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SBNR: Spiritual But Not Religious  Acts 17:16-34 9/1/13 

 Graham Standish is the pastor of Calvin Presbyterian Church in 

Zenienople, PA, north of Pittsburgh.  In an article he wrote for 

Congregations journal, Standish talks about people who identify 

themselves as SBNR- Spiritual, But Not Religious.  Recent surveys about 

religion in America have suggested that these people represent the fastest 

growing group in our country!   

 People who are “Spiritual But Not Religious” believe that there is 

more to life than just material things, and they are open to exploring 

spirituality as a means to find a deeper sense of life and purpose.  But they 

are skeptical of doctrines about God and about theology in general.  And, 

they tend to reject the idea that anything can be universally true, instead 

believing that something may be true for one person, but not for another.  

Therefore, attempts to rationally argue for the Christian faith, no matter how 

good they are, are often ineffective in convincing them to come along. 

 Rather than approach faith on a thinking, cognitive level, they tend to 

engage spiritual matters on an experiential level, open to trying out various 

New Age or Eastern religious practices.  They are willing to listen to the 

claims of many religions as long as all sides are respectful of one another.  

However, it is often difficult for them to move beyond their profound 

openness to actually commit to anything.  They are cautious about being 
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too identified with any one religion.  They are also very sensitive to 

hypocrisy, especially among those who teach morality. 

 Given the mindset of SBNR’s, it is not surprising that mainline 

churches like us have had a great deal of difficulty in reaching them.  For 

we do make universal truth claims about what God is like, who Jesus is, 

and what he has done on behalf of all humanity.  Presbyterians generally 

offer religious experiences that focus on the mind rather than the body or 

the emotions.  For example, when we think about adult discipleship, we 

almost always talk in terms of classes rather than mentoring or spiritual 

directors or retreats or other experiences.  We also believe that Christian 

faith demands a commitment to serve and follow Jesus Christ, rather than 

remaining perpetually open.  And, if we’re being honest, there has been too 

much hypocrisy in our churches.  All of this puts us at odds with the 

mindset of SBNR’s. 

 But we can’t give up!  God loves “Spiritual But Not Religious” people, 

and the church has a rich tradition of reaching out to people who are 

outside the faith in ways that invite them inside.  An example of this is 

found in Acts 17.  The Apostle Paul, a Jewish Christian, journeyed to 

Athens, the pinnacle of pagan worship in the ancient world.  How would he 

bring the Good News of Jesus Christ to such a place?  Listen, while I read 

the story.  
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16While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply distressed to 

see that the city was full of idols. 17So he argued in the synagogue with the 

Jews and the devout persons, and also in the marketplace every day with 

those who happened to be there. 18Also some Epicurean and Stoic 

philosophers debated with him. Some said, “What does this babbler want to 

say?” Others said, “He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign divinities.” (This 

was because he was telling the good news about Jesus and the 

resurrection.) 19So they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and 

asked him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are 

presenting? 20It sounds rather strange to us, so we would like to know what 

it means.” 21Now all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would 

spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new. (Acts 

17:16-21) 

 Paul had been raised in a strict Jewish home and had continued his 

Jewish education, become a learned Pharisaical leader.  From infancy, he 

had been taught that there was one true God who alone deserves our 

worship and honor.  As such, he was repulsed by idols and by the many 

false gods they represented.  He was grieved to see people offering their 

money, their animals, even their children as sacrifices to appease these 

gods and gain their favor.  Yet, there he was in Athens, surrounded by 

hundreds and thousands of idols.  But in order to reach out to the people 
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there with God’s love, Paul set aside his personal reaction to the pagan 

religion he was encountering. 

 And reach out he did!  He engaged in conversation with fellow Jews 

over these matters and with adherents of the two major philosophies of the 

day- Epicureanism and Stoicism.  Some weren’t impressed with him, 

calling him a “babbler,” but others were intrigued enough to invite him to 

speak at the very center of debate in Athens, at the Areopagus. 

 I think we find something helpful for our outreach to “Spiritual But Not 

Religious” people in these verses.  Some of us may be confused or put off 

by some of their thinking and practices- their skepticism about Jesus and 

the church, their involvement with Eastern religious practices, their rejection 

of rational faith or traditional morality.  And yet, God is calling us to reach 

out to them.  Paul gives us a good example to follow here. 

