
MAY 7, 2017 EASTER  
ACTS 8:26-39     WHEN THE WORD COMES TO LIFE 

 

Both the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles are addressed to Theophilus, meaning ‘Lover of God’.. 
Scholars are uncertain whether these early reports are addressed to a particular person, or to all those who 
love God, but both are clearly written by the same author.  Luke tells the stories of Jesus; while Acts tell us 
about the life and ministry of the apostles and the early church. The theme of Acts is well expressed in chapter 
1, verse 8, where the risen Christ is reported as saying to the apostles: "But you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth." 
 

This morning’s story is an early witness story.  Philip, whose name was also mentioned last week, was one of 
those, along with Stephen, who was appointed to look after the distribution of food to the widows of their 
communities. Philip is described as filled with the Holy Spirit and wisdom, and as directed by the Spirit to go 
beyond the role that the church has assigned him!  
 

In this morning’s story Philip is convinced that he has been sent by the Holy Spirit to journey along the 
wilderness road from Jerusalem to Joppa. To journey on such a road alone would have been a dangerous 
proposition for Philip; yet, in spite of the risk, it seems he does not hesitate! Along the way, the Spirit speaks 
again to him, directing him to catch up with a passing carriage occupied by a stranger— an important and 
wealthy Eunuch, with a clear and deep yearning to know God. One thing leads to another… and the next thing 
we know, the two are deep in conversation as Philip shares with this Ethiopian Eunuch the good news of 
Jesus, and tells him about the message of repentance and the forgiveness of sins.  
 

I wonder what it was like for Philip to be Spirit-directed in such a way?  What might it look and feel like for us to 
be attentive to and respond to the promptings of the Spirit in our daily lives? It seems to me that the ability to 
listen for the Spirit’s call requires a certain attentiveness to life, both within us and around us. It requires that 
we not be continually rushed and preoccupied.  It requires that we truly be where we are, so we have time to 
truly consider where we need to go, or what we need to do next.   
 

Often, in our seeking to listen for the spirit, it is wise to be listening with others who can either confirm or 
question whether what we are hearing may indeed be from the One who is the Source and Sustainer of our 
lives.   
 

We need to be aware too, that such listening can be a risky thing, and that acting on what we have heard, may 
require of us a bold and courageous spirit.  Such listening has the potential of turning our settled lives, as 
individuals, families, and as a church, upside down.  As in most things, baby steps are wise.  Humility--(ie) a 
willingness to fail, persistence, and practice are handy tools to keep at hand if we to really begin to feel 
confident about such things.  
 

 

The particular call that Philip receives this morning causes me to wonder what kind of conversations we might 
find ourselves drawn into if we were to risk, from time to time, allowing ourselves to listen, to be attentive, and 
to trust our sense of divine direction?  
 

I wonder, who among us might consider experimenting with such a practice?  When words are shared, words 
come alive, and words have the power to transform. This morning’s story is a story of transformation—for the 
Ethiopian, yes, but also potentially for us.  As so often happens in the gospels and throughout Acts, we are 
invited to notice that God is concerned here with someone who does not fit with the ordinary church crowd.  
The God, in this story, brings to us those who may both challenge and change us, and offer the potential for 
new and fascinating relationships. The main character in our story is a dark skinned Ethiopian Eunuch-- a 
foreigner, of another race, a wealthy and powerful administrator, whose gender and sexuality are ambiguous.  
According to tradition, it is this Ethiopian eunuch-- this stranger and outsider who is the one to bring Christianity 
to Ethiopia.  It is this somewhat peculiar personage who is recognized as the evangelist to Ethiopia, centuries 
before Europe or North America ever heard the word, “Christianity”. 
 

Here, the Bible seems to speak clearly of an inclusive stance towards the marginalized. Here baptism is a 
sacrament that defines not who is excluded, but who is included. The Ethiopian sees water ahead, commands 
that his chariot be brought to a stop, and asks a simple question.  “What reason is there for me not to be 
baptised?”  Apparently Philip cannot think of one, so they both go down into the waters and Philip baptizes the 
Eunuch in the name of Jesus.  After the two men come up out of the waters, they go on their separate ways, 
rejoicing!  
 



When the Ethiopian Eunuch asks Philip: “What can prevent me from being baptised,” he is testing the 
boundaries.  The ball is in Philip’s court, as it is in ours too, to find a barrier that stops the Ethiopian, or those 
requesting baptism of us. When the request comes to us, will we be quick to find a reason to exclude or 
include?  What barriers do we want to shape around us?  What lines we will not cross to welcome others?  Do 
we see baptism as a difficult or welcoming gateway for grace? 
 

On Monday, Michael and I attended the ribbon cutting celebration for Toby’s Place, A New Safe Space for 
LGBTQ+ Youth at Birchcliff Bluffs United Church in south Scarborough.  The Rev. Dr. Cheri DiNovo, was one 
of the speakers for the evening.  Cheri is a former minister at Emmanuel Park United Church where ‘Toby’ (the 
drop-in’s namesake) came to faith.  Cheri is currently the MPP for Parkdale-High Park, and author of Toby’s 
Law (to include transgender rights in Ontario).  She sees the provision of safe spaces such as Toby’s Place as, 
“a matter of life and death for young people.” She writes, “If youth have no safe space where they can be 
nurtured and supported, terrible things happen.”   
 

Cheri shared with us a little of Toby’s story--of how she met her after an evening service at Emmanuel Park—a 
service which was attended almost solely by street people, prostitutes, drug addicts, and members of the 
LGBTQ+ community.  She told of Toby’s gradual coming to faith, of the wonderful gift of music she brought to 
the community, and of the loving support the church offered as ‘he’ went through the ‘transition’ to ‘she’.  
Finally, she spoke of Toby’s dying, surrounded by friends, and finally being laid to rest, in a mini skirt just as 
she had wished—and of the stained glass window picturing Toby that graces the sanctuary of Emmanuel Park 
United Church—as the first transgendered person to be honoured in such a way by her community. It is a 
moving story that challenges all of us to a deeper and broader compassion for those who are often so deeply 
marginalized in our culture.   
 

In this Easter season, in this season of new life and new beginnings, I hope we are inspired by the stories of 
those early apostles, and by the stories of the apostles of our own day.  I hope we are challenged by their 
attentiveness to the voice of the Spirit, and their boldness in stepping out and speaking up to, and on behalf of 
the marginalized, in order to share the good news of God’s love and grace with all who are hungering to hear 
it. As we listen to the words of scripture, I wonder who among us might risk opening ourselves to what those on 
the margins might have to teach us?  Who among us might dare to enter into conversations with those who 
may be virtually starving for relationships that are deep and satisfying—those who are for long past due for 
some good news?    
 

I wonder, who among us will we allow ourselves to be transformed by the living Word? 


