
It’s the sixth week of Easter. Easter is a season, just like Lent or Advent or Christmas. And we get 
one more week of Easter than we had of Lent. Six weeks of self-examination, and seven weeks to 
celebrate life. It’s a good balance. 

We’ve been reading stories from the book of Acts. Acts tells the story of what happens next—how 
a rag-tag, scared bunch of disciples became a global movement that changed the world. A big part 
of how that happened was their willingness to change and accept changes. Today we’ve got 
another story of change and acceptance. It’s the story of a disciple named Philip and a person he 
meets on the road. 

Acts 8:26-39 

An angel from the Lord spoke to Philip, “At noon, take the road that leads from Jerusalem to 
Gaza.” (This is a desert road.) So he did. Meanwhile, an Ethiopian man was on his way home from 
Jerusalem, where he had come to worship. He was a eunuch and an official responsible for the 
entire treasury of Candace. (Candace is the title given to the Ethiopian queen.) He was reading the 
prophet Isaiah while sitting in his carriage. The Spirit told Philip, “Approach this carriage and stay 
with it.” 

Running up to the carriage, Philip heard the man reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, “Do you 
really understand what you are reading?” 

The man replied, “Without someone to guide me, how could I?” Then he invited Philip to climb 
up and sit with him. This was the passage of scripture he was reading: 

Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter 
    and like a lamb before its shearer is silent 
    so he didn’t open his mouth. 
In his humiliation justice was taken away from him. 
    Who can tell the story of his descendants 
        because his life was taken from the earth? 

The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, about whom does the prophet say this? Is he talking about 
himself or someone else?” Starting with that passage, Philip proclaimed the good news about Jesus 
to him. As they went down the road, they came to some water. 

The eunuch said, “Look! Water! What would keep me from being baptized?” He ordered that the 
carriage halt. Both Philip and the eunuch went down to the water, where Philip baptized 
him. When they came up out of the water, the Lord’s Spirit suddenly took Philip away. The eunuch 
never saw him again but went on his way rejoicing. 

This eunuch is amazing. He’s not like anyone else in the New Testament. He is a very wealthy, 
very powerful, black man whose body, gender, and sexuality do not fit with the dominant norms. 

And, he’s a devout Jew. That part might not be readily apparent. 

He has traveled all the way from Ethiopia on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Being from Ethiopia isn’t 
irrelevant. In fact, it’s part of what makes us sure he was a devout Jew. My colleague Ben 
Robinson visited Ethiopia with his wife a few years ago. They visited a little town called Falasha, 
and Ben researched all about this little village. It’s a Jewish community that’s existed in Ethiopia 



since the 5th century BCE. 500 years before Christ! That means Judaism has existed in Ethiopia for 
almost 3,000 years. We think of Judaism as coming out of Israel/Palestine. But it’s been in Africa 
almost from the beginning. The oral tradition says that King Solomon’s son Menelik traveled to 
Ethiopia and established a Jewish kingdom. We don’t know if that’s exactly what happened, but 
we know that there have been Jews in Ethiopia for as long as we have written history. 

Which is to say that this man in the chariot, he is a Jew. He was born a Jew. His family has been 
Jewish for generations. He is not an outsider or a recent convert. He is every bit as Jewish as 
Philip. But even though he is Jewish, there is something different about him. He’s a eunuch. 

Most likely that means that he was castrated as a boy so that he could be a court official. Which 
means his body, his gender, and his sexuality don’t match the dominant norms of the day. Which 
might make him a point of connection for those of us whose body, or gender, or sexuality don’t 
match the dominant norms of our day. 

On one hand that difference meant that he had access to power. The highest court officials were 
eunuchs. The thinking was something like, if a man can’t have sex with women, then he’s more 
trustworthy. I’m not sure I like the logic there and the underlying stereotypes. But that was the 
thinking. Being a eunuch gave him access to power. But it also limited him. 

See, there’s a verse in Deuteronomy 23:1 that is unambiguous. It says, “No one whose testicles are 
crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.” Kind of cringe-
inducing, isn’t it? But that’s what it says. 

What this means is that almost certainly when he got to Jerusalem, after traveling all of that way, 
he wasn’t allowed in the innermost, holiest sections of the temple. Even though he was as Jewish 
as anyone else. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t welcome—just because of who he was, because his 
body wasn’t “right,” his gender wasn’t okay, his sexuality wasn’t approved of. 

This story is 2,000 years old, but it could have happened this week in some churches right here in 
Tacoma. You’re welcome, as long as you deny a core part of yourself. You’re welcome, as long as 
you just aren’t who you are. Which is a way of saying, you aren’t welcome. Not really. Not as 
long as you are you. 

Some of us in this room have experienced this kind of rejection, or similar rejection because of our 
physical bodies, or our race or ethnicity, or sexuality or gender. And all of us know what it’s like to 
be rejected, don’t we? 

So, this man is riding home, and reading scripture. He reads: “In his humiliation justice was 
denied him…” Boy, that must have hit close to home. 

Along comes Philip, running down the road. And the story turns. And the eunuch invites him into 
his carriage. Which is really remarkable, considering Philip’s one of those “normal” Jews. Who’s 
not going to be turned away. Someone like Philip is maybe the last person this eunuch actually 
wanted to see right now. But he sees him and somehow, he has the generosity to invite him into 
carriage. He accepts Philip. And Philip accepts him. And he asks Philip, can you help me 
understand this? 

And they begin to talk and read scripture together. And here’s what I believe happened next. 
Philip turned the scroll of Isaiah just a little further, three chapters later, where it says this: 



“To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my 
covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls… an everlasting name that shall not be cut 
off.” 

Just three chapters past where the eunuch was reading are these words of hope and inclusion. You 
are welcome. Just as you are. Philip speaks a word of acceptance to this man and tells him that 
Jesus is the one who’s taught him this acceptance. And the eunuch is baptized, and Philip and the 
man come up out of the water together, both accepted by the other. 

You’re accepted. That’s the heart of the gospel. 

Philip, somehow, had so internalized that gospel grace that he was able to share it with this man 
who was so different from him. That’s how acceptance works, isn’t it? The more we believe we are 
accepted, the easier it is to accept others. 

And the more concerned we are that we don’t quite fit, the more we feel like outsiders, the more 
we worry about defending ourselves. 

On the playground. The bullies are the ones who feel unloved and unlovable. And when we grow 
up the ones who discriminate the most are the ones who feel most insecure in their own position. 
The ones who are least welcoming are the ones who aren’t sure they’re really in. 

Which is why we need the gospel that tells us: you’re in. Whoever you are. Whether you are as 
rich as the eunuch or as poor as Philip. Whether you have all the power in the world or not a bit. 
Whether your body is considered healthy, strong, and beautiful, or sick, or weak, or ugly. Whether 
you have a typical gender presentation or not, whether your sexuality matches the dominant 
norms or not. Whether you’re white, black, immigrant, Native. You are accepted. In Christ there is 
no Jew or Greek, male or female, slave or free. 

When we believe that and internalize it, we’re able to love openly, deeply, freely. What was true 
for the eunuch and Philip is true for you, too. In Christ, you are accepted. No if’s, and’s, or but’s. 
You are accepted. Go and do likewise. 
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