 First, Paul cared enough to reach out to people who were very 

different from him.  He understood that the gospel was for them, too!  So he 

entered into debates and conversations with them, rather than staying put 

in his small, comfortable group of Christians!  Paul’s example teaches us 

the importance of risking faith conversations with those with whom we 

disagree.  What happens next shows us HOW we might engage folks with 

whom we have faith differences. 

 22Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I 

see how extremely religious you are in every way. 23For as I went through 
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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. (Acts 17:22,23) 

 Notice that Paul doesn’t begin by trashing their beliefs and practices.  

Instead he looks for common ground.  He acknowledges that they too are 

religious.  He points out an altar with the inscription, “To an unknown god,” 

and builds a conversational bridge from that observation. 

 Do we Christians have common ground with SBNR’s?  Well, we both 

believe that there is more to life than the material world.  We are both 

seekers, looking to connect deeply with God and others.  We both want to 

make the world a better place.  And, there are resources in the Christian 

tradition that speak not only to the mind, but also to the heart and soul.  

There is a wide range of Christian music and art.  Christian literature that 

speaks to the heart.  Diverse practices of Christian prayer and meditation 

and fasting.  Spiritual direction that seeks to unify our physical, emotional, 

and spiritual selves.  SBNR’s may be doing us a favor in pushing us to 

explore these sometimes-lost resources of our own faith. 

 So, we can affirm these common areas with those who are Spiritual 

But Not Religious, but we cannot stop there.  For we have something more 

to offer them, as did Paul. He said,  

24The 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, 25nor is 
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he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he 

himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. 26From 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, 27so 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. 28For ‘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.’ 29Since 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. 30While God has overlooked 

the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to 

repent, 31because 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.” (Acts 17:24-31) 

 After establishing some common ground, Paul doesn’t shy away from 

critiquing their beliefs, does he?  In particular he offers a strong argument 

against worshiping idols, saying that the true God is far above and superior 

to anything made with human hands, and does not live in any structure (like 

a temple) made by us.  No, the true God, the Creator of all, is far above 

and beyond anything on this earth.  But Paul also returns to common 

ground when he acknowledges that they are searching for God and quotes 

from their own poets in making his argument. 
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 He then goes on to proclaim the Good News of the gospel, calling 

them to repent- to change their ways.  And he tells them the wonderful 

news that we no longer need to fear death, for it has been conquered by 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  He reminds them that one day every 

person will give account to Jesus of how he or she has lived his or her life. 

 So, while Paul finds common ground with these religious seekers, he 

does not compromise fundamental Christian beliefs.  And we shouldn’t 

either. 

 A couple weeks ago we had an “Ask the Pastor Any Question” 

session during our Contemporary Worship Service.  One of the questions I 

received was this one, “How do you speak with someone who is dying, so 

as to give hope and compassion, when you work at a facility that does not 

allow you to approach the subject of religion?”  In my answer, I talked about 

demonstrating the love and compassion of Christ by listening to the dying 

person and advocating for their good care.  And I think that’s important to 

do.  But I also noted that Christian faith brings particular Good News to 

someone who is dying.  We believe that death is not the end, and that 

Jesus’ resurrection demonstrates that God is present on both sides of the 

grave.  Death will not get the final word. 

 While we are not able to share that Good News in some settings, 

ultimately our ability to bring comfort and real help to hurting people is 

dependent on our essential, distinctive Christian beliefs.  And, in a culture 
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that is increasing critical of, ignorant of, and skeptical about Christianity, 

we need to look for opportunities to share this Good News with others. 

 OK.  How did things end for Paul in Athens?  

32When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but 

others said, “We will hear you again about this.” 33At that point Paul left 

them. 34But some of them joined him and became believers, including 

Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, and others with 

them. (Acts 17:32-34) 

 There were a variety of responses.  Some outright rejected the 

Christian faith, laughing at it.  Others weren’t convinced, but were open to 

learning more.  And some became followers of Jesus on the spot!  If we are 

going to engage with those who are “Spiritual But Not Religious,” we should 

be prepared for similar responses.  Given their starting point, I think many 

will fall into that second category- open to learning more.  This will require a 

great deal of patience on our part, but that’s what God calls us to!  Who do 

you know who might think of themselves as “Spiritual But Not Religious?”  

How could you reach out to them this week? 


