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Fifth Sunday of Easter • April 29, 2018 
Acts 8:26-40  •  Psalm 22:25-31  •  1 John 4:7-21  •  John 15:1-8 
 

 A couple of weeks ago, we heard Jesus tell the disciples to be his witnesses from Jerusalem 
to all the nations on the earth. And today, we hear a story from the book of Acts about a meeting 
somewhere along the way, somewhere on a wilderness road. This incident on the wilderness road 
was an unlikely meeting. It was one that, truth be told, never should have happened.  
 On the one hand, we have Philip. And Philip is well-known to us now, he’s had his name 
engraved on churches and his face immortalized in portraits, but he was not a big deal at all in the 
early church. He was something of an afterthought. Unlike Jesus and his closest disciples who all 
spoke Aramaic, Philip spoke and acted like a Greek. To many Jews, he would have been seen as an 
outsider. Kind of Greek, kind of Jewish, and not very good at being either. The first-time Philip is 
introduced to us in the book of Acts, it’s when he and his friends were complaining to Jesus’s 
Aramaic-speaking inner circle that the church wasn’t taking care of the Greek-speaking widows. But 
the apostles, in the first recorded incident of out-of-touch church bureaucracy, said, “It is not right 
that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables.” So, they said, you do it. And 
they have this elaborate ceremony where they pray over Philip and his Hellenist friends and decide 
to give them the title of “deacon.” And while “deacon” is a nice enough title, it is certainly a step 
down from that of “apostle.” 
 And on the other hand, we have the Ethiopian official. A man of contradictions. On the one 
hand, a man of some wealth, a man of the queen’s court, driving a big chariot. In his home, he was 
someone of status, what we might call a Beltway insider. And yet, away from his home, this 
Ethiopian official was very much of an outsider. We don’t know exactly what his relationship to 
Judaism was, but our best guess is that he believed in the Jewish traditions but wasn’t able to fully be 
a part of the community. He had gone up to the temple in Jerusalem to worship, but eunuchs like 
him weren’t allowed to go inside because they were considered ritually unclean. They also weren’t 
allowed to convert to Judaism. And as if that wasn’t enough, he was a foreigner. And not just a 
foreigner from the wrong side of town or the wrong city. Ethiopia was about as far away as you 
could imagine. Philip could have faked it until he made it in Jerusalem, but this Ethiopian official? 
Not a chance. 
 And yet these two men, both from the edges of their communities, bond over a text from 
the prophet Isaiah. And Philip tells the Ethiopian about how the text was fulfilled in Jesus, who was 
the Son of God, and how he was crucified and raised from the dead. And apparently Philip includes 
something about baptism as well. Because when this Ethiopian man sees water by the side of the 
road, he asks Philip, “What is to prevent me from being baptized?” And you can imagine Philip 
saying, “Well, pretty much everything.” Number one, you’re a eunuch. Number two, you’re a 
foreigner. And number three, you earn your living by handling money, which was frowned on by the 
Jewish culture. Why can’t you be baptized? Because of pretty much everything. 
 And not only is everything wrong with the eunuch. Just about everything is wrong with 
Philip as well. Because at this point, the church has no policy for people whether or how people like 
this Ethiopian official can come into the community. Eventually, they get all the insiders together 
and have a big argument about it, but at this point, Philip has walked into a situation way above his 
pay grade. Philip’s job is to wait on tables, and now he has to make a call about whether this man 
can be baptized, a decision that will change the direction of the church forever. If this happened 
today, you could kick it up to the synod assembly or to some study group to publish a statement 
once the controversy has blown over. 
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 But at this moment on the wilderness road, somewhere between Jerusalem and all nations, 
Philip has stumbled into a tricky situation. Philip has been a witness just like Jesus asked. But his 
witness has changed how this Ethiopian man thinks of his relationship with God. It’s easy to talk 
about being witnesses to all nations when you can stay at home in Jerusalem, but on the wilderness 
road, the frontier of God’s mercy, doing ministry is a lot more complicated. 

The idea of ritual purity is something that we Christians often misunderstand. Stories like 
today’s about the Ethiopian official lead many of us to think that Jews were singularly obsessed with 
ritual purity and founds its demands impossibly burdensome to fulfill. We often picture Jesus as a 
superhero who fights a caricature of Jewish laws. And then we pat ourselves on the back for being 
so much more accepting than Jesus’s contemporaries. But Jesus’s Jewish contemporaries were less 
concerned with cleanliness laws than we often think, and we are far more hung up on cleanliness 
than we would like to admit. 

