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 He is the Cy Young of our faith tradition.  If Christianity gave an 

annual award for the person who most exemplifies the faith, it would 

have to be called the Philip award.  As a Deacon in the first church in 

Jerusalem, Philip spent his time serving others, especially widows and 

all those who could not fend for themselves.  He made sure all of them 

had enough to eat and he literally served them that food.  Before he 

could get proficient at it however, the persecutions started.  Roman 

soldiers searched every house in Jerusalem, looking for Christians to 

jail.  Philip managed to escape and when he did, he did not choose the 

easy way out.  He took off for Samaria, the place where he and his 

fellow Jews would not be caught dead.

 Like Jesus himself, Philip not only went to Samaria, but he 

associated with their hated enemies.  In fact, he was the first of the 

disciples to leave home and spread the message of Jesus beyond his 

own culture.  He got to really know and love the people of Samaria.  

He turned in his apron for a pulpit and as it turned out, he was pretty 

darn good at the preaching thing too.  In fact, he would go on to 

convert an entire town.  So not only was he Cy Young, but he was also 
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the Rookie of the Year, being responsible for the first missionary 

success story in the church.

 There must have been no question that Philip was expecting a 

big contract from God.  Certainly his performance in Samaria 

warranted him landing a gig in a major Gentile city.  There he would 

have an opportunity to bring so many more people to Christ.  Imagine 

therefore, Philip’s incredulity when his next assignment was to head 

out to the middle of the God forsaken desert on some road where he 

was likely to have a great opportunity to convert scorpions to the 

faith.   

 Being the good and faithful servant however, he did it anyway.  

There in the desert, licking his wounds, Philip does have an encounter 

with one human being.  My guess is that if Philip had been on his 

game, he would have immediately recognized who the Ethiopian 

eunuch represented.  After all, he just may be the most obvious 

caricature in all of the Bible.  He seems to be a conglomeration of 

every person that Jesus cared for in his ministry.    

 The Ethiopian eunuch hits every button of oppression and 

rejection possible in Roman and Jewish society.  As an Ethiopian, his 
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black skin immediately gave him away as someone outside all of the 

local cultures.  Ethiopia was also described as the “ends of the earth” 

by many people living in the Roman empire.  And of course as a 

eunuch, he is outcast from both Roman and Jewish cultures.  As a 

person who is not whole, he cannot even enter the temple, which is 

made painfully explicit in Deuteronomy 23:1.  “No one whose testicles 

are crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the 

assembly of Yahweh.”  In addition, bearing offspring was socially 

essential in Jewish society, which meant that this Ethiopian was a 

non-person in the culture of Philip.  Scribal law also states that a male 

could only become a Jew if he was circumcised.  Strike three.  

 In addition to all of this, the Ethiopian’s social status also 

disconnected him from that very early Christian church.  Unlike Jesus’ 

earliest followers, he is obviously well to do because for one, he is 

literate, and for another, he is traveling in a chariot.  He is also the 

Queen of Ethiopia’s treasurer, which means in addition to having 

money, he also had power.  By virtue of his race, his non-sexuality, and 

his power, the Ethiopian Eunuch has the perfect storm of 
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characteristics to totally segregate him from that fledgling Christian 

world.  He is the poster boy for rejection.  

 But Philip, our missionary superstar, our rookie of the year 

winner, misses the entire thing.  Perhaps that is because he is still 

bent out of shape that God has sent him to this forsaken place instead 

of a major metropolitan area to preach his message.  For whatever 

reason though, he does not see the oh so obvious characterization 

symbolized so blatantly in the Ethiopian Eunuch.

 Taught by his culture to keep his distance from such characters, 

Philip does just that.  He will not approach the man until the Spirit 

prods him into it.  And when he finally does, his opening statement is 

akin to the worst used car salesman line ever.  Instead of, “you don’t 

really want to buy this car, do you?”, Philip says, “Do you really 

understand what you are reading?”  In addition to not being very 

evangelical, the sentence is just plain unkind, not to mention 

condescending.

 But what I really love is the Ethiopian Eunuch's reply after Philip 

has finally lowered himself to speak to him.  “What do you mean do I 

understand what I am reading?  How the heck am I supposed to 
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understand?  None of you will even sit next to me and talk about it.  

You won’t touch me, you won’t eat with me, you won’t even let me in 

your churches.  In fact, you won’t even let me in the door.  That’s why I 

am sitting in the middle of the desert all alone trying to figure it out 

myself!”

 It is at this point, that Philip finally seems to gets it.  Here in 

front of him is everyone that Jesus ever served, the outcast, the 

shunned, the rejected, the forgotten.  He returns to form and preaches 

the Ethiopian’s socks off, helping him to understand what he is 

reading.  The results will be dramatic.  The Ethiopian Eunuch is the 

first recorded baptism of a Gentile in the church.

