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What the apostle Paul discovered about religion in ancient Athens was very much akin to what today we can discover about religion in our local communities—except, it was different!  Let me explain.


Paul traveled to ancient Athens with no small degree of reticence.  Though academically well trained and blessed with a mind as nimble as it was sharp, Paul recognized Athens as the international center of philosophical thought.  Here resided some of the best minds in the world related to education, commerce, art, medicine, government, and so much more.  The most persuasive speakers in the world could be found in Athens—masters of debate, rhetoricians renowned for their powerful dialogues.  Paul had traveled to Athens on a mission steeped in religion.  The tentmaker from Tarsus knew that his presentations to the Athenians would not be easy.  Without a doubt, his message would strike some of the Senators and philosophers as sheer foolishness.  But, he was not in the intellectual center of the world to win a debate.  His intention was to appeal to people’s hearts as well as to their minds—to both the leaders of Stoicism and Epicureanism as well as all other people—and to introduce each of them, all of them, to a person—not to a new idea, a novel philosophy, a captivating ideology, but to a person, a man named Jesus, now called the Christ, who had been killed and now lived.  It would not be easy.


Early during his stay in Athens Paul discovered a surprisingly high interest in religion in the city.  In fact, he eventually told the Athenians that he perceived them as being too religious—employing a word to convey this description that pointed to an addiction to the worship of deities.  Why, there was evidence of one god or another on almost every corner in Athens or so it seemed.  The apostle even had discovered an altar inscribed “to an unknown god!”  It was as if the Athenians thought that just in case they had overlooked some important deity in their construction of religious monuments and altars, they would cover their bases by building an altar to a god whom they could not yet identify.  It couldn’t hurt.  It might help.  Who knew? 


That was religion in the ancient city of Athens—a pervasive interest in the divine, a kind of sacred superstition that actually created an opportunity for an introduction to real religion.  As I observed earlier, religion there and then was much like religion here and now—except that it was different.  

Religion where we live is almost singularly focused; people worship one God, not many gods.  The altars that we know tend to come with steeples, pledge cards, and claims of certainty about most everything.  Absent in most of our religion is any acknowledgment that anything remains unknown—especially in matters related to God.  While, in Athens, overwrought superstition opened the door to real religion, where we live, overwrought religion often opens the door to superstition—superstition parading as religion and, thus, superstition distorting the meaning of religion.


Well, how can we tell the difference between the two?  Religion and superstition can look very much alike.  What distinguishes religion from superstition?  As I respond to that question, I want to move from the general to the specific; I want to drop the subject of religion and look carefully at a comparison between superstition and Christianity.


Each—superstition and Christianity—comes from a radically different understanding of life and of God than that found in the other.  Superstition has its source in an assumption that life is stacked against us.  We live in a hostile environment; the world is out to get us.  Thus every individual needs to take every precaution imaginable to survive, much less to succeed.  The very meaning of the term from which we get our word superstition, supersisto, is “to stand in terror of the deity.”  No wonder a superstitious person sees life as a barrier to be scaled or a barrage of difficulties and dangers to be avoided!  Superstition stems from the assumptions that God is to be feared and that for things to go well in our lives, we must placate God or trick God, using every means possible.  The other ancient terms etymologically related to superstition are supersisto, a word that means feeling terror in the presence of God and superstes, which means simply surviving.  Do you see?  Superstition is considered a way for people to get by in this world in order to survive; it is a means of successfully warding off the onslaughts of life’s difficulties.  So, if there is even a possibility that carrying a rabbit’s foot keeps trouble away, put one in my pocket, we reason.  Similarly, if wearing a cross staves off evil and delivers one from difficulties, hang that awful symbol of death around my neck on a chain.  Superstition!


On the other hand, Christianity begins with the concept of a good God who creates people in the divine image and sets us in the midst of a world that God has declared “good.”  From the clearest revelation of God that we have, which is God’s revelation of the divine nature through the life of Jesus, we learn that God desires life for us, abundant life, life as good as God’s creation.  

