. He didn’t mince his words; He talked about repentance and 

judgement - and resurrection. Some even sneered, but others showed an interest; they 

wanted to know more. And, in time, the people there would turn away from paganism and 

churches would be built where once their shrines had stood. They would embrace this faith 

that had sounded so strange to them but now seemed to make perfect sense. 

What this amazing story gives us is a model of how we should engage with the world 

around us. What is God wanting to say to people today? To friends and relations who do 

not share our beliefs but are intrigued by how we are responding to things? To those with 

whom we come into contact through work in Zoom meetings or Team meetings or by 

email? To those who choose to watch - maybe even for a moment - some of our online 

services? To those struggling to make sense of these strange times in which we live? 

And perhaps one thing we can say - because we are modelling it and we are living it day 

after day after day - is that God – our God – is in the thick of this stuff with us. That the 

God who made the world and everything in it does not live in shrines or church buildings 

made by human hands. That he is not far from each one of us. For “In him we live and move 

and have our being” 

The Church may not be at the heart of the affairs of men and women as once it was. We 

may feel that we are not at home in this culture, but in our homes and amongst those with 

whom we spend our days, we can show what it means to live and move and have our being 

in God. We can worship and pray to and be consoled by a God who – whether we are 

home or away - never leaves our side and from whose love we can never be separated. 

 

Prayers 

One of the good things to come out of these difficult times in which we are living has been 

that – at seven o’clock every evening – we gather as a family and pray for those in need, for 

those in our healthcare professions and for a cure to this disease. We use prayers from the 

Corrymeela community like the one at the start of this podcast – and we use prayers from 

the Church of England website. I will use some of the prayers we use each day as we pray 

now to the God in whom we live and move and have our being: 

Keep us, good Lord, 

under the shadow of your mercy. 

Sustain and support the anxious, 

be with those who care for the sick, 

and lift up all who are brought low; 

that we may find comfort 

knowing that nothing can separate us from your love 

in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Amen. 
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Let us pray to God, 

who alone makes us dwell in safety: 

 

For all who are affected by coronavirus, 

through illness or isolation or anxiety, 

that they may find relief and recovery: 

Lord, hear us, 

Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

For those who are guiding our nation at this time, 

and shaping national policies, 

that they may make wise decisions: 

Lord, hear us, 

Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

For doctors, nurses and medical researchers, 
that through their skill and insights 

many will be restored to health: 

Lord, hear us, 

Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

For the vulnerable and the fearful, 

for the gravely ill and the dying, 

that they may know your comfort and peace: 

Lord, hear us, 

Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

We commend ourselves, and all for whom we pray, 

to the mercy and protection of God. 

Merciful Father, 

accept these prayers 

for the sake of your Son, 

our Saviour Jesus Christ. 

Amen. 

 

 

The Blessing 

 

May the Father 

from whom every family in earth and heaven receives its name 

strengthen you with his Spirit in your inner being, 

so that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith, 

[and that, knowing his love, 

broad and long, deep and high beyond our knowledge, 

you may be filled with all the fullness of God;] 

and the blessing of God almighty, 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, 

be among you and remain with you always. 

Amen. 

 


