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How's your grasp of Plato and Aristotle? A bit hazy, perhaps? Well, you have some excuse in that they are philosophies shaped in the fourth century BC! But even as recently as 1972 Plato's Republic was compulsory reading at the start of the post-graduate teacher training course at Southampton, and in 1979 a refresher course was part of my theological studies.

Why am I asking this? Let's bring this more up-to-date. How's your grasp of post-modernism? And what's your understanding of the philosophy behind "The Big Society"? I raise these topics because they are part of the way in which the world around us understands and describes itself, part of the way in which discussions happen about politics, morality, ethics and education are shaped.

When St Paul reached Athens he was operating in a world with competing world-views, and many rival so-called "gods". And his inspired response was to start from what they knew, and from what they were searching for, and to point them through and beyond these things to Jesus Christ. You can read the story of course in Acts 17. Although we don't have monuments to "the unknown god" dotted around Herefordshire, we do know that people are "idolising" a variety of things, and are adhering to a wide range of philosophies and "spiritualties".

If we, like Paul, are to lead people beyond these things, we need not just to know where we wish to lead them - to come face-to-face with Jesus Christ - but also where they are starting from! But don't despair, if grappling with philosophy is not your gift - after all Paul makes a point in emphasising that God has "made foolish the wisdom of the world" (1 Corinthians 1:20).  

At some deep level each person has the same needs, the same longings, and in fact Paul in Athens makes part of his appeal at that level. "God is not far from each one of us, for in him we live and move and have our being". May we, by God's grace, be able to help others connect with that source, identify their spiritual origins in the heart of God, and come "home" to Him in and through Jesus Christ.