Most of us don’t go around calling other people “unclean,” but we often tell each other with 
winks and nods. We do it mostly by perpetuating stigma, a kind of organizing force that we use to 
mark certain people as compromised, spoiled, or morally degenerate. It’s a seemingly polite 
shorthand for describing who should or shouldn’t be part of the community. And stigma may be a 
social construct, but you can see traces of it all around us. Stigma is why we’ll complain to our 
friends about a sprained ankle that’s annoying to walk on, but not for the depression that keeps us 
from getting out of bed. It’s is the difference between a public health crisis and something they must 
have brought on themselves. It’s why some obituaries don’t list a cause of death. 
 When Barbara Bush died last week, one of the remembrances that was shared was about 
how she went to a hospice and embraced a man with HIV/AIDS. That man had a name, which was 
Lou, and that hug has a story, which is more revealing and a lot more complicated than most 
remembrances suggest. 

In the late 1980’s, Lou was a volunteer at a local AIDS organization in D.C. who decided to 
enter seminary to become a Catholic priest.1 And within a year he was diagnosed as HIV+ and 
forced out of the seminary. And so he went to the bishop and lobbied to be reinstated. And the 
bishop told him to start a ministry for people living with AIDS. And one day while he was at work, 
Lou got a call that Barbara Bush was going to visit a home for infants who were HIV+, and, before 
visiting, she wanted to meet with some stakeholders who could tell her more about their work. And 
at that meeting, Lou said, “Mrs. Bush, it is a fantastic thing that you are holding these babies with 
AIDS. But the country sees them as innocent and the rest of us with AIDS as guilty. The whole 
suffering AIDS community needs a collective embrace from you today.” And so she got up and 
gave him a big hug. No cameras. No press. Just the people in the room. 

And after the meeting, Bush went on the tour of the facility and played with all of the babies 
for the cameras. And at the end of the visit, a journalist asked Lou what he thought about the first 
lady’s visit. And he repeated what he said in the private meeting. “I’m afraid that it may send a 
message that babies are innocent and can be helped, but that the rest of us aren’t.” At which point, 
Bush made a point of embracing him in front of the cameras.  

It’s telling to look at the language Lou used to describe himself. Not in terms of sick or 
healthy. Not in terms of contagious or harmless. But in terms of guilty or innocent. Living on the 
wilderness road, on the edges of society, Lou knew what it meant to live as a victim of stigma. What 
it meant to have your medical diagnosis turned into a moral disease. What it meant to have your life 

                                                           
1 This account is taken from Tom Rosshirt, “The Day Barbara Bush Softened Hearts by Hugging a Man with 

AIDS,” Chicago Sun Times, April 18, 2018. Available at https://chicago.suntimes.com/columnists/the-day-barbara-bush-
softened-hearts-by-hugging-a-man-with-aids/  
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reduced to a statistic. But Lou knew something else, too. Something even more important. 
Something he knew but he wanted publicly affirmed in front of those news cameras so that 
everyone would know. That even when, to use Tony Kushner’s phrase, you’ve become “more spirit 
than body, and more sores than skin,” you are still part of the body of Christ. 

It’s kind of funny that for all the setup in today’s story from Acts, Philip never answered the 
Ethiopian official’s question, “What is to prevent me from being baptized?” They never had a back 
and forth about the rules around baptism. They never had a conversation about what baptism means 
or what the teaching of the church is. Maybe they did and Luke just didn’t write it down or 
something. But maybe it’s because, through his witness, by telling this man about Jesus’s 
resurrection, something had changed in Philip’s mind. The person in the story who has been 
brought nearer to the embrace of God isn’t just the Ethiopian official. It’s Philip, too. Because 
Philip has come to see that the center of the church’s mission lies right at the boundaries of society. 
Philip has come to realize that the outsiders are just insiders who don’t know it yet. And Philip has 
come to faith that the way to the kingdom of God lies on the wilderness roads. 

What is to prevent you from being baptized? Pretty much everything. That’s what the folks 
back in Jerusalem probably thought. It may even have been what Philip thought at first. But in the 
light of the resurrection, everything has changed. What stands between you and God? Absolutely 
nothing. What keeps you from being grafted into the body of Christ? Absolutely nothing. What does 
the sting of death have power over? Absolutely nothing. That’s what we proclaim throughout this 
Easter season whenever we say, “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” 
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