Though God is to be reverenced, God need not be feared.  God loves us and desires our well-being.  We have no need to conjure up ways of fending off trouble—whether by refusing to step on a crack or walk under a ladder or allow a black cat to run in front of us or by agreeing to eat black-eyed peas on New Years Day so we will be rich or knocking on wood to assure no change in our present good fortune or taking care not to break a mirror and thus invite problems into our lives.


I have suggested to you that superstition occupies a large place in many religions, including Christianity.  Why, and how?  Given the vast difference between Christianity and superstition, how do the two ever come together?  

Interestingly, the answer to that question is not far removed from the situation in Athens in which people had an addiction related to God.  Not infrequently, devoted Christians transform an aid to spiritual practice into an absolute issue of stark superstition.  Let me illustrate the credibility of that observation.  

Saying the Prayer of Jesus is a beneficial spiritual exercise.  However, thinking that saying the Prayer of Jesus is a prerequisite to playing a good game in some sport or giving a good recital is a harmful concept of sheer superstition.  I once saw a high school football team that was behind on the score board in the fourth quarter of their game call a time out in order to kneel together on the field and repeat the Lord’s Prayer in hopes of assuring their victory in the game.  It would have been far more helpful had they practiced better and placed better athletes on the field than to pray at that moment.  

Genuflection before a cross or in the presence of the elements of Holy Communion can be a meaningful act of reverence and respect.  But genuflection before stepping into the batter’s box at a baseball game or genuflection as a physical crutch to be used in getting through a difficult situation is an act of superstition.  Giving a financial offering to God can be a profound and sacrificial act of worship, but giving an offering to God as a means of buying a week of good luck is spiritually sick.


We have to be careful.  Most every aspect of spiritual devotion can be pushed to an extremity that turns it into an act of superstition.  That principle even includes attendance in worship.  Going into a church building no more guarantees that a person will live a trouble-free Christian life than entering a garage makes a person a car or guarantees that a person’s car will start.


I still hold vivid memories of walking along Ipanema and Copacabanna Beaches in Rio de Janeiro in the evening and watching fleet after fleet of lighted candles bobbing out into the ocean atop altars made of vegetable leaves constructed by cults that believed such offerings to the sea brought good fortune to their members.  “Pagan worship,” my friends called it. Perhaps.  But how different was that from ambitious business people paying tithes of their salaries to a church in order to assure that God will cause increases in their incomes or individuals seeking to alleviate their spiritual debts by contributing money to a house of worship or families reverencing the Bible by refusing to place anything on top of it rather than by reading it. 


From time to time, perhaps all of us would do well to take an inventory of our spiritual practices and seek to identify among them that which is a true act of devotion and that which qualifies as a lingering superstition.  Even our prayers can degenerate into acts far more akin to superstition than to the communication of devotion.  So many people suspicion that “saying a little prayer” or “having a little talk with Jesus” (Why is it always a little prayer or a little talk?) will make up for a lack of preparation, a bad decision, or irresponsible action.


How is it with us?


Here are two or three more principles by which we can distinguish superstition from Christianity.  Does our belief or practice of Christianity engage reality or enable us to escape reality?  Superstition involves an escape from reality.  A superstitious person imagines that reality can be avoided if not changed simply by repeating some act or behavior that has nothing to do with reality.  A man believes good things happen every time he wears a particular pair of socks.  A woman speaks of her success when her clothing is of a particular color.  A student believes that whispering a prayer before taking a test will prevent failure even in the absence of careful study.  Superstition involves a denial of reality while Christianity facilitates an engagement with reality.  Christianity commends a faith sufficient for bad times and good times, death as well as life.  Reality is the realm in which we serve God.


Take a look as well at superstition and Christianity from the perspective of growth—spiritual growth.  Superstition holds little concern about maturity.  In fact, the more ingrained a superstition, the more resistance to change is experienced.  Superstition insists on doing everything in precisely the same manner time and time again.  Conversely, Christianity requires growth, prods people to move toward greater spiritual maturity.  In another of his letters, Paul wrote about God’s expectation that people grow in faith.  Christianity invites experimentation in prayer, diversity in corporate worship, stretching spiritual muscles, questioning beliefs, pursuing new avenues of truth, and examining various expressions of devotion as a means to growth incomparable to the staid repetition of a belief or act meant to satisfy a superstition.