 It seems so ridiculously simple, does it not?  After all, Jesus gave 

us this message over and over again in his ministry in every form 

imaginable.  There can be no question that for Jesus, our first job as 

Christians is to embrace the other and bring them in the circle when 

others reject them.  But the very first chance the rookie of the year 

missionary gets to embrace the other and bring him in the inner circle, 

and he almost blows it.
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 We see a similar pattern develop in the early church.  It does not 

take a rocket scientist to realize that we need to locate and embrace 

every Ethiopian Eunuch.  The Book of Acts is full of stories of 

individuals who do that.  But by the time we get to the fourth century, 

the church has moved from concentrating on acceptance of the other 

as the central role of faith to making belief in certain dogmas primary.  

! Here we are 2000 years later, and we are unbelievably having the 

same conversation.  A large segment of Christianity is still contending 

that belief in Biblical concepts trumps inclusion of everyone in the 

circle.  Today’s story from Acts points out once again that Jesus 

rejected that philosophy, telling us quite clearly that when a Biblical 

passage like Deuteronomy 23:1 contributes to rejection of another, we 

must toss it aside so that we may instead embrace our Ethiopian 

Eunuchs.  

 But it is not just those who place dogma over inclusion that miss 

our primary call.  The central message of Jesus is still eluding all of us 

as much as it was Philip.  I was reminded of this again a few years ago 

when the United Church of Christ ran a series of ads in what they 

called their “God is still speaking” campaign.
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 Here is one of those ads...

 I think it is a great ad and I believe it captures the essence of the 

story of Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch.  But I’ve got to tell you that 

when I first saw it, my other reaction was...really?  We still have to 

convince people that this is what Jesus taught us to do, that this was 

the most important thing in his ministry?  It seems like such a no 

brainer.  But guess what happened to that ad with the painfully 

obvious message?  Most of you probably never saw it, because it was 

rejected by every major television network in America.  The UCC was 

told to put their money away, because ABC, NBC, CBS and FOX all said 

they would not run it for any amount of cash.  Why, you ask?  They all 

said it was quote, ˝too controversial."  Controversial?  The first rule of 

Christianity is too controversial?

 But beloved, it is true.  The radical message of Jesus remains 

just as extremist now as it was 2000 years ago.  It is too controversial 

for the bearers of our culture.  We must never forget that.

 So right now, let me come clean.  I have forgotten that.  I have 

been living in a world where I have taken for granted that we have 
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created the world of inclusion that Jesus teaches us.  I am proud to be 

a member of a church that has stood by the Ethiopian Eunuch.  But I 

have also said, good, we did that, so now let us move on to other 

pressing Jesus issues and other ways to bring about God’s realm.  At 

least we have this inclusion thing down pat, I thought.  Bless me 

congregation, for I have sinned.  I, just like Philip, have not seen the 

eunuch right before my eyes.

 My awakening event occurred two Sundays ago.  Believe it or 

not, we actually had a gay couple storm out of church because they 

somehow got the impression that we had installed ejector seats in our 

pews for them.  A gay couple, for heavens sake.  Then, in the body of 

that same service, we had two other skirmishes where others felt like 

they were being asked to sit in ejector seats.  

 My Grace St. Paul’s family, please do not misunderstand me.  We 

are the Philips of the twenty-first century.  We are the Cy Young award 

winners who are acknowledged often for being the example of what 

inclusion is all about.  The Rev. Timothy Dombek said that about us 

when he was here.  Jack Hanstein, from Episcopal Community 
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Services, said the same thing about us again last week.  But if even 

Philip missed the obvious signs, so can we.  Just like him, we too 

sometimes cannot see the Ethiopian Eunuch sitting right in front of us.

 Of course, no one ever said this was going to be easy.  No one 

ever said that welcoming everyone with open arms was not going to 

cause us some personal discomfort.  Connecting with someone who is 

totally different than us is always the most challenging thing we will 

ever do.  It is never easy creating the beloved community of Jesus.  

That is why it remains the most radical of concepts.  But if we are 

going to create the realm of God, we have no choice but to start with 

Jesus’ number one rule.  We must love the Ethiopian Eunuch as our 

brother.  If we are not making every single person who has ever felt 

rejected or even neglected by society or other churches feel like they 

are queens and kings here, no pun intended, then we have totally 

failed as a church and as Christians.  It is also not enough to just leave 

our door open and treat everyone who happens to wander in like they 

are royalty.  We need to go out there and wander in the desert and find 

them and bring them here to safety and to baptism.  We need to 
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convince them that they are the real superstars.  If any church has 

what it takes to live into this vision of Jesus, it is all of you.

 Here then is my promise to you.  I pledge from this day forward to 

stay laser focused on the Ethiopian Eunuch.  I promise to do my 

utmost to not fall into the lackadaisical trap of thinking we have 

inclusion covered.  I promise that I will not allow us as a community to 

ever again believe that we cannot be better in finding and welcoming 

the stranger, the lost, the forgotten, and the neglected.  I promise to 

embrace and love every single one of you, now and always.  Amen.

10


