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Some of the most tragic victims of war, famine, or disease are children.  These innocents caught 

in the crossfire of fate can instantaneously find themselves orphaned and on their own. 

In its sixth year, the fighting in Syria has made orphans out of legions of children. Of the more 

than 4 million Syrians who have fled their homeland, more than half are age 17 or younger, according to 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. And while some were fortunate enough to be 

accompanied in flight by both parents, many lost their fathers to the violence that has killed more than a 

quarter of a million Syrians since the fighting began in 2011. Still others are without any immediate 

family to look after them.  And we ask ourselves, “Where is God in the midst of this hot mess?” 

During the 30 years of the global HIV epidemic, an estimated 17 million children lost one or 

both parents due to AIDS. And 90 percent of these children live in sub-Saharan Africa.  And once again, 

we search desperately for the Jesus who loves the little children of the world. 

UNICEF estimates that 140 million children worldwide are orphans.  Let that number sink in for 

a moment.  Try to get a sense of how many human beings we’re talking about.   

When confronted with facts and figures like these, it’s easy to slip into the “where-is-God” sort 

of thinking.  If God really cares, then why is there death and disease and hunger and poverty…and 

orphans?  Where is God in the face of all this tragedy? 

In this morning’s Gospel reading, Jesus knows that these are the very questions with which the 

disciples will be struggling following his death.  Very soon he will be executed as a threat to the Roman 

Empire and the disciples will not know where to turn.  They will feel very much like the 140 million 

orphans around the world.   

 And so, as the Gospel of John portrays it, Jesus, more concerned with the fate of his disciples 

than that of his own, counsels them in his final hours.  He addresses what may well be one of their 

greatest fears, but he promises that he won’t abandon them.  They will feel lost and confused following 

his death, but the Gospel records him as saying he won’t leave them like orphans. 

And that promise made to a handful of disciples in 1st century Jerusalem is a promise that you 

and I cling to today.  When faced with the messiness of life, we hold fast to the words of Jesus telling us 

that we aren’t abandoned.  But if that’s true, then where is God? 

It’s a question that Paul addressed in our first reading this morning.  Paul had encountered some 

conflict as a result of his preaching in northern Greece, and so was carried to Athens as a place of safety.  

According to the text, while waiting for his companions Silas and Timothy to arrive, Paul took a tour 

through the city.  An ancient proverb declared that there were more gods in Athens than men.  And so 

it’s not surprising that wherever Paul looked, in niches and on pedestals, in temples and on street 

corners, there were images of gods and demigods. Busts of Hermes were on every corner, and statues 

and altars were in the courtyard of every home.  And so Paul decided to spend his time in the local 

synagogue and marketplace preaching about the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

After a while, some of the Greek citizens took him to what was known as Areopagus, an ancient 

hill near the marketplace of Athens, to explain himself.  And so Paul used the inscription "to the 

unknown god" on one altar to introduce to the Athenians the God whom he professed.  This was the 

One, he proclaimed to them, who had made the world and all that is in it, the Sovereign of heaven and 

earth. 

Addressing the question of “Where is God?” he pointed out that this unknown God did not live 

in the sanctuaries of their temples.  Nor did God reside within any statues that had been created by 

human hands.  God was bigger than that and couldn’t be contained by such things as stone or precious 

metals. 
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And then Paul used a quote from Aratus, one their greatest poets, who wrote, “For every street, 

every market-place is full of Zeus. / Even the sea and the harbour are full of this deity. / Everywhere 

everyone is indebted to Zeus. / For we are indeed his children.” 

In essence, Paul was pointing out to them that this unknown God, the Source of all things in the 

world was everywhere.  And what’s more, God was not a distant God, but a God who cared for and 

loved each of them because “we, too, are God’s children.” Not orphans, but children of God. 

And then Paul quotes a second Greek philosopher named Epimenides who, in one of his works, 

stated, “They fashioned a tomb for thee, O holy and high one…But thou art not dead, thou livest and 

abidest forever. For in thee we live and move and have our being.”  In God we live and move and have 

our being. 

Where is God?  Well, God was decidedly not in the temples scattered throughout Athens.  Nor 

was God in the ancient idols of stone or gold or silver.  Nor does God reside in our modern-day idols of 

church buildings, upscale homes, and high-tech electronics.  God does not smile with approval on the 

hours we spend on improving our looks or social status. And try as we might, we won’t find God in our 

search for meaningfulness with our busyness and full calendars, or in our desperate search for happiness 

in food, chemicals, or relationships. 

No, that’s not where you will find God.  But let me tell you where I think you will find God.  

You may not find God in a war tragedy that results in orphans, but you will find God in the volunteers at 

the overcrowded orphanages which shelter them from harm’s way.  You won’t find God in the hallowed 

halls of so-called justice where laws which oppress people who are already living in the margins are 

created to satisfy large-donor constituents, but you will find God among those who advocate for the 

oppressed.  You may not find God in the circumstances that lead to homelessness, but you will find God 

in the act of giving without expecting anything in return.  You may not find God in the fine Sunday 

clothes and pitch-perfect choir of a church, but you will most certainly find God in the basement of that 

church where a handful of drunks meet to share their experience, strength, and hope in a Higher Power 

that grants them a daily reprieve from their addiction… 

In the Hebrew Bible there’s a story about the prophet Elijah who was on the run from the evil 

Queen Jezebel.  Eventually, he found himself on Mount Horeb, where Elijah was told that he would 

encounter God.  And the Bible says there came a great wind so strong that it was splitting mountains and 

breaking rocks in pieces, but God wasn’t in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but God wasn’t 

in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but God was not in the fire.  But after the fire there 

was a sound of sheer silence.  And that’s where Elijah ended up encountering God. 

You see, you just have to know where to look.  Hold onto the promise that Jesus hasn’t left us 

abandoned and orphaned. And trust that if we don’t see God in the hot mess of life in which we may 

find ourselves, then we need to look elsewhere. Because God is nearby.  And as Paul said, “the One in 

whom we live and move and have our being” cares for us and loves us because we are children of God. 

God is alive and well at work in the world.  And if we obey the commandment of Jesus to love 

one another, then we will experience Jesus.  And God will be revealed to us.  May it be so in your life 

and in mine.  Amen. 