Finally, seeking to distinguish between superstition and Christianity involves an examination of where each one leads us.  Compliance with a superstition carries us down a dead end street.  Fidelity to superstition requires repetition that takes a person nowhere.  From the vantage point of superstition, facing every new day with confidence involves being sure that we are carrying a good luck charm.


Go back to Athens for a moment.  Paul saw in exaggerated religiosity an opportunity for an experience of faith born of an encounter with God.  The apostle Paul accepted the Athenians where they were and moved them to a better spiritual location in their lives.  The imaginative minister named the unknown god to which the Athenians had built an altar.  The tent maker missionary introduced the people of Athens to the deity for whom they had been searching.  And eventually, superstition gave way to real religion—faith in Christ, identity as the people of God.


Do you remember the gospel story of the woman with a terrible hemorrhage who touched the hem of Jesus’ robe in search of healing?  Some have dubbed her action as an act of superstition.  But look how Jesus handled the matter.  Jesus accepted the woman where she was and moved her beyond healing into discipleship.  The woman reached for a robe and encountered a person.  Her healing was not in the robe but in a relationship with the person with whom she began walking.  The woman’s religion—though tinged with a bit of superstition—quickly moved to an act of faith and a relationship with God.


The movement from superstition to religion, to Christianity, is to be encouraged.  Conversely, superstitions attached to Christianity in a manner that makes them look like acts of religion are dangerous and to be discouraged.


It is important for us to be honest about our beliefs and practices.  How tragic it is to confuse Christianity and superstition, to live with a fear that seems eradicable only by our cautious acts of superstition when we can know the freedom that comes with the gift of God’s grace and the expectation of experiencing abundant life.  Let us be done with the misery involved in turning religion into superstition and claim the joy of a faith unafraid of reality because of the mercy at the center of our relationship with God.  


If the beliefs and actions with which we practice our faith are filling us with fear and wearing us out, let us quickly and boldly look at them under the bright light of God’s love and there compare them to the nature of the person and the 

ministry of Jesus and the kind of life which he promised us.  The result can be a powerful liberation from superstition and the joyful experience of a life of faith that does not stagnate amid endless fears but soars in a movement toward maturity nurtured by unconditional love.


Personally, as the days of my life come and ago with rapidity, I reject completely the idea that I need to repeat some formula or carry some object or guarantee some repetition in order to be spared the hostility of the world or of some unknown god that may cause me difficulty.  I entrust my life to the radical freedom born of a relationship with the God whom we know through Jesus Christ who offers grace unconditionally and love without end.  

Be free of superstition, dear friends.  Trust like you work, regularly.  Pray like you dance, freely without inhibitions.  Worship like you love, lavishly and personally.  Then live, live with such trust, prayer, and worship as you enjoy God and life in God’s world.  Amen.  

PASTORAL PRAYER

O God, whom we call by many names, worship in diverse styles, and reverence through a variety of actions, we speak as if with one voice in praise for you and act in unison to serve as ambassadors of your love.  

Some of us first heard of you in a church.  Others found you through people’s compassion for them.  And, still others caught their first glimpse of you in creation.  Whatever the setting of our first sighting of you, though, the more we have learned of you, the more we have felt drawn toward you to be embraced by your love, set free by your forgiveness, and commissioned to live in your grace.

Holy One, Divine Lover, whether we know you through commandment or sunrise, in the revelation of scripture or a relationship with one of your children, we are aware of your comfort and consolation, we feel your love and compassion, we bow before your mercy and justice, and we give ourselves to you as partners with you both in creation and redemption.

Young creating God, Strong mother God, Warm father God, Old aching God, we feel loved by you and seek to live in relation to others that you may know of our love for all of them and that you may feel our love for you.  Amen.  